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Introduction
Jacques Derrida’s neologism différance (Derrida 1982) is one of the most influential yet

notoriously elusive concepts in contemporary critical theory. Derived from the French verb
différer which, depending on contexts of use, can mean either “to differ” or “to defer” différance
designates the way that words and other kinds of signs or signifiers acquire meaning not by
referring to a stable referent but through its difference from and deferral to other signs within that
same system.

Though différance was originally introduced and developed in the context of semiotics,
poststructuralism, and the phenomenological tradition, its relevance extends well beyond the
scope of literary theory and continental philosophy. One unexpected domain in which the concept
which Derrida (1982, 3) insists is “literally neither a word nor a concept” finds an uncanny
application is large language models (LLMs), such as GPT-type models and other transformer-
based architectures. These systems actualize, at a technical level, the very mechanisms of
difference and deferral that Derrida describes and theorizes. That is, they generate seemingly
meaningful linguistic content not by referring to or having access to real-world referents but
through calculating statistical differences that are discoverable in large sets of textual data.

This essay examines how LLM artificial intelligence (Al) can be seen as mechanisms of
différance or what the title to this essay calls, in a deliberate repurposing of the work of Charles
Babbage, Différance Engines. 1) We will begin by identifying and explicating key characteristics
of différance as developed by Derrida in his titular essay on the subject. 2) We will then show
how LLMs, especially transformer-based models, operationalize these concepts through their
reliance on statistical difference and contextual deferrals. 3) In the third part we describe and
discuss the philosophical consequences of understanding LLM Al and LLM-generated textual
content through this deconstructive lens. 4) This is followed by the fourth part where we address
three possible criticisms of this effort and provide responses to these potential objections. 5)
Finally, the essay conclude by identifying three systemic limitations of the current investigation
and by proposing directions for future research that would expand, refine, or elaborate upon the
claims advanced here.

Difference

Introduced in a 1968 lecture and essay by the same name, Derrida fabricated différance as a
deliberate and calculated misspelling of the common French noun “différence,” replacing the "e"
with an "a." Interestingly this seemingly simple substitution is something that is only available to
us in and by writing. It is, as Derrida (1982, 3) explains “purely graphic: it is read, or it is written,
but it cannot be heard. It cannot be apprehended in speech.”* More importantly, however, this

1. This did, as one might anticipate, create some trouble for Derrida in the course of delivering the Différence
lecture to the French Society of Philosophy. Since the “discrete graphical intervention” that distinguishes
différence from différance cannot be spoken or made audible, Derrida provided his audience with the following
warning: “In effect, I cannot let you know through my discourse, through the speech being addressed at this
moment to the French Society of Philosophy, what difference | am talking about when | talk about it. | can speak
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silent difference a silence, that Derrida (1982, 4) emphasizes, can only function within alphabetic
or “so called phonetic writing” is not just a typographic pun or simple play on words; it is a
deliberate critical intervention in “the classically determined structure of the sign” (Derrida 1982,
9).Beginning with (at least) Aristotle (1938, 16a), language has typically been understood to
consist of signs that refer and defer to things. When we write the words “large language model,”
for instance, it is assumed that those linguistic tokens stand for and refer to some real thing out
there in the world, like the ChatGPT application developed by OpenAl. “The signification ‘sign,””
Derrida (1978, 281) explains, “has always been understood and determined, in its meaning, as
sign-of, a signifier referring to a signified, a signifier different from its signified.” Différance is
Derrida’s attempt to intervene in this logic by extending and elaborating upon the structural
linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure!, which characterizes language and meaning-making as a
matter of difference situated within language itself. “What is key here,” as Peter Salmon (2021,
106) explains, “is that each signifier gets its validity not from some quality of itself; rather, it gets
it from how it differs from other signifiers. Cat is cat, and not cut, because it differs in one of its
phonemes. Language is a system of differences.”

Understood in this way, signs do not at least not principally or exclusively come to have
meaning by reference to things that exist outside the system of signs; signs differ from and defer
to other signs in the movement of differance. Obviously much more could be said about this
pivotal (non)concept and the famous (but notoriously difficult) essay in which it is developed and
presented. For our purposes, it will be sufficient to note the following three items:

Différance as Spacing

The sign whether a word, written mark, or linguistic token does not derive meaning from any
intrinsic property or direct relation to a referent. Rather, as Derrida (1982, 13) emphasizes, it
acquires meaning through its differential positioning within a system of signs. This difference is
necessarily spatial: it is the spacing the structural intervals and gaps between signs that allows
them to be recognized, identified, and distinguished from one another. Without such spacing,
there could be no differentiation, and without differentiation, no signification. Meaning, then,
emerges not from self-presence or identity but from positional difference what something is
depends on what it is not. Though Derrida does not use this example, it is the dictionary that

of this graphic difference only through a very indirect discourse on writing, and on the condition that | specify,
each time, whether I am referring to difference with an “e” or différance with an “a.” Which will not simplify
things today, and will give us all, you and me, a great deal of trouble, if, at least, we wish to understand each other”
(Derrida 1982, 4). Peter Salmon (2021, 78), in his well-received biograph of Derrida, adds that subsequent
generations of scholars, especially in the English-speaking world, have, for better or worse, often tried to make
this difference audible through a deliberate (and unfortunately often clumsy) affectation that seeks to “sound hyper
French when pronouncing it.”

1.What is crucial in this context is a quotation taken from Saussure’s posthumously published Course on General
Linguistics and mobilized by Derrida in a number of different texts: “Everything that has been said up to this point
boils down to this: in language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally implies
positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in language there are only differences without positive
terms” (Saussure 1959, 117).
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provides an easily accessible illustration. In a dictionary, words come to have meaning through
their differential relationship with other words. In pursuing definitions of words in the dictionary,
one remains within the space and spacing of linguistic signifiers and never gets outside the space
language, to the referent or to what semioticians call “the transcendental signified.”

Différance as Temporalization

Différance is not only a matter of spatial differentiation but also of temporal deferral what
Derrida (1982, 8) calls temporalization. Meaning is never fully present in any given moment; it
is always postponed, always to come. A sign’s significance, rather than being grasped in a self-
contained instant, is constituted across time through its relation to what precedes and what
follows. Each sign refers not to a fixed meaning but to other signs, and since those too are
deferred, the chain of signification is never complete. Meaning, then, is not something that arrives
in the present but something that is continually delayed constituted through a future that never
quite arrives and a past that is never fully recoverable. Différance, therefore, names both spacing
the structural difference between signs and deferral the temporal postponement of presence.
Meaning is never present as such; it is always in process.

Différance as Trace and Iterability

In the movement of différance that is, the co-constitutive operations of differing and deferring
no sign (whether a word, mark, or linguistic unit) can be understood as autonomous or fully self-
present. Each sign is necessarily inscribed within a network of relations, bearing the residual
traces of other terms, contexts, and discursive formations that condition its significance (Derrida
1982, 24). Significance, therefore, can never be completely localized within a single sign; it is
always and already haunted by the trace of prior iterations and the possibility of future reuse and
recontextualization. Moreover, insofar as signs are iterable i.e. capable of being reused, remixed,
and repeated in different temporal and contextual settings every iteration alters its range of
possible significances, further destablizing any pretense to there being a final or secure meaning.

LLMs as Mechanisms of Différance

Large language models, such as OpenAl’s GPT series of algorithms, Google’s Gemini,
Anthropic’s Claude, and Deepseek , rely on massive datasets of text and sophisticated neural
network architectures known as transformers. These models as many critics have pointed out do
not understand language. Instead, they arrange legible sequences of linguistic tokens based on
calculating the probable distribution of signs discoverable in their training data. Consequently,
because these models depend on differences and deferrals situated in the materiality of language,
they can be read as algorithmic simulations of différance.* Here’s how:

1. The term simulation admits of a number of different and not necessarily compatible definitions. Etymologically,
the verb simulate, from the Latin simulare, indicates “to copy,” “to imitate,” or “to feign.” In computer science
and related disciplines, the nominal form of the word simulation refers to using computer software to mimic the
behavior of a real-world system or process. It involves creating a computer model that represents a system and
then running the model to observe its behavior under different conditions. There is also a specific denotation of
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Tokenization and Word Embeddings

LLMs generate word sequences. But technically speaking they do not work with words nor do
they understand what words are or are not. They work with tokens, which consist of words (the,
cat, in, hat), fragments of words (un believ able) or even individual characters and punctuation
marks. Transforming words into tokens is called tokenization, and the point of tokenization is to
converts textual data words, sentences, entire paragraphs, etc. into a sequence of tokens the model
can utilize and process. And each LLM, as Jerry Kaplan (2025, 52) explains “uses its own scheme
for converting words into tokens” though most “appear to favor using subword tokenization,
because this offers a mix of efficiency and flexibility.”

Once tokenized each token is represented by an array of numbers that describes a vector in an
imaginary high-dimensional space called an embedding. In one model (the English Wikipedia
model), “dog” can be represented by 300 individual numbers: “-0.03301828354597092,
0.05134638026356697,  0.0036009703762829304,  -0.04066073149442673, 0.103614
30048942566. . .” (Fares et al. 2017). Thus, embeddings represent tokens as vectors in high-
dimensional space, where the meaning of each token is determined not by any intrinsic property
of the token, but by its proximity to and distance from other tokens. The significance of a
linguistic token such as dog, for example, is determined by how its vector (again an ordered array
of numbers) differs from and relates to the vectors of other linguistic tokens, like puppy, pet, cat,
and so on.

These embeddings are learned during pre-training and are designed to capture semantic and
syntactical relationships in terms of spatial difference. Thus, word embeddings do not just
resemble différance they operationalize it in computational form. Meaning in these systems is
never a matter of presence anchored in a transcendental signified; it is a matter of differences
within a spatial field of embedded relations. LLMs therefore do not represent meaning as fixed
content. They do not adhere to or play by the rules of the classically determined structure of the
sign. They participate in the deconstruction of this metaphysical tradition by actualizing
différance at scale.

Next Token Prediction

LLMs generate seemingly significant sequences of text through a computational process called
next token prediction. When we prompt ChatGPT with a statement like “explain next token
prediction,” the model attempts to predict, i.e. make a guess about, the next most likely word that
would follow from this pattern of words. It is this predictive mechanism that explains and

the word that is developed in poststructuralist theory, especially (but not exclusively) Jean Baudrillard.
“Simulation,” Baudrillard (1983, 1) wrote in his now famous eponymous essay, “is no longer the that of a territory,
a referential being or substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality.” This version of
simulation is not simply the opposite of what is operationalized in computer science. It is its deconstruction. In the
context of this sentence, simulation is used in the computer science sense of the word. Though that use is
accompanied or, perhaps better stated, haunted by both the word’s etymology and its deconstruction in
Baudrillard’s work.
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underlies all of the model’s seemingly intelligent behaviors, from composing short essays,
answering questions, engaging in dialogue, and even generating code.

This process unfolds as follows: The input words are tokenized and mapped to these high-
dimensional vectors that (as described above) represents their relative positions with respect to
other tokens in this imaginary high-dimensional space of differences. These vectors are then
processed through a stack of transformer layers a kind of neural network comprised of both a next
token prediction network and attention network where the output of one layer becomes the input
for the next. Current LLMs consist of many layers of transformers. OpenAl’s GPT-3, for instance,
has 96 layers, and its successor GPT-4 boasts 1.8 trillion parameters (i.e. adjustable weights in
the model’s neural network) across 120 layers. It is this density that makes these language models
“large.”

At each step in this process, the model produces a probability distribution over possible
continuations of a given sequence and selects the most likely next token. Take for instance the
sequence “To be or not to be that is the.” There are a number possible words that could come next

b N13 99 ¢y

in this sequence: “question” “dilemma” “problem” “issue” and so on. The model selects one of
these words often the most likely one (i.e. the one that has the highest probability of coming next
as determined by the relative proximities and differences in the embedded representation) but
sometimes one that is selected with an element of randomness and adds it to the sequence. This
new, longer sequence is then fed back into the model, and the process repeats. It does this again
and again through many iterations.

Thus next word prediction is a sequential operation that dynamically unfolds in time. The
model generates one token after another, without having access to some fully formed and
complete utterance in advance. As such, the significance or semantic content of any given token
is always in process and remains provisional, awaiting the specification or transformation that
will be brought about by the generation of subsequent tokens. The model, therefore, does not have
access to some completely formed meaning and then expresses this content in a sequence of
linguistic tokens. Rather, the meaning of the generated content emerges through an iterative
process in which meaning is continually deferred in its dependence on future tokens that have yet
to be generated.

This procedure not only looks and sounds like différance but actualizes it in computational
form. In the movement of différance, as Derrida argues, the sign never arrives at a final, self-
present meaning; instead, each signifier is dependent upon another in an endless chain of
difference and deferral, where significance is dynamic and always to come. In the case of LLM
Al, each token is selected not as some definitive semantic content but as a contingent placeholder
a statistical best guess which acquires significance only in differential relation to deferred future
tokens that are themselves caught in this movement of différance.

Nothing Outside the Text

When one of these transformer-based LLMs generates a word sequence, like “LLMs are a
kind of generative Al it does not know (nor does it not know) what it is saying, because it does



THE DIFFERANCE ENGINE... 7

not have access to nor does it understand what these sequences of linguistic tokens refer to. This
important difference has been illustrated in what is one of the defining thought experiments in the
philosophy of Al John Searle’s Chinese Room (1999, 115). Like the man inside Searle’s
imaginary room, LLMs do not know what they are doing. They do not understand language in
the way that we allegedly understand and use language. They are simply and superficially playing
with different signs. In the case of the Chinese Room this is done by following a predefined set
of transformations analogous to how GOFAI symbolic reasoning systems operate. In the case of
an LLM, by contrast, this is accomplished by measuring and manipulating the spatial differences
represented by and encoded in word embeddings. Thus, for the LLM, there is no transcendental
signified that can arrest and anchor the chain of signification. There is nothing beyond or outside
the different relations between tokens that are endlessly deferred in the process of next token
prediction.

Thus, LLMs actualize what is perhaps the most famous (or notorious) statement that has come
to be associated with Derrida (1976, 158): Il n’y a pas de hors-texte “there is nothing outside the
text” or “there is no outside- the- text.” This is not some anti-realist statement, and it does not
mean as many critics have mistakenly assumed that nothing is real or objectively true and
everything is just a socially constructed artifact or effect of discourse. And Derrida had explained
as much in the course of a debate with John Searle that has been recorded for us in the book
Limited, Inc.: ““There is nothing outside the text.” That does not mean that all referents are
suspended, denied, or enclosed in a book, as people have claimed, or have been naive enough to
believe and to have accused me of believing. But it does mean that every referent, all reality has
the structure of a differential trace, and that one cannot refer to this ‘real’ except in an interpretive
experience” (Derrida 1993, 148).

What this means is that a text whether it is written by a human writer or artificially generated
by an LLM like ChatGPT (with the nudge of a human prompt) comes to have meaning not by
referring and deferring to some external signified (what Aristotle in De Interpretatione calls
thoughts or the things to which thoughts ultimately refer). It comes to enact and perform meaning
by way of interdependent relationships to other words with which it is already associated and
differentiated from. It is for this reason that we can say, following Ludwig Wittgenstein (1995,
5.6) that for LLMs the limits of their language (model) mean the limits of their world.
Consequently, what has often been offered as a criticism of LLM technology namely, that these
algorithms only circulate different signs without access to the signified might not be the
indictment critics think it is. LLMs are différance engines that deconstruct the defining logic of
classical semiotics.

Philosophical Consequences

Différance provide a conceptual mechanism and vocabulary by which to make sense of and
explain the philosophical exigencies and consequences of LLMs. But simply connecting the dots
between the operational features of LLM Al and Derrida’s différance is not, not in and of itself,
sufficient to close the deal. We still need to ask, what difference this make in our understanding
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and critique of LLMs and, perhaps more importantly, our concept and understanding of language.
Here we can identify at least three important philosophical consequences:

Deconstruction of Logocentrism

Central to Jacques Derrida’s entire philosophical project of deconstruction (Gunkel 2021) is
the critique of logocentrism. The term logocentrism was coined in the early part of the 20" century
by German philosopher Ludwig Klages (Josephson-Storm 2017, 221), who used it to identify the
assumed primacy and importance of the spoken word as a direct sign of things and thus relegating
writing to being a sign of speech or the sign of a sign. Derrida (1976, 11) locates the original
formulation of this concept in Aristotle’s De Interpretatione: “If for Aristotle spoken words (ta
en te phone) are the symbols of mental experience (pathemata tes psyches) and written words are
the symbols of spoken words, it is because the voice, producer of the first symbols, has a
relationship of essential and immediate proximity with the mind. Producer of the first signifier, it
IS not just a simple signifier among others. It signifies ‘mental experiences’ which themselves
reflect or mirror things by natural resemblance.” If we ask the question “What is it Derrida is
trying to say, here?” that very question a mode of inquiry which seeks to discover what an author
is saying in and by the writing is logocentrism par excellence.

Derrida does not just challenge this way of thinking about words and things. He advocates
deconstruction of the ruling conceptual opposition that is its organizing principle the binary
distinction that differentiates the full presence of speech from its derivative, deceptive, and
deficient other: writing. In Of Grammatology, Derrida (1976) exposes how Western philosophy
has historically valorized spoken language as the immediate, authentic carrier of thought, while
relegating writing to a secondary, derivative status. Logocentrism thus rests on a metaphysics of
presence: the belief that meaning is grounded in a fully present, self-conscious subject who speaks
and therefore has something to say in and by their words.

LLMs participate in and operationalize the deconstruction of logocentric metaphysics. They
are trained almost exclusively on written text! and yet produce outputs that look like speech,
thought, or narrative coherence without ever invoking or being anchored in the intensions of a
speaking subject. They therefore foreground the materiality of the signifier the traces of language
as it is written and circulated detaching it from any living, breathing voice or origin. In this way
then, they overturn and disrupt which, as Derrida (1981a, 41) explains, is the constitutive “double
gesture of deconstruction” the logocentric privilege. With the LLM, writing is no longer a
secondary after effect but is foundational. In order to identify this subtitle difference, Derrida
(1976) renames this primary sense of writing “arche-writing.” And the effect of this intervention
challenges formative assumptions across the entire history of Western philosophy.

Consequently, LLMs do not just mimic human language use; they expose the very logics that
underlie its functioning. They reveal that language operates through a systemic play of differences
not self-presence, where significance is not derived from intention or origin, but emerges in the

1. Even when these models are trained on other kinds of media content as in contemporary multimodal systems
this content is a kind of writing insofar as it is recorded and preserved in the sign system of digital data.
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movement of différence. In short, LLMs are mechanisms in which the metaphysics of presence
unravel and the operations of deconstruction are made computable.

Death of the Author

Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism destabilizes the assumption that meaning is anchored
in and guaranteed by a singular, originary intention. Rather than presuming an authoritative and
authorial source from which truth is transmitted, différance names the process by which meaning
is endlessly deferred and constituted through relational difference. In parallel, Roland Barthes’s
(1978, 148) declaration of “the death of the author” rejects the idea that the author is the ultimate
arbiter of meaning, insisting instead that the text is a site of multiplicity, “a tissue of quotations
drawn from the innumerable centers of culture.” LLMs operationalize these theoretical insights
in a radically literal form. Trained on vast archives of textual traces, these models generate
responses through algorithmic pattern recognition, without reference to a sovereign subject or
authorial intention. The resulting text is not authored in any traditional sense but assembled
through iterative processes that track and operationalize the movement of différance.

When a user prompts an LLM and receives a coherent output, the question of authorship
becomes radically undecidable. Who, or what, speaks? The LLM is not a speaking subject, yet it
produces legible linguistic content in the voice of many; it recombines and remixes fragments
without origin; and proliferates meanings without closure. Thus, the texts generated by LLM Al
are “quite literally unauthorized” (Coeckelbergh and Gunkel 2025, 7). Once the written text is
cut-loose from the controlling interests and intentions of an author, the question concerning
significance gets turned around. Specifically, the meaning of a piece of writing is not something
that can be guaranteed a priori by the authentic character or ethos of the one who is assumed to
be speaking through the medium of the text. Instead, meaning transpires in and from the
experience of reading. And if it is the case that this significance had been customarily attributed
to the original intensions of an author, that attribution is (and has always actually and only been)
projected backwards from the reader onto a supposed and oftentimes absent author. In effect, an
effect of reading gets turned around to become its own cause.

This flipping of the script on literary theory alters the location of meaning-making from the
original intentions of the author/writer who (it is assumed) has “something to say” to the
interpretive activity of the reader who makes meaning in or generates it out of the materiality of
the written content. As Barthes (1978, 148) explains: “text is made of multiple writings, drawn
from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there
is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader...A text’s unity lies not
in its origin but in its destination.”

This also explains how LLM generated content comes come to have meaning. The critics are
correct when they point out, for instance, that LLMs manipulate words or linguistic tokens but do
not “truly comprehend the meaning behind the words” (Bogost 2022) because they “have no
access to real-world, embodied referents” (Bender quoted in Weil 2023). But it would be
impetuous to conclude from this fact that what an LLM generates is pure non-sense, meaningless,
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or bullshit (Hicks et al. 2024). These writings are and can be meaningful, and what they mean is
something that happens in the process of our reading, interpretation, and evaluation of the
generated content. And this fact is not something that is specific to LLMSs but is, as Barthes had
already proposed and demonstrated, a defining characteristic of all writing. LLMs just happen to
make it legible.

Critical Al

LLMs and other forms of generative Al are undeniably powerful technologies, and it is
essential to approach them critically attuned not only to their potential benefits but also to the
conceptual frameworks they both rely on and disturb. Many current responses from linguists,
philosophers, and Al experts tend to reaffirm logocentric assumptions about meaning, authorship,
and intelligence assumptions that were already challenged by twentieth-century developments in
literary theory and continental philosophy. And the problem is not that these ways of thinking
have somehow failed to work in the face of these new technologies of writing. It’s quite the
opposite. The problem is they work all too well, exerting their influence over our thinking about
writing and writing about thinking in ways that go by largely without notice.

Ultimately, the root cause of the problem might already be contained in the way artificial
intelligence both the term and the concept that it identifies has been formulated and defined.
Because of its nominal focus on “intelligence,” the output of these mechanisms is taken to be
either external signs of the actual presence of intelligent thought or, in those situations where the
device seems to spit out nonsense or hallucinate, the lack thereof. This procedure taking the
generation of written content (ostensibly external signifiers) as a sign or symptom of intelligence
(an internal cognitive capability) has been the defining condition of/for machine intelligence since
the time of Alan Turing’s (1950) agenda setting paper on the subject. Though Turing does not
identify it as such, his imitation game plays by the rules of this metaphysical game. And the
current criticisms of LLM Al namely, that they know nothing of what they speak or that they are
stochastic parrots (Bender et al. 2021) simply repeats, or “parrots,” this formulation.

LLMs are philosophically significant precisely because they displace these assumptions. They
generate texts without authors, statements without intention, writing without speech. They mark
a break in the chain that links linguistic expression to the voice of a knowing subject. From within
the prevailing logocentric tradition, this appears as a profound crisis. If language no longer
guarantees truth through the voice of an authorial presence, what becomes of meaning, literature,
or thought itself?

But from another perspective one shaped by poststructuralist critique this is not a crisis but a
philosophical opportunity. Rather than mourning the disruption of presence, what we see in LLMs
Is an actualization of what deconstruction has long argued. Namely, that meaning is never self-
present, never guaranteed by intention, and never fully anchored in an origin. LLMs do not
undermine language, authorship, or truth as such; they challenge a historically specific conception
of these terms one grounded in metaphysical assumptions that deserve interrogation.
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To understand LLMs as différance engines is to see them not as defective thinkers or broken
communicators, but as machines that expose the already-deferred, already-differential logic of
signification. They do not confirm the absence of intelligence so much as they call into question
what we have taken intelligence to mean. In doing so, they offer us the opportunity to reexamine
the very foundations of linguistic meaning, authorship, and truth.

Criticisms and Responses

We began by proposing that LLMs are différance engines and the foregoing has not only
explained how and why that is the case but also identified the important philosophical
consequences of this shift in perspective. That said, there are potential criticisms that one could
venture in response. We will conclude, therefore, by considering three of these, each one
formulated in terms of a critical question:

Isn’t This Just Word games?

A common objection to theoretical essays of this kind particularly those that bring Derridean
concepts into dialogue with contemporary technology is that what they amount to seems to be
little more than conceptual substitutions or an elaborate kind of wordplay. The concern is that by
reinterpreting LLM Al through the lens of différance, we are not getting any new or genuine
insights, but merely replacing one set of terms (e.g. token, embeddings, statistical models) with
another (e.g. signifier, trace, deferral). From this vantage point, the essay is not really
philosophical but rhetorical. It may be a sophisticated and even persuasive performance, but it is
not a true contribution to understanding.

This mode of criticism, however, can be shown to enact, and thus be deconstructed by, the
logic of différance. To accuse the essay of "just playing with words" is to presuppose that there
is a more stable, less playful, and somehow more real discourse elsewhere a pure and immediate
language that transparently says what it means and means what it says. Yet Derrida’s central
claim is precisely that all discourse, including the language of critique, is already entangled in
différance. There is no final metalanguage, no pure realm of concepts or Platonic ideas that are
untouched by the trace of differance.

Thus, what the critic calls "just words" is already a metaphysical commitment to the
logocentric idea that meaning can or should be grounded outside of language, in some pre-given
presence or empirical certainty. But LLMs offer a kind of technological demonstration and proof
that such meaning is never so fixed and assured, due to the fact that their operations depend on
statistical difference and deferral rather than by reference to a stable referent. Consequently, the
model’s output is in fact "just words" and precisely in the way Derrida identifies not because it is
empty, but because it foregrounds the very instability that haunts all linguistic systems, including
those used in the process of formulating this criticism.

In other words, this objection assumes a metaphysical center it cannot secure, and thus falls
into the very word play it seeks to exclude. The accusation of "word games" becomes a
performative instance of the trace, as it relies on the distinction between “serious” and “playful”
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language, a binary Derrida not only demonstrates is untenable but which is itself subject to
deconstruction. So rather than dismiss the essay’s approach as mere linguistic substitutions, we
might see it as exposing the deeper logic already operative in both natural and artificial languages.
To think LLMs through différance is not to indulge in abstraction for its own sake, but to
illuminate how these systems themselves simulate the structural conditions of meaning that
Derrida identifies.

If this is so, then couldn’t an LLLM have written the entire essay?

The second criticism has a performative dimension to it. In order to be internally consistent
and avoid the charge of performative contradiction, everything that has been written here about
the author, writing, and meaning-making would need to apply to and hold for this text. It is
therefore reasonable for the skeptical reader to inquire whether the argument they have just read
is the product of a human author, output that has been generated by an LLM, or the result of some
form of human machine collaboration? To put it in its most direct and accusative form: Couldn’t
an LLM have written the entire essay?

This objection does not refute the essay’s thesis; it confirms it in its most radical form. The
very possibility that an LLM could produce this text does not disprove différance. It is an
enactment of it. If language functions not through authorial presence but emerges through
differential repetition, if meaning arises from spacing, deferral, and iterability, then the source of
a given utterance whether human written or machine generated is no longer foundational and
determinative. In fact, it is this undecidability of origin an undecidability that is asked about by
way of this particular criticism that différance seeks to name.

Additionally, this criticism is pre-emptively answered by Derrida in the pages of Différance:
“This implies,” Derrida (1982, 15) writes, “that the subject (in its identity with itself, or eventually
in its consciousness of its identity with itself, its self-consciousness) is inscribed in language, is a
‘function’ of language, becomes a speaking subject only by making speech conform to the system
of the rules of language as a system of differences, or at very least by conforming to the general
law of différance.” In other words, what LLMs seem to lack i.e. a conscious speaking subject who
uses language to say something intelligible about the world is already missing from human
language use insofar as the very concept of a “speaking subject” is an effect of différance.
Consequently, even if we offer the customary tokens of authenticity the proper name of the author,
a written declaration that this is “100 percent genuine human-generated content,” a watermark,
or some other official sign they are all, always and already, inescapably involved in the movement
of difference and deferral that is différance.

Thus, questioning whether an LLM could have written the essay as an objection to what is
argued in the essay is to fall back on and reinscribe the logocentric metaphysics of presence. But
this is precisely what deconstruction calls into question and, in a word, deconstructs. If the model
can produce writing that participates in the logic of différance, the fact that it was machine
generated (or not) does not make a difference, or at least not the difference one might think it
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does. In other words, the suspicion that a machine could have written the essay is not the point at
which the argument breakdowns. It is the point at which it becomes real.

What would Derrida say about this use (or misuse) of his work?

Obviously, Derrida did not write about contemporary artificial intelligence, large language
models, or the computational infrastructure of contemporary machine learning systems. To apply
his thinking to these domains may seem, to some, to be an overextension perhaps even a
distortion. Thus, doesn’t such an application risk instrumentalizing or misappropriating his work
for purposes it was never meant to serve?

This objection stages a familiar anxiety: that of fidelity to the original meaning intended by an
author. And yet, Derrida’s work persistently undermines the very idea of hermeneutic closure or
interpretive orthodoxy guarded by authorial intent. From Of Grammatology (1976) to Limited
Inc. (1993), Derrida emphasized that texts, once written, exceed their origin. They become
iterable, open to contexts unforeseeable by their progenitor. There is no meaning that is not always
and already contextual, and no context that is ever fully saturated such that it can ever fully delimit
significance. And in pointing this out, Derrida is channeling an ancient problem, one that was
already identified by Socrates in Plato’s Phaedrus (1982, 275¢) “And every word, when once it
is written, is bandied about, alike among those who understand and those have no interest in it,
and it knows not to whom to speak or not speak.”*

So to ask “What would Derrida say?” is, in a sense, to re-inscribe the very metaphysics of
presence that the deconstruction of logocentrism seeks to overturn and displace. We cannot
consult the (dead) author to confirm our usage; nor should we pretend that any text including
Derrida’s—can be stabilized once and for all. To engage Derrida in the context of LLMs is not to
violate or to do violence to the integrity of his work but to participate in its performative logic: to
extend the play of différance into a new domain, one whose conditions of signification make that
extension not only possible, but necessary.

Indeed, to refuse such a movement out of fear of misinterpretation or misrepresentation would
be to betray the very force of Derrida’s innovations, which calls us to interrogate boundaries
between philosophy and technology, human beings and machines, speech and writing. The risk
of misreading is not an accident of deconstruction; it is its very condition. As Derrida might put
it: there is no responsible reading that does not risk this irresponsibility.

Limitations and Future Direction

The objective of this essay was to initiate an interdisciplinary dialogue between recent
innovations in generative Al and late-20th-century poststructuralist theory. Such an approach has
the potential to upend existing ways of thinking, generate new insight, and reveal novel
opportunities. However, as this is only a first step, several issues identified in the course of the

1. Derrida directly addresses this scene of writing and the written dialogue in which it appears in the essay “Plato’s
Pharmacy” (Derrida 1981b).
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investigation could not be fully addressed and will therefore require further attention. In this final
section, | highlight three in particular:*

Structuralism vs. Poststructuralism

One limitation of the present essay is that it cannot fully address the complex and ongoing
debate in structuralist and poststructuralist semiotics over Derrida’s “revisionist reading” of
Saussure, especially the Course in General Linguistics (Harris 2003). This issue, which already
has quite a storied history, has recently been revisited by Leif Weatherby in Language Machines,
which argues that Saussure’s structuralism offers a more robust theoretical framework for
explaining and interpreting contemporary language generators. As Weatherby (2025, 73) writes,
“it is simply not clear that we need Derrida’s revision of structuralism to proceed with a concrete
analysis of computational language,” and his book aims “to make the case that the implementation
of contemporary language generators matches the theory of language that European structuralism
advanced nearly a century ago.” No Derrida, différance, or deconstruction required.

Addressing and doing justice to this debate would require more sustained engagement with
both Saussurean and Derridean semiology than is possible here. The terms of that debate,
however, are now clearly drawn. Weatherby (2025, 43) sides with structuralism, concluding that
“poststructuralism, which often has useful diagnostic things to say about contemporary culture,
has not produced a concrete enough analytical tool set to deal with automated language
generation.” This essay offers the counterargument, demonstrating how Derrida’s remix of
Saussure provides a more substantive critical lens for understanding the technical operations of
the large language model. That debate cannot be resolved here. This is where it begins.

The Stakes of Deconstruction

A second potential limitation concerns the philosophical consequences of the investigation.
Because this essay has focused on situating the (non)concept of differance as a framework for
understanding the technical operations of LLMs, one might come away with an impression of
Derrida’s work that could potentially obscure what is truly at stake in his philosophical enterprise.
In other words, the effort to demonstrate the relevance of poststructuralist theory for Al systems,
might inadvertently obscure the deeper philosophical consequences of deconstruction. It risks, as
the saying goes, missing the philosophical forest for the trees.

Though Derrida did not have the occasion to address LLMs directly, his engagement with the
“animal question” (Derrida 2008) provides a useful parallel. In deconstructing the human/animal
binary, Derrida’s aim is not to extend some exclusive human privilege to animals but to
interrogate whether humans ever legitimately possessed such a privilege in the first place. Applied
to LLMs, this reframes the debate entirely. What is ultimately at stake, then, is not merely tracking

1. These three items come directly from the anonymous reviews of the initial submission. | note this for two
reasons: 1) To express my gratitude to the reviewers for their insight and for the work they put into reading and
responding to the initial draft. And 2) to recognize the continued importance and viability of the peer review
process in academic publishing.
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how machines challenge human capacities but recognizing how these applications reveal the fact
that these capacities language, creativity, and authorship have never been as autonomous, self-
present, or secure as we might have assumed or assured ourselves.

Future research could build on and extend this insight this by engaging more directly with
Derrida’s writings on “originary technicity” (Bradley 2011) and his deconstruction of entrenched
metaphysical binaries human/machine, natural/artificial, speech/writing, etc. This would not only
offer a more nuanced account of the philosophical consequences of aligning deconstruction with
LLM technologies but would also sharpen our understanding of how these systems expose the
structural conditions of language that deconstruction has long theorized and, in a word,
deconstructed.

LLMs and the Question of Meaning

A third limitation related to and directly proceeding from the previous one concerns the
consequences of a central claim advanced in this essay: that LLMs do not merely imitate human
language use, but expose the very logics that underlie its functioning. Taken seriously, this could
suggest that human language use itself might be explicable, at least in part, in terms of the
operations of these generative models.

This opens an important line of inquiry: What, if anything, do LLMs reveal about the structures
of human thought and language use? And how might this affect our understanding not only of
meaning but of ourselves? One possible response, consistent with the strategy of deconstruction,
would be to resist the binary opposition that has been situated between the “we are all just
stochastic parrots now” and “we are not parrots, because we know what words mean.” Rather
than choosing sides in this dispute, Derrida’s work can be read as charting a third path one that
deconstructs the metaphysical terms of the debate itself.

While the present essay gestures toward this possibility, a full elaboration of it exceeds the
scope of the current inquiry. To pursue it seriously would require a separate and sustained
engagement not only with Derrida’s corpus but also with contemporary debates in philosophy of
language, cognitive science, and computational linguistics. In short, this essay simply set out to
connect-the-dots between différance and LLMs, but what this ultimately means for human
thought and language use is a different, albeit related, undertaking, and one that must, for now at
least, be deferred.

Conclusions

If differance is, as Derrida (1982, 3) insists, “literally neither a word nor a concept,” then its
resonance with large language models is not a metaphor but a structuring principle. What LLMs
actualize through their predictive architectures, their dependence on prior textual contexts, and
their inability to access and refer to “real world embodied referents” (Bender quoted in Weil
2023) is not a departure from meaning but an actualization of its constitutive conditions. These
models do not "understand™ in the classical philosophical sense; they operate through difference



New Research in Islamic Humanities Studies, Volume 4, Special Issue, 2026 16

and deferral, generating linguistic outputs that are intelligible precisely because they are situated
and operate within a system of difference.

What this essay has called "Différance Engines" do not merely imitate human language use;
they demonstrate the difference and deferral that is signification. This is not to suggest that LLMs
are or have even been designed to be deconstructive agents, nor that Derrida foresaw this
technological development, but rather that the appearance of such systems reveals anew the play
of signification that deconstruction theorized decades ago. If anything, the emergence of LLMs
makes the stakes of différance legible, rending visible, and perhaps uncomfortably tangible, the
unsettling decentering of meaning that deconstruction has always articulated.

To recognize this is not to reduce philosophy to technology nor to subordinate poststructuralist
theory to computation. Rather, it is to allow theory to follow the movement of différance itself
beyond its original context, across disciplinary boundaries, and into other kinds of texts and
contexts. In doing so, we are not misusing Derrida but responding to the iterable logic he situated
in language the fact that meaning is never fully present, always already deferred, and that no
discourse human or machinic is absolved of the play of differences.
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