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Abstract
Hauntology is a trend in music, and, more generally, in culture, first 

defined by Mark Fisher, Simon Reynolds and Adam Harper. It in-

cludes artists interested in the exploration of memory in strict re-

lation to media broadcasts (hence the frequent references to radio 

and television). The alphabet of hauntology is an attempt to review 

the phenomenon in the form of an alphabetical compilation that in-

cludes both its most significant representatives and profiles of those 

who initiated the trend.
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In dreams we see but we do not hear
Sigmund Freud

Writing as sweet nourishment or as excrement, the 
trace as seed or mortal germ, wealth or weapon, de-
tritus and/or penis”
Jacques Derrida

Words are treated in dreams as though they were 
things, and for that reason they are apt to be com-
bined in just the same way as are presentation of 
things
Sigmund Freud

Can one imagine an archive without foundation, with-
out substrate, without substance?
Jacques Derrida

1 This research has been funded by the National Centre of Science from resources dedicated 
to fund the internships of scholars who have recently obtained their doctoral degree 
(decision number DEC-2012/04/S/HS2/00315).
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Before Derrida began looking for the spectres of Marx in 
the 1990s, a few decades earlier he entered the archives. 
The texts he wrote under the auspices of Freud during 
a critical stage of deconstruction anticipate his later philo-
sophical-political-theological interpretation of the concept, 
theme or aporia known by the term “spectre”. Freud appears 
on the antipodes of his discourse about Marx, paradoxical-
ly as a radical materialist, who, Derrida argues, alongside 
the concept of the unconscious, also developed the concept 
of the stage [scéne], unparalleled in modernity. The concept 
encompasses both a new approach to representation as 
well as a new outline for a philosophy of mediation and of 
the medium itself, comprehended as that which transcends 
the order of presence and absence. While for the author of 
Writing and Difference Marx is an example of a dispersed and 
spectral materialism, and hence eventually dematerialised, 
Freud touches upon the question of origin itself: what can 
emerge in the space of writing, what creates the inscrip-
tion of language understood as a system of differences, and, 
finally, what is connected with the possibility or potenti-
ality of memory itself and the primordiality of experience.  
Derrida’s early texts anticipate what the philosopher – 
nearly parallel to his own Marxian project – will do with 
the already self-contained concept of the archive. “Mal 
d’archive”, the text in question, turns out to be the comple-
ment to what the French philosopher in the 1960s referred 
to as the “scene of writing” in relation to Freud’s texts. 
Years later, Derrida described his approach more precisely, 
introducing the term “archive fever” or “archive disease”, 
but his reasoning remains nearly the same. Let us go back 
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then to the latter half of the twentieth century and look 
at the process by which this unique genetic plot was con-
structed, and then return briefly to a period closer to ours, 
in which the archive becomes a trope in psychoanalytical 
critical theory. 

The spectre as a trace
In Freud and the Scene of Writing Derrida develops a basic 
thesis which states that deconstruction is not a psychoanal-
ysis of philosophy. What then are the stakes in the process 
of deconstructing the Freudian scene? The French philos-
opher responds in the following way: what occupies centre 
stage in psychoanalytical research is repression. It can be 
argued that it is a kind of psychical mechanism that main-
tains two elements in a state of dialectical tension. On the 
one hand, by means of repression, subjectivity strives to 
cut itself off from undesired images, thoughts, memories; 
on the other, this subjective action is related to the libidi-
nal aspect: it is the libido, operating in silence, that relin-
quishes subjectivity, which is incapable of offering proper 
defences against that which is unpleasant. We encounter 
a fundamental paradox here. The satisfaction of the libido, 
which is pleasant by itself, may lead to what is unpleasant 

– repression is created by means of subjectivity, while the 
unconscious constitutes its own repression. In other words, 
the active subject is confronted by the unconscious, which 
is engendered by means of repressed images. In this way, 
the repression is not directed at the libido, or affect, but 
at the very principle of the unconscious, that is, as Lacan 
would have it, at the structure of thoughts themselves.
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In this context, Derrida puts forward two propositions. 
Firstly, the central position of repression makes philos-
ophy conceive of itself as episteme, that is, as knowledge 
in which the experience of subjectivity is accumulated in 
the form of a concept. Philosophy as a holistic, purpose-
ful, consolidated narration, or as ontoteleology, needs to 
repress whatever threatens its stability, whatever entails 
a dismantling of permanent symbolical forms – and, thus, 
writing. Secondly, Derrida endeavours to overturn such 
an understanding of the mechanism of repression, claim-
ing that it is not something general, but constitutes a his-
torical dimension of particular actions within writing it-
self, of its “work”. In other words, what he is interested in 
is not what results from the “complete repression” of writ-
ing as an element rejected by the conscious dimension of 
an individual’s being, but its status as a symptom which 
negates the possibility of presence as such. In the end, 
from the point of view of deconstruction – in accordance 
with Freud’s idea – it is not so much the success of the 
repression that matters, but the return of the repressed 
(des Verdrängten), or that which disrupts the dialectical 
association of presence and absence.

If it is thus a question of excluding the trace that disrupts 
this dialectic, then what kind of trace does Derrida have 
in mind? In order to answer this question, the philosopher 
constructs a kind of imaginarium of what belongs to the 
trace: it is a vestige, understood as an remnant of a certain 
Idea (for instance, of a presence, subject, thing, substance, 
representation), a material residue that disrupts the order 
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of the conscious; it is “excrement” from the point of view 
of metaphysics, that which is excreted, negated and re-
pressed; and, finally, it is a spectre, that which haunts the 
order of permanent presence. This aspect of haunting is 
essential because the trace understood as a return of the 
repressed is the very structure of the temporal rift within 
the limits of the operating consciousness, a lack in which 
the spectral structure of time is manifested, intersect-
ing a perfectly stable subject. But how can we conceive 
of such a time of spectral appearance? How to conceive of 
a presence which is not a pure and simple presence?

We find the answer in the deconstruction of the libidinal 
economy. Although Derrida faithfully accompanies Freud 
on his philosophical journey, he criticises on principle 
his psychoanalytical economy based on its dualist way of 
thinking. The point is to disentangle oneself from the or-
der of binary opposition between what is conscious and 
what is unconscious; to conceive the trace not as a prod-
uct of this economy, but as an irreducible element of the 
materiality of writing. This is because materiality does 
not constitute a straightforward opposition to incorporeal 
consciousness, but is a sign of such an element in a psychic 
system which precedes any kind of possible calculation of 
presence and absence, life and experience. Derrida thus 
reads the principle of the dialectical tension between the 
pleasure and reality principle in defiance of Freud himself. 
Death becomes radically temporal and exists thanks to 
a movement of deferral that precedes the dialectic, and 
which cannot be reduced to metaphysical oppositions. 
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This pre-established movement of alienating that which 
is primal may be described according to the logic of the 
structure of afterwardsness, based on the fact that some-
thing takes place without taking place, and that the pri-
mal scene that establishes the trajectory of trauma inval-
idates the equivalent calculation of life and death, placing 
death at the very centre of life. In other words, death does 
not constitute “the exterior” of life, but is always already 
a part of its economy. The trace does not only deconstruct 
presence but it also anticipates the spectral structure of 
the unconscious, which – like a broken record – repeats 
what it produces, thereby announcing the deferred death 
of the sense, of the language of concepts, of the subject. 

“In the beginning” there is thus the archive, a synonym 
for memory, as well as a collection of material forms-in-
carnations of the primal repetition. Derrida says:

The unconscious text is already woven of pure trac-
es, differences in which meaning and force are united; 
a text nowhere present, consisting of archives which 
are always already transcriptions. Originary prints. 
Everything begins with reproduction.2

Derrida explains this mechanism for reproduction by 
moving from metaphor to metonymy. Metonymy disrupts 
the metaphorical order of the verticality of representa-
tion (metaphor functions on the principle that the famil-
iar constitutes an allusion to the unfamiliar) and becomes 
a sequence of words, images, dreams which disrupts the 

2	 Jacques	Derrida	and	Jeffrey	Mehlman.	“Freud	and	the	Scene	of	Writing”,	Yale French 
Studies	48,	1972,	pp.	74-117.
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stability of the relation between reason and experience. 
From this perspective, it is no longer possible to pass from 
the matter of dreams to reality since it is the very writing 
of the dream that blurs the distinction into what is covert, 
interior and inexpressible, and what is overt, exterior and 
communicable. The disruption of the metaphorical-meta-
physical relationship reveals the reversed structure of 
representation: it is not so much that the familiar refers 
to another order of reality and is explained by this ref-
erence, but it turns out to be something mysterious be-
cause it is not subject to the laws of consciousness – just 
as a sign appearing in a dream seems familiar because 
it is composed of recognisable elements and objects, but 
cannot be decoded with the help of a “dream book”. What 
is primal here is dislocation and dispersal in the bosom 
of the unconscious, which is governed by the laws of me-
tonymy: a word is contiguous with a word, one refers to 
another, creating a chain of purely material references, of 
which Derrida speaks following Freud.

His analysis begins with Freud’s scientific fantasy that re-
fers to the origin of memory and is described in Entwurf 
einer wissenschaftlichen Psychologie [Project for a Scientif-
ic Psychology]. This idea put forth here by the father of 
psychoanalysis is founded on the concept of two kinds of 
neurons being responsible for “fraying” in the brain, that 
is, for creating traces by means of pressure generated by 
external forces and stimuli. This process of fraying fol-
lows a course involving resistance/lack of resistance – ma-
teriality – path of action. The first kind of neuron about 
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which Freud speaks are neurons of perception, which al-
low a certain quantum of energy pass without resistance; 
the other is a reflection, or imprint, of various kinds of ex-
citation. For Freud, as Derrida emphasises, only the latter 
have a psychic value. But what does this mean?

It means that the psyche is formed on the basis of a primal 
mediation through representation. What is primal is al-
ways a kind of stage upon which memory offers resistance 
to the the energy of excitement’s efforts to “break in”, it 
offers resistance through representation (Darstellung). On 
the stage, certain traces become exposed, which are prior 
to any primacy because, as signs of memory, they are con-
stantly overcoming the economy of life and death. In oth-
er words, the material trace, which constitutes a stamp 
of what is primal (is imprinted on the memory), becomes 
neutralised through the order of repetition, which is 
in turn a manifestation of forgetting about death. This 
is why in Freud’s fantasy it is so significant to establish 
a distinction between fraying (on the one hand, pure fray-
ing; on the other, one based upon resistance). It is elusive 
and imperceptible, but constitutive, because it enables 
the first enactment of memory. Derrida says:

For repetition does not happen to an initial impres-
sion; its possibility is already there, in the resistance 
offered the first time by the psychical neurones. Resis-
tance itself is possible only if the opposition of forces 
lasts and is repeated at the beginning3. 

3	 	Ibidem,	p.	79.
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What is the consequence of the conceptualisation of mem-
ory as “direct indirectness” of experience? Derrida says 
that memory is threatened by origin because it constitutes 
a portion of pain. It is in pain that this odd philogenesis 
originates. The experience of pain does not lend itself to 
representation but must be repeated, and thereby deferred, 
because it acts like a substitute for death, which threat-
ens to violate the pleasure principle but also memory as 
such. What then is there at the beginning? Freud asserts 
that the source of memory is the inconceivably immense 
impact of a certain primal, but single quantum of energy. 
Therefore, “the enigma of the first time” is related to the 
phantom impossible to represent, that of “death, which 
originates at the origin of life”. Life itself can protect itself 
by différance understood as the deferment of the primal 
danger threatening an individual. This deferment in turn 
occurs by means of repetition (preceding the entire pri-
mality of an event constituting memory) and eventually 
creates a certain reserve, that is, a distance between the 
pleasure principle and the reality principle.

Ultimately, in accordance with the principle that Freud put 
forward in relation to the primal process, the trace excludes 
the possibility of that which is primal possessing a purely 
imaginary structure. The trace, like this process, is indis-
pensable, but it needs first to be imagined. It is here that 
Derrida makes a gesture that is essential for deconstruction, 
while also revealing the stakes for it. “Life must be thought 
of as trace before being may be determined as presence”4. 

4	 	Ibidem,	p.	80
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It is not then about a static vision of a trace as an ontolog-
ical certainty, but, above all, about the temporal structure 
of the emergence of what cannot be inscribed in language, 
and thus, a primal trauma, the pain that accompanies the 
origins of any kind of memory. In a nutshell, memory and 
consciousness are mutually exclusive, and a spectre is 
a sign of and always-deferred desire to resolve “the enigma 
of the ‘first time’.”

Derrida, however, complicates such an image of memory 
and life by introducing topological concepts into his inter-
pretation. He constructs then a certain dialectics of place 
which constitutes its own genetic plot. If the source is an 
impossibility or a paradoxical absence of the presence of any 
origin, a primal difference, then undertaking the subject of 
memory, it is necessary to think of space and time simulta-
neously. The key word-concept here is the aforementioned 
espacement, which can be translated as spacing, extension 
and disposition. The topical description of the psychic ap-
paratus is based on yet another deconstructive device con-
sisting in the exclusion of a clear division into the interior 
and exterior. The spatial structure of the psyche is based 
on thinking in terms of a break, a rift between particular 
frayings in which time plays a role, or, as Derrida refers to 
it, the very possibility of time, which is temporality. It is ex-
actly this temporality that constitutes différence understood 
as both deferral and difference: it is only within time, but 
time that is non-continual, fissured, and non-linear, that 
the work of the differing deferral can occur. And the other 
way round; only a fissure, a diastema in the order of lan-
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guage creates space for the dream. This engenders a chiasm 
in which temporality conditions the possibility of topicality, 
while spaciality conditions the possibility of time. The chi-
asm creates a trace thought of as a spectre, which is gov-
erned by the logic of exclusion: it is neither presence nor ab-
sence, but it constitutes the sign of an impossible primality.

The spectre as a letter
Derrida’s early reflections on the early writings on Freud 
lead him directly to reflect on the significance and posi-
tion of writing. To cut a long story short, writing is a letter 
whose presence is not subject to the law of the conscious-
ness as long as presence is subject to the principle of mem-
ory and dreamwork. What is obvious is that in the dream 
there occurs a regressive movement towards what is primal, 
but it is a formal regression. The primality, in accordance 
with what has been said before, is based on the rhetoric of 
impossibility, which is this time seen from a different side: 

“the first time” turns out to be a certain kind of a dynam-
ic mediation of what is primal, what constitutes memory 
and dream. What happens while we dream? Firstly, mem-
ory works, evoking spectres (“hallucinations”, as Freud 
has them) of the reality principle to which subject does not 
want to be subordinated. Secondly, there appears a certain 
figure of writing which is not subordinated to the law of the 
consciousness, that is, the law of translating the previously 
unknown into something that is generally comprehensible, 
clear in term of communication and generally acceptable. 
In the dream there is no – as with the difference between 
types of frayings – stable and linear temporal relation, al-
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though the unconscious itself works in accordance with 
time. Derrida then brings about an essential shift, refuting 
the thesis about the timelessness of the unconscious, say-
ing that it is timeless only when we consider temporality 
understood in phenomenological terms. At a certain point 
in his essay the philosopher introduces the interesting cat-
egory of the montage of times,5 which constitutes a cir-
cumvention of the problem of the pure, living present. In 
other words, nothing appears directly in a dream, but re-
ality constitutes itself by means of arbitrary juxtapositions 
of different orders of temporality, which gives rise to a new 
quality, a new paradoxical form of time: a presence of what 
is current but does not take place; a presence which does not 
lend itself to being inscribed into the logic of metaphysics, 
but is instead conceived of as an event. Obviously, what im-
mediately comes to mind is the mechanism of afterwards-
ness, but it goes beyond this. Derrida, striving to capture 
the principle of temporality which he finds in Freud, and 
endeavouring to develop his own concept of memory as 
a constellation of traces, constructs a new genetic plot. Yet 
again, the structure of this fiction is spectral. The philos-
opher says, “The metaphor of the frayed path, so frequent 
in Freud’s descriptions, is always in communication with 
the theme of the supplementary delay and the reconstitu-
tion of meaning through deferment, after a slow mole-like 
advance, after the subterranean toil of an impress. The 
latter has left a laborious trace which has never been per-
ceived, lived as present meaning, i.e., as consciousness”6. 
From this point of view, it is inessential if an event within 

5	 	Ibidem,	p.	94
6	 	Ibidem,	p.	96.



75

Jakub Momro, Derrida in the Archive. Genetic Spectres.

the primal scene took place or not: what is significant is 
the time of latency, as though the arrested time were in 
reserve. This reserve of time does not constitute a simple 
absence without perception (time would then be pure cha-
os), but it refers to the difference between simple and pure 
presence within consciousness and the presence of uncon-
scious time, which operates, as Derrida humorously put it, 
on the principle of a “mole-like advance”. For the time of 
repression to occur there must first exist a deferral which 
always supplements the difference between a shapeless ex-
perience and the moment in which the “primal scene” is 
constituted. The time of deferral, as has been mentioned, 
creates the materiality of writing  whose significance can-
not be ceded to a full form of impersonal presence.

Thanks to his reinterpretation of the relation between 
time, trace and the unconscious, the author of Margins of 
Philosophy opens the reflection on writing to a different 
logic, which can be described according to the principle 
of quasi-transcendentalism: writing is for him ultimately 

“arch-writing”, something that precedes and, at the same 
time, defers the arrival of real presence:

Topographical, temporal, and formal regression in 
dreams must thus be interpreted henceforth as a path 
back into a landscape of writing. Not of a writing 
which simply transcribes, the stony echo of muted 
words, but of a preverbal lithography: metaphonetic, 
non-linguistic, a-logical.7

7	 	Ibidem,	p.	86.
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What this implies is that writing thus understood cannot 
but be considered a kind of inscription whose irreducible 
and pre-established figurativeness precludes the establish-
ment of a clear and non-transgressible opposition of pres-
ence and absence. In a dream, we see images but they are 
not translatable into a metaphysical, phenomenological or 
even an existential sense, but they activate a different log-
ic, which can be called a logic of exposition. Derrida writes 
about “the dream’s displacements as a new form of writ-
ing, placing words on stage without becoming subservient 
to them.”8 This means, so to speak, that it is the dream it-
self that dreams another form of language which would be 
a heteronomous quality, the literality, an infinite distance 
between the figure and sense, so it would constitute the site 
of resistance to translation. This kind of language (if we can 
still talk about language) turns out to be irreducible to any 
signified, any content or sense, but is rather a sheer move-
ment within the difference between signifiant and signifié. In 
any case, the difference between them cannot be directly de-
rived from a dream because it is the dream that invalidates 
the dichotomic divide. Derrida, in his attempt to conceptu-
alise this movement of undifferentiation, demonstrates that 
what has been repressed returns in the form of a residue 
which defies being inscribed in common speech, and that 
it is the very repressed content that reveals, in accordance 
with Freud’s proposition, the individuality of repression. 
This implies that it is impossible to interpret a dream be-
cause it suggests a distinct “grammar, lexicon and syntax”, 
or a relation between inscriptions that is distinct from the 

8	 	Ibidem,	p.	88
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conscious order; writing of the conscious suspends the code 
enabling legibility, but in some way still lends itself to being 
read. How can we disentangle ourselves from this paradox?
  
Derrida argues that the unconscious is a specific place with-
out a place, where writing constitutes itself as a residue of 
a sheer idiomaticity, that is, as a residue of the operation of 
what is particular and singular. The point then is to think 
of a kind of translation of writing that would not be based 
on the opposition of the signifier and signified, but would 
do justice to the idiom of the dream. In order to conceive of 
this, the philosopher makes two gestures. Firstly, he con-
siders the dream as a result of the correspondence of the 
infinite process of repression and the infinite process of in-
complete translation: the repressed, returning in the form 
of traces rather than complete representations, is parallel 
to the residue which remains when we endeavour to con-
ceptualise what in reality occurred in a dream. And what 
occurs is the “event of writing”. Images that are engen-
dered at the intersection of signifiant and signifé, incom-
prehensible from the point of view of consciousness, lend 
themselves to a complete translation into a comprehensi-
ble communicative code and eventually become a trace of 
the resistance of the idiosyncrasy of the dream to any form 
of generality. Secondly, the signifié by itself in the psycho-
analytical translation of dreams cannot maintain its own 
autonomy – it cannot be an independent lawgiver of sense.
 
Derrida is right in pointing out that for Freud the psychic 
system is total, and that in relation to writing the division 
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into interior and exterior is an operation that falsifies the 
relation between psychical instances. Writing thus consti-
tutes a dynamic for engendering sense which is not only 
not subordinated to the opposition of the signifying and 
the signified, of the originary text and its reproduction, 
but it also defies inscription into the temporal distinctions 
engendered within the classical ontology of time: there is 
no “before” –  which would be an indistinct chaos of (non)
presence – and “after” the translation, when chaos be-
comes an overtly represented and a directly intersubjec-
tive order of signification. The language of the dream is 
a potentiality in which difference engenders repetition and 
repetition is prior to difference. In this dialectical arrange-
ment, strength (psychical energy) is indistinguishable 
from sense (the language of metaphysics, concepts, etc.)

The outcome is an interesting vision of subjectivity: the 
point is not that a particular subject, a particular exis-
tence dreams its own dream, but that the very content 
of repression, that is, a certain symbolical residue, which 
is radically individual as such, is non-transferrable into 
a communicative code. What, however, does Derrida gain 
thanks to this radical nominalism? Here is his forceful re-
sponse: 

If we consider first verbal expression, as it is circum-
scribed in the dream, we observe that its sonority, the 
materiality of the expression, does not disappear be-
fore the signified or at least is not traversed and trans-
gressed as it is in conscious speech. (…) Now the ma-
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teriality of a word cannot be translated or carried over 
into a different language. It is precisely that which 
translation relinquishes. To relinquish materiality is 
even the driving force of translation. When that ma-
teriality is reinstated, translation becomes poetry. In 
this sense, since the materiality of the signifier con-
stitutes the idiom of every dream scene, dreams are 
untranslatable.9

A dream is thus poetry which activates the logic and econ-
omy deconstructing the order of consciousness. Poetry is 
not only an effect, an indication of the work of the uncon-
scious, but a result of the operation of arch-writing, which 
defies invalidation by the conceptual or representational 
language of the letter. It constitutes a trace refuting the 
existence of the original text, of the mythical original 
which would make it possible to translate a dream. Within 
a dream the work of interpretation consists in establishing 
a stage and the theatricalisation of the relations between 
inscriptions. Translation, depleting the dream-language 
of substance (that is, the materiality of the letter, hiero-
glyph, image, etc.), is refuted in the movement of poetry 
creation, thereby in the reinstatement of the “relinquished 
substance”. Yet, the stage is not only the “original medi-
ation”, but is also a brief conceptualisation of language 
during the process of its constitution. The original let-
ter, or the pre-established distortion of dream-speech, is 
governed by the logic of repetition, which not only de-
fers and in this delaying disperses presence (for example 

9	 	Ibidem,	pp.	90-91.
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in the form of the simple presence), but also constitutes 
a repetition that is embedded in death, that is the source 
of trauma, and thereby of dreams. Repetition entwines, 
as it were, the sheer idiom thanks to which it becomes 
expressible, or else, without repetition, it would remain 
mute. In other words, there is no idiom besides repetition, 
but repetition without boundaries demarcated by the 
idiom does not exist. In this way, there arises a logic of 
the time of deferral and time of transgression, the move-
ment of crossing a stable border between the unconscious, 
writing which does not lend itself to being decoded, and 
a reality consciously conceived of by means of conceptual 
language. This movement is simultaneously the engen-
derment of the spectral letter of a dream (by means of 
perpetual violation of the opposition between idiom and 
generality, unintelligibility and intelligibility), as well as 
creating spectral time in which presence becomes mere-
ly an after-image of death. This is a nearly imperceptible 
moment in which time creates space, and space becomes 
the site where temporality occurs. Derrida says:

We have already defined elsewhere the fundamental 
property of writing, in a difficult sense of the word, 
as spacing [espacement]: diastem and time becom-
ing space; an unfolding as well, in a new kind of site, 
of meanings which irreversible, linear consecution, 
moving from present point to present point, could not 
but tend and (to a certain extent) fail to repress.10

10	 	Ibidem,	p.	99.
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The consequence is that “a certain polycentrism of dream 
representation is irreconcilable with the apparently linear, 
unlinear unfolding of pure verbal representations”11. Writ-
ing is then a sequence of signs without referents which 
unfolds on the undulated surface of the writing of dreams, 
which “exceeds phonetic writing and puts speech back in its 
place.”12 Meaning where? In the dream itself, from the point 
of view of ontoteleology in the spectral site because writing 
reverses the order of its proper discourse: it is elliptic, fig-
urative and based on condensation. In a word, it is a letter.

A machine to invoke spirits
The second part of Derrida’s text includes an analysis of the 
brief text of “A Note Upon The Mystic Writing Pad”,13 writ-
ten thirty years after Erwurf. An instrument which drew 
the attention of the author of The Interpretation of Dreams 
with its construction and its operation ideally demon-
strates the mechanism of perception, memory and of the 
unconscious. Without going into detail, it can be put like 
this: the construction of the block is based on the fact that 
it has a thin surface made of wax with a transparent sheet 
attached to it at one end. An inscription created on the 
wax surface is impressed on this sheet by means of a sty-
lus. When we want to erase it, we tear the sheet from the 
surface. The machine has been cleared, and it can now be 
written upon again. The point is that from a proper angle 
the impressed traces do not disappear but can still be seen. 

11	 Ibidem,	p.	100.
12	 Ibidem,	p.	101.
13	 Cf.	S.	Freud,	“A	Note	upon	the	Mystic	Writing-Pad”,	[in:]	General Psychological Theory: 

Papers on Metapsychology,	trans.	J.	Strachey,	New	York	2008.
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Derrida employs Freud’s tale in three ways to construct 
three diverse analogies of writing. The first one refers to 
the level of perception. The psyche is conceived as that 
which is located outside of memory and the unconscious. 
The writing-pad constitutes a kind of supplement or, to 
use Derrida’s later expression, “prosthesis of origin”,14 
which simultaneously keeps in power the primary role 
of writing and highlights its artificiality and technolog-
ical structure, making it possible to remember it.15 With 
the aid of the “exterior” position of writing, it is possible 
to understand the operation of memory, which needs to 
have a form of support in the conscious world to be able 
to make a meaning. At the same time, the machine as 
such turns out to be dead, and constitutes a synonym of 
death, which is the opposition of life inscribed in percep-
tion: we remember because something is embedded in our 
memory reacting to an external stimulus and not because 
the machine which creates representations reminds us of 
something. The instrument for repetition is a deadly imi-
tation of a genuine memory:

Representation is death. Which may be immediately 
transformed into the following proposition: death is 
(only) representation. But it is bound to life and the 
living present which it repeats originarily. A pure rep-
resentation, a machine never runs by itself.16 

14	 J.	Derrida,	Monolingualism of the Other: or, The Prosthesis of Origin,	trans.	P.	Mensah,	
Stanford	1998.

15	 This	“technological”	aspect	of	memory	(this	time	as	the	archive)	will	return	forcefully	in	Mal 
d’archive.

16	 	Jacques	Derrida	and	Jeffrey	Mehlman.	“Freud	and	the	Scene	of	Writing”,	Yale French 
Studies	48,	1972,	pp.	74-117.
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The second analogy shows how writing substitutes for 
perception. This means that a hieroglyph of a dream not 
only precedes any presence but also constitutes the po-
tentiality of appearance itself in the field of consciousness. 
This appearance itself obliterates, however, the possibili-
ty of conscious perception working somehow “below” the 
level of what can be perceived. The wax slab constitutes 
then the figure of the unconscious, being the surface 
upon which traces of frayings are impressed before any 
form of subjectivity manages to apprehend it in the form 
of representation. In other words, writing is a spectre 
that radically provides three dimensions to memory and 
dreams, which become a constellation of meanings: just 
like the signs on the Mystic Pad will not fade in spite of 
the traces have been erased, certain tropes, a residue of 
what cannot be forgotten and what appears like spectral 
inscription, remain in our memory. The sense of the in-
scription can be decoded in the above-described process 
of “limited” translation, or in a poetic work or interpreta-
tion of a dream.

In the third and last analogy, memory and the uncon-
scious are conceived of in the context of time. It is about 
the very movement of impressing and erasing traces, the 
historical dimension of the perceptual “impression” that 
cannot be annihilated by mechanical and timeless repet-
itiveness. It is because of its temporal quality that the 
writing of a dream is illegible but only from the point of 
view of consciousness, which has to possess a stable her-
meneutic procedure for its decoding. The unconscious 
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and memory produce a field of resistance to sense but are 
not entirely devoid of the aspect of representation. Before 
the spectral wring of dream appears, there exists first its 
representation, a certain stage, which does not lend it-
self to deconstruction. Just like in the originary process 
wherein, according to Freud, a genesis of signs constitutes 
the dream, in the dream there is a certain presence of the 
stage, that is, of mediation, which is irreducible to a sim-
ple and sheer sense. This mediation constitutes a site 
of resistance which causes a metamorphosis within the 
writing of the dream, that is, a temporal and metonymic 
conversion of traces which are the residues of conscious 
meanings – the time of writing is simultaneously the 
time of inscription and its oblivion, just like ass with the 
writing pad the act of writing is invariably accompanied 
by the process of erasing signs.  

Yet who actually writes? What is the subject of writing? 
Derrida says that psychoanalysis decentres it: there is no 
subject identical with itself, a Cartesian-Kantian lawgiver 
of the world, nor is there a phenomenological subjectivity 
either, considering reality from the viewpoint of sheer ap-
pearance. It can be argued that the author of the Margins 
of Philosophy at the end of his text returns to his point 
of departure: if repression is always individual and man-
ifests itself through the return of the repressed content, 
then subjectivity can be conceived only in terms of a cer-
tain residue which remains after the retreat of transcen-
dental subjectivity. In a nutshell, it is about the subject 
without the principle of sovereignty. 
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The violence of the archive
Mal d’archive is (at least the first part) an extended com-
mentary to Freud And The Scene of Writing.17 Derrida of-
ten refers to the text, treating it as a kind of interpretative 
matrix. The introductory question cannot be more gener-
al: why is modernity gripped by archival fever?

The archive is a notion (in the sense of an concept), rather 
than an idea with a specific epistemological formula be-
hind it. What do we imagine when we think about the ar-
chive? An infinite row of documents, an orderly pattern of 
memory, innumerable testimonies of human activity. And 
yet, behind the positive aspect of the archive, in which 
we would like to include everything, that is, all of history, 
there is concealed an irreducible aspect of violence con-
cerning the fact that the archive not only names a phan-
tasm of collective memory and communication, but also 
indicates power over and violence against that communi-
ty. If there exists an archive, there also exists power that 
determines what can be included in it and what should 
be excluded, or the other way round: it determines which 
testimonies will rest in the archive and which will be 
doomed to oblivion.

The will to power means in this context the will to origin, 
or arche. Arche, as the author of Voice And Phenomenon 
rightly observes, means simultaneously two things: the 
principle by which nature or history originates, the place 
where things have their physical, historical and ontological 

17	 cf.	J.	Derrida,	Mal d`archive. Une impression freudienne,	Paris	1995
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origins; and the principle of law, or the place where, overtly 
or discreetly, orders are issued, where the authority of pow-
er is manifested and where the social order is constituted. 

This is not all. As Derrida restates, this double struc-
ture of arche actualises itself through domestication. 
Archeion – is an abode, seat, or address, and at the same 
time, the place where the archon resides, that is, the 
one who issues orders and creates the social and lin-
guistic order. Archon is the guardian of hermeneutic 
law, or the right to elucidate, and thereby to establish 
order and a sense of reality. Yet, modernity has already 
deconstructed such a figure of personal power. On the 
one hand, there is order and the significance of law; on 
the other, it is about its domestication, its embedment 
in discourse by the practice of elucidating documents 
making up the archive. This duality is significant in-
sofar that it permits us to describe the principle of the 
archive. Derrida says that it is toponomological, and 
therefore it is a realm of knowledge which is governed 
by the dialectic of topology (a site where the law of dis-
course is situated) and nomology (the law itself) of space 
and of authority. The epistemology of the archive has 
then both a positive and a negative phase; the archive is 
neither memory nor history, neither inside nor outside, 
neither chaos, nor an arbitrary order; rather, it consti-
tutes a stage upon which the exposition of documents 
takes place (or of writing, as Derrida would have it), that 
is, a new and up-to-date field of knowledge about his-
tory and memory, or, more broadly, about time located 
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beyond the principle of both positivism and idealism. In 
other words, the archive is a field for the genetic spec-
trology of modernity. 

The archive as prosthesis
The epistemology of the archive is made possible by the 
discontinuity and separation of documents – for the ar-
chive to come into being and for us to be able to become 
familiar with it there must appear a spatial and temporal 
difference between the texts of which it is composed. This 
other realm of knowledge which emerges is not only testi-
mony to a departure from the synthetic-teleological mod-
el of history, but also a cognitive violation of the principle 
of source, that is, of the principle of the redistribution of 
the tropes of memory; in a nutshell, the rules of power 
over the past and memory. Evoking the traditional dis-
tinction between anamnesis (recalling something without 
the aid of sensual data) and hypomnema (recalling some-
thing by means of diverse instruments), Derrida adroitly 
observes that only the latter kind can be processed, re-
configured, distributed in the archive – to go even further, 
the archive must embody and incorporate such memory, 
that is, incorporate memory in the form of the material-
ity of discourse (writing), to be both and simultaneously 
a corpus (the entirety) of and the body (the concrete) of 
memory. This, however, reveals the insuperable paradox 
of the archive, which extends between the individuality 
of testimony and the commonality of language. It is lan-
guage that is a certain “outside”, where the archive gains 
legitimacy. Without the outside the archive does not exist. 



88

CzasKultury/English 2/2013

“[T]here is no outside without consignation in an external 
place which assures the possibility of memorization, or 
repetition”18 in every possible meaning. The archive be-
comes a certain kind of mnemonic which makes subjects 
oscillate between the absolute order created by power and 
authority (e.g. knowledge, an imposed interpretation but 
also by the denial of access, exclusion, violence consisting 
in foresaking the content and documents resting in the 
archive) and the realm of silence: evoking on individual 
terms that which is now in the past.

The problem is that the archival inscription (hypomnema in 
Derrida’s understanding) leads to existential consequences. 
The archive is an amalgam of cognition and life: repetition, 
recreation, recurrence, representation, restitution, revision 
are inseparable from the death drive. In other words, the 
hope of coming into being by making existence fully pres-
ent (in the form of work or testimony) is inevitably counter-
weighed by movement or the very threat of the destruction 
of the archive. In other words, the archive exists as long 
as it is threatened by destruction; we collect and arrange 
documents of discourse to save the memory of those who 
were written in them, we preserve texts, images, sounds in 
fear of erasing the traces of someone’s concrete presence. 
That is why for Derrida the place of law and power (of who 
or what controls access to the archive) is opposed to the 
place where symptom works: the signs of suffering of all 
who have become excluded from the order of discourse as 
well as from documents, these “prostheses of memory”. The 

18	 J.	Derrida,	Archive Fever. A Freudian Impression,	trans.	E.	Prenowitz,	Chicago	1996,	p.	11.
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system is in turn the effect of the frequency of the repeti-
tion of the gesture of archivization – making alterations in 
the archival order, a distinct arrangement of discourses and 
documents, as well as the changes of relations between the 
archive and the “external” world. This diverse metamor-
phosis constitutes an early symptom of archive fever – it 
concerns the spectral world which cannot find the principle 
of its order and is governed by the dialectic of arbitrariness 
and dispersion, order and chaos, testimony and falsehood, 
existing in the archive and being excluded from it.

To remember means to preserve what is individual in the 
common archive, to remember is to retrieve from the ar-
chive the testimony of what is singular – between the two 
contradictory theses there extends the principal Derridi-
an aporia, between the two theses there also extends the 
spectre of subjectivity about the origins of which must in-
vent a story in order to save its vestigal and oddly incor-
poreal, yet material presence. These are the stakes in this 
deconstructive genetic fable as it is presented by Jacques 
Derrida.

translated by Joanna Maciulewicz
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