ON THE PHARMAKON:

DERRIDA’S DECONSTRUCTION OF PLATO

I
Phusis as Health: 

Aristotle begins Book II of the Physics in this way: "Of things that exist, some exist by nature [phusis], some from other causes. 'By nature' the animals and their parts exist, and the plants and the simple bodies (earth, fire, air, water)--for we say that these and the like exist 'by nature'" (192b 8-11). Phusis is the first element marked off in this distinction. It is understood as a "cause" [aition] of a certain region of beings.
 This determination will then be made in terms of arche: source, origin, and order. Phusis is the origin and order of "being-moved" (kineseos) and "being at rest," of those beings which have the origin of their being moved within themselves and integral to themselves (in their self emerging).

All the things mentioned present a feature in which they differ from things which are not constituted by nature. Each of them has within itself a principle of motion and of stationariness (in respect of place or of growth and decrease, or by way of alteration). On the other hand, a bed and a coat and anything ese of that sort, qua receiving these designations--i.e. in so far as they are products of art--have no innate impulse to change. But in so far as they happen to be composed of stone or of earth or of a mixture of the two, they do have such an impulse, and just to that extent--which seems to indicate that nature is a source or cause of being moved and of being at rest in that to which it belongs primarily, in virtue of itself and not in virtue of a concomitant attribute. (Physics II.192b 12-23)

We see here that another realm of beings are referred to by Aristotle. Things that exist from phusis, such as "the animals and their parts...and the plants and the simple bodies (earth, fire, air, water)," are distinguished from bed, coats, "and anything else of that sort," which are "products of art [techne]." As opposed to things out of phusis, a bed and a coat are "artifacts" (poioumena). As Heidegger points out, "for Aristotle, the issue here is to show that artifacts are what they are and how they are precisely in the being-moved of production and thus in the rest of having-been-produced" (1976, 230-31). Techne is the arche of artifacts. Artifacts do not have an "innate impulse [horme] to change." The arche of their production and having-been-produced is not in themselves; it is not internal. Rather, the arche of artifacts is in another, "the architekton, the one who controls the techne as arche" (Heidegger 1976, 231). Techne is not a mere skill; it is a bringing forth through knowing, through a familiarity with "that which grounds every act of making and producing" (1976, 231).


Thus, Aristotle gives us a distinction between phusis and techne, each the arche of a certain realm of beings. One is an internal impulse, the other external. We would appear to have a simple enough distinction and seem prepared to translate this distinction to our familiar "nature-art" opposition. However, the distinction is more complex than it would first appear: physis also names Being itself for Aristotle, not just a realm of beings (cf. Heidegger 1976, 268-9): phusis is the arising into unconcealment of a being from itself as itself; it is aletheia. We must keep this in mind when questioning into the various contradictions that seem to arise between the "order of grace" and the "order of nature" (understood as the realm of physical things) or between the "order of nature" and the "order of art." That is, in the essential sense of the word phusis, we can speak of the work of art as a being from phusis--in terms of the work of art as a being in its self emerging order and harmony. Our word "nature," when understood in terms of "essence"--and when "essence" is understood in terms of the presencing of Being [Wesen]--suggests some of what is at stake here. For instance, we can speak of the "nature" of a work of art. So too, then, can we speak of the "nature," the self emerging coming to appearance, of the Divine (the "order of grace").


For Aristotle, phusis names Being as the self emerging natural order and harmony of beings (cf. Chapter 1; sect. 1.3). Phusis, as this self emergence, can be either 1) guided by techne in a process of "pro-ducing," or 2) techne can replace phusis, through its "effecting" via an external arche, in the "making" or "manufacturing" of the artificial, the artifact. Here it is not a matter of this artificial "product" being outside of the realm of phusis as Being; rather, here the way in which phusis arises (emerges or sends itself), and is brought forth in techne, is that of an occulting-withdrawal. Phusis withdraws in as much as it emerges as the "effect" of an external "making," a techne.


Health is one of the ways in which we experience the self-emergence of phusis. If health, like phusis, is the natural order, harmony, and proper limits of the body, then if the body suffers a minor cut, it heals itself out of itself: its health as its natural order (phusis) is the source (arche) of the cure, the source of its own health. Medical know-how (techne), in cleaning the wound etc., merely guides or facilitates the workings of the natural order (phusis/health) of the body.

[A] man, entirely by himself, might become the [originating and ordering] source [arche] of health for himself, and at the same time he could be a doctor. He has the medical know-how [techne] in himself, but not insofar as he regains his health. Rather in this case, being a doctor and regaining health happen to have come together in one and the same man. But for that very reason the two also remain separated from each other, each on its own. And the same holds for everything else that belongs among things made. That is to say, none of them has in itself the origin and ordering of its being made. Rather, some have their arche in another being and thus have it from the outside, as for example a house and anything else made by hand. (Aristotle, qtd. in Heidegger 1976, 234, 236)

Thus, the body's health arises out of its own natural order. It is a loose linguistic usage that says that the doctor "cures" the patient. For Aristotle, techne cannot be the arche of a being, such as the body, in the same way that phusis can--out of the thing's own nature. We have seen that techne is the guiding of the health, or self-healing (self-emerging into appearance, phusis-Being), of the body (being). 


We had an occasion earlier (sect 1.4) to point out that for Plato dike (justice) names Being as the self emerging appropriate articulation of beings. We also noted that Plato experiences this innate order and harmony in terms of health, just as Aristotle does with the notion of Being as phusis. Along with the know-how (techne) of the philosopher-ruler in bringing forth the dike of the polis, and along with the artist's techne in bringing forth the appearing of the eidos, Plato uses the example of medical know-how, as does Aristotle, in order to demonstrate that techne cannot produce a cure for the body; rather, the body's natural order and harmony (phusis-dike-health) is its own arche; it heals itself out of itself. Plato wishes to make this point in order to form a comparison, an analogical illustration, with the way in which the healthy (dike) polis has its origin and order (arche) arise out of its own natural order and proper limits. Conversely, the polis that is adikia is one in which, like the unhealthy body, indiscipline and disorder hold sway: "And the prevalence of indiscipline and disease in a community leads, does it not, to the opening of law courts and surgeries in large numbers" (III.405a). Indiscipline in individual, body, and polis means that their order and measure is sought externally; the body, unable to heal itself out of its own natural order, needs the surgeon to attempt a "cure"; the criminal, unable to be just out of his or her own natural order (dikaiosune), needs the judge to attempt a "reform": "And when not only the lower classes and manual workers, but also those who have some pretensions to a liberal education, need skilled doctors and lawyers, that is a pretty conclusive proof that the education in a state is disgracefully bad. For is it not a strikingly disgraceful sign of a bad education if one has to seek justice at the hands of others as one's masters and judges because one lacks it in oneself?" (III.405a-b).


Socrates refers to the time of Asclepius as a time in which healing (techne) is the appropriate bringing forth of the natural order of the body, not the attempt to impose an external order. However, with modern methods of treating disease, the struggle against death is extended.

'[I]t was not till the days of Herodicus, so they say, that doctors made use in their treatment of modern methods of cosseting disease. Herodicus was an athletic trainer, whose health failed, and he proceeded to make first and foremost himself, and then many others after him, miserable by a combination of medicine and physical training.'


'How did he do that?'


'By dying a lingering death. His whole attention was devoted to his disease which was mortal; he could not cure himself of it but spent the rest of his life too busy to do anything but doctor himself and being made wretched by any departure from his routine treatment. And his skill prolonged the struggle against death till he was an old man.' (III.406a-b)

The treatment of Herodicus is monstrous in that it takes one out of his or her proper nature; rather than bringing forth and guiding the health (phusis-dike-Being) of the body, Herodicus' techne is an external imposition.
 For Socrates and Plato, the proper order of the individual, the phusis-dike-Being of the individual, is his or her proper role or job within the polis. 


'If a carpenter is ill,' I replied, 'and goes to a doctor, he expects to be given an emetic and be cured, or to get rid of the trouble by purge or cautery or operation. If he is ordered to undergo a long cure, wrapping his head up and all that sort of thing, he will probably say that he's no time to be ill and that a life in which one must give all one's attention to one's ailments and none to one's proper job simply is not worth living. then he will dismiss the doctor who has given the advice, go back to his normal routine, and either regain health and get on with his job, or, if his constitution won't stand it, die and be rid of his troubles.'


'That's the right way for that sort of man to treat medical advice,' he agreed.


'The reason being,' I said, 'that he has a job to do, and if he does not do it, life is not worth while.'


'Yes, clearly.' (III.406d-e)


In contradistinction to Herodicus' treatment, Socrates presents Asclepius as an example of a case in which techne is a responding to and a guiding-bringing forth of the natural order and proper limits of the body. In this way, in bringing forth the proper order and just limits (phusis-dike-Being) of the thing, Asclepius is a great statesman.


'Let us say, then, that Asclepius too knew all this, and therefore introduced medical treatment for those who have a good constitution and lead a healthy life. If they get some specific disease, he gets rid of it by drugs or surgery, but tells them to go on leading their normal life so as not to make them less useful to the community. But he makes no attempt to cure those whose constitution is basically diseased by treating them with a series of evacuations and doses which can only lead to an unhappy prolongation of life, and the production of children as unhealthy as themselves. No, he thought that no treatment should be given to the man who cannot survive the routine of his ordinary job, and who is therefore of no use either to himself or society.'


'You talk as if Asclepius was a real statesman!'


'Of course he was...' (III.407c-e)

Just as the body that is within its proper order and limits has the source of its health arise out of itself, so too the polis has its dikaiosune out of its own natural order and just limits (phusis-dike-Being).
 In the body-polis that heals itself out of itself, that which is diseased or incurably corrupt is excised for the good of the whole: "This then is the kind of medical and judicial provision for which you will legislate in your state. It will provide treatment for those of your citizens whose physical and psychological constitution is good; as for the others, it will leave the unhealthy to die, and those whose psychological constitution is incurably corrupt it will put to death" (III.409e-410a).


The questions of the just polis, of the being out of phusis, and of the healthy body all seem to come together in the figure of Asclepius. For Plato, obviously, he is an example of the proper ends of techne--what we could call "techne I." For Plato, Asclepius does not impose an external order; he guides and aids what emerges out of itself. However, Plato notes that there are other versions of the Asclepius story: "But Pindar and the tragedians don't believe us, and say that Asclepius was a son of Apollo, that he was bribed by a large fee to cure a rich man who was a death's door, and blasted by a thunderbolt in consequence.
 But we cannot if we are to be consistent, agree with them on both counts: if he was son of a god he was not out for profit, and if he was out for profit he was not son of a god" (III.408b-c). According to our parameters, the story of Asclepius (Latin: Æsculapius)--as the son of Apollo and as "curing" for profit--would be an example of techne which is the imposing of an external order, which occults the self emerging proper order of things; this would be what we could call "techne II." Spenser takes the poets as his guides (Virgil, Ovid, and Boccaccio) and sees Æsculapius as the son of Apollo and as one who "effected" the improper cure (FQ I.v.36-44). Although this figure of Æsculapius differs from Plato's Asclepius, what is at stake for both writers is the same. Both see the story as a question of the proper and improper ends of techne or of "art." It is the question of the distinction between 1) "techne I" as the guiding bringing forth of the truth out of itself; or, 2) "techne II" as an occulting of self-emerging truth through the representational-external order. With "techne I," the bringing forth is that of a poiesis in the sense of a "pro-ducing," or a leading forth of the thing out of itself. With "techne II," the bringing forth is that of a poiesis in the sense of a derivational "making" or "manufacturing," undertaken by the maker as architekton and based on a pre-existing model or form (eidos). The gardener, with his or her know-how pertaining to the growth of the plant (techne I), in planting the seed and tilling the soil, guides the plant in its self emergence. This is a "pro-ducing" of the plant in the sense of leading it forth (poiesis I). We do not say that the gardener "makes" or "manufactures" the plant (poiesis II). Thus this question of the proper and improper ends of techne dove-tails, for both Plato and Spenser, with the question of the proper and improper modes of "making" (poiesis). 

II
On the Pharmakon

Let us now turn to the challenges made by Derrida, in his essay "Plato's Pharmacy," to these notions related to an internal and integral order of things. Derrida's essay is, nominally, a thorough reading of Plato's Phaedrus, specifically as it pertains to the problematic of writing. The question that has plagued interpreters for centuries is why Plato, a writer, would denigrate writing so accutely in this work. Near the end of the dialogue, an attack on writing, seemingly unrelated to the rest of the dialogue, is given in the form of a myth. After a discussion of love and beauty, Socrates and Phaedrus (re)turn to a discussion of writing: "But there remains the question of propriety and impropriety in writing, that is to say the conditions which make it proper or improper" (274b). The myth is an exotic one, from Egypt. The myth tells of the god Theuth, or Thoth, who had offered his "arts" as gifts for the benefit of humanity. 

[T]here dwelt one of the old gods of the country, the god to whom the bird called Ibis is sacred, his own name being Theuth. He it was that invented number and calculation, geometry and astronomy, not to speak of draughts and dice, and above all writing [grammata]. Now the king of the whole country at that time was Thamus, who dwelt in the great city of Upper Egupt which the Greeks call Egyptian Thebes, while Thamus they call Ammon. To him came Theuth, and revealed his arts, saying that they ought to be passed on to the Egyptians in general. (274c-d) 

Thamus, or Ammon-Ra, the king of the gods, considers and judges each art, and finds that each art has its good and bad points: "Thamus asked what was the use of them all, and when Theuth explained, he condemned what he thought the bad points and praised what he thought the good. On each art, we are told, Thamus had plenty of views both for and against; it would take too long to give them in detail" (274e). In the final analysis, writing is deemed to be a bane or detriment to society rather than a benefit. 

But when it came to writing Theuth said, 'Here, O king is a branch of learning that will make the people of Egypt wiser and improve their memories; my discovery provides a recipe [pharmakon] for memeory and widom.' But the king answered and said, 'O man full of arts, to one it is given to create the things of art, and to another to judge what measure of harm and of profit they have for those that shall employ them. And so it is that you, by reason of your tender regard for the writing that is your offspring, have declared the very opposite of its true effect. (275a)

The problem with writing is that it substitutes mere inscriptions for the authentic living presence of spoken language. It also provides a pseudo-memory in that it is the substitution of mnemonic devices for genuine, living wisdom, or genuine memory as an-amnesis (un-forgetting).

If men learn this [writing, grammata], it will implant forgetfulness in their souls; they will cease to exercise memory because they rely on that which is written, calling things to remembrance no longer from within themselves, but by means of external marks. What you have discovered is a recipe not for memory but for reminder. And it is no true wisdom that you offer your disciples, but only its semblance, for by telling them of many things without teaching them your will make them seem to know much, while for the most part they know nothing....  [my emphasis] (275a)

One interpretation of Plato's dialogue has been that this myth is external to the central concerns of the whole--those being love and beauty. Derrida is correct to point out the fallacy of this view.  "That entire hearing of the trial of writing should some day cease to appear as an extraneous mythological fantasy, an appendix the organism could easily, with no loss, have done without. In truth, it is rigorously called for from one end of the Phaedrus to the other" (Derrida 1981, 67). As he points out, the dialogue has as its "central" concern the question of the proper modes of speechwriting (logography) and thus of self-presence.

At the precisely calculated center of the dialogue--the reader can count the lines--the question of logography is raised (257c). Phaedrus reminds Socrates that the citizens of greatest influence and dignity, the men who are th most free, feel ashamed (aiskhunontai) at "speechwriting" and at leaving sungrammata behind them. They fear the judgement of posterity, which might consider them "sophists" (257d). The logographer, in the strict sense, is a ghost writer who composes speeches for use by litigants, speeches which he himself does not pronounce, which he does not attend, so to speak, in person, and which produce their effects in his absence. In writing what he does not speak, what he would never say and, in truth, would probably never even think, the author of the written speech is already entrenched in the posture of the sophist: the man of non-presence and of non-truth. Writing is thus already on the scene. (1981, 68)

The question is raised as to the proper and improper modes of writing. Phaedrus wants to know what it means to write dishonourably and to write beautifully (kalos). 


This question is also related to the two myths that Plato introduces in the first half of the Phaedrus. Early in the dialogue, while walking by the stream in the cool breeze and looking for a place to sit down, Phaedrus asks, "Tell me, Socrates, isn't it somewhere about here that they say Boreas seized Orithyia from the river?" (229b). Phaedrus then asks whether or not Socrates believes that story. Socrates replies that he could be one who is in "fashion" if he disbelieved it, as do the men of science. "I might proceed to give a scientific account of how the maiden, while at play with Pharmacia, was blown by a gust of Boreas down from the rocks hard by, and having thus met her death was said to have been seized by Boreas, though it may have happened on the Arepagus according to another version of the occurrence" (229c-d). Socrates will only quest for that true knowledge that comes from within through a process of un-forgetting (an-amnesis); he will not conjecture concerning external matters: "I can't as yet 'know myself,' as the inscription at Delphi enjoins, and so long as that ignorance remains it seems to me ridiculous to inquire into extraneous matters" (230a). Derrida then suggests that this seemingly marginal reference to the myth of Pharmacia, Orithyia, and Boreas--"marginal" in that Plato does not manifestly refer to it again in the dialogue--is in fact part of the central concern with writing and truth. "This brief evocation of Pharmacia at the beginning of the Phaedrus--is it an accident? An hors d'oeuvre? A fountain, 'perhaps with curative powers'...was dedicated to Pharmacia near the Ilissus" (1981, 70). How is this myth connected to the central questions we have mentioned? First of all, Derrida shows that "Pharmacia (Pharmakeia) is also a common noun signifying the administration of the pharmakon, the drug: the medicine and/or poison" (70). This connection to the drug is crucial in as much as shortly after this myth is discussed, Socrates compares a writtern speech of Lysias that Phaedrus conceals under his cloak to a drug. When Phaedrus comments that this is perhaps the only time he has seen Socrates leave the walls of the city, Socrates responds: "You must forgive me, dear friend; I'm a lover of learning, and trees and open country won't teach me anything, whereas men in the town do. Yet you seem to have discovered a recipe [pharmakon] for getting me out" (230d). 


The second "original" myth that Plato presents in the dialogue is that of the cicadas. Socrates and Phaedrus, enjoying the beauty of the bank of the Illisus, hear the song of the cicadas. Socrates points out that the cicadas originally descended from human beings who lived before the time of the Muses. As the Muses sprang forth into existence, their songs so enchanted some humans that they forgot about food, wanting only to sing, and were changed into cicadas (258e-259d). We had occasion to refer to this myth earlier in connection with mythos as "primal word" and as an example of the fact that the Muses "open the kosmos" according to the Greek way of thinking [Chapter 2]. Derrida refers to it for a slighly different reason. For him, this is a forgetting and losing oneself, in one's self-presence, that is related to the thematic of writing as a process of the disappearing of the author. "The incompatibility between the written and the true is clearly announced at the moment Socrates starts to recount the way in which men are carried out of themselves by pleasure, become absent from themselves, forget themselves and die in the thrill of song (259c)" (1981, 68).


In the connection of writing to the drug (pharmakon) and to the forgetting of oneself, there is a distinction made between true knowing (techne) and that knowing that relies on the external prompt: the book as writing. "As opposed to the true practice of medicine, founded on science, we find indeed, listed in a single stroke, empirical practice, treatments based on recipes learned by heart, mere bookish knowledge, and the blind usage of drugs. All that, we are told, springs out of mania" (1981, 72). Derrida is referring here to that section of the Phaedrus in which, in the process of critiquing the "art of rhetoric"--i.e., in saying that it is no "art" (techne)--Socrates compares the sophist to a mad doctor: "I expect they would say, 'the man is mad; he thinks he has made himself a doctor by picking up something out of a book (ek bibliou), or coming across a couple of ordinary drugs (pharmakiois), without any real knowledge of medicine'" (268c).


Derrida's analysis uncovers, then, within the question of proper and improper writing (techne), a number of structural oppositions: dialectic as a living knowledge versus writing as the dead letter (cf. 73), medical techne versus the pharmakon, truth (a-letheia) as what is known and spoken (logos) out of ourselves versus what is known only externally through hearsay (mythos),
 true art (techne) versus an artless routine (or, "knack"),
 logos as a living being (zoon) in its responsiveness to the situation versus "the cadaverous rigidity of writing" (1981, 79), the living logos as out of phusis (in its having been born and growing [Derrida 79]) versus writing as outside the order of phusis (Derrida 105), the living logos (discourse) as one following a necessary organic order versus an "unnatural" or contingent written discourse,
 living memory (mneme) versus a mere re-collection (hupomnesis) (91), the living word (logos) as inspired versus the breathless written sign (92), and a living presence versus a ghostly disappearing (103-4).
 In the end, Derrida wants to show that these structural oppositions, operating through the exclusion of the latter term in order to secure the former, are an effect of general differential relations (différance). The pharmakon is Plato's word for this arche-différance, this l'écriture. The pharmakon is "undecidable" in that, as remedy and poison, it seems to inhabit both sides of the structural opposition. It occupies in his analysis of Plato, as Derrida himself points out (1981, 96n43), the position that the notion of "supplement" did in his analysis of Rousseau (cf. Derrida 1974); that is, both (a)concepts appear to be "dangerous," and thus are exluded and delimited from the secure and present, but both are also "necessary." Pharmakon is generally translated as "remedy," or "recipe"; this conceals its undecidable meaning as a "drug" that is both remedy and poison. Certainly one sense of the pharmakon is that of the beneficial remedy. "This medicine is beneficial; it repairs and produces, accumulates and remedies, increases knowledge and reduces forgetfulness" (1981, 97). Yet this translation denies (excludes) the other meanings "reserved" in the word--reserved through the sign substitutions (differential relations) that the pharmakon embodies, i.e., in its relation to writing, rhetoric, death, magic, sorcery (pharmakeus), etc.: 

Its translation by 'remedy' nonetheless erases, in going outside the Greek language, the other pole reserved in the word pharmakon. It cancels out the resources of ambiguity and makes more difficult, if not impossible, an understanding of the context. As opposed to 'drup' or even 'medicine,' remedy says the transparent rationality of science, technique, and therapeutic causality, thus excluding from the text any leaning toward the magic virtues of a force whose effects are hard to master, a dynamics that constantly surprixes the one who tries to manipulate it as master and as subject. (97)

In the Laws, those associated with the pharmakon/pharmakeus--"the mantic and magic, sorcerers and casters of spells"--are expelled, excluded, ostracized: "At death he shall be cast out beyond the borders without burial, and if any free citizen has a hand in his burial, he shall be liable to a prosecution for impiety at the suit of any who cares to take proceedings" (X.909b-c). [note: Antigone and Socrates' brand of apolis]. This operation of excluding the fallen element, according to Derrida, of reducing the play of the word, is an effect of "Platonism" as the history of the metaphysics of presence. "It could no doubt be shown...that this blockage of the passage among opposing values is itself already an effect of 'Platonism,' the consequence of something already at work in the translated text, in the relation between 'Plato' and his 'language'" (98). That is, for Derrida, it is not a matter of Plato deciding to "exclude" writing or the pharmakon by placing it within the structural opposition. Rather, the play of language, in its "playing" with and setting up of humanity's projects, determines the nature of this problematic. Thus, while the "manifest" text of Plato denigrates writing and reduces it to the fallen term of a hierarchical opposition, the "unsaid" or "latent" text of Plato (the play of language, of différance, of l'écriture, of the pharmakon), according to Derrida--which has this hierarchical opposition enfolded within itself, which configures this metaphysical opposition--is, in fact, a "saving" of writing: "Only a blind or grossly insensitive reading could indeed have spread the rumor that Plato was simply condemning the writer's activity. Nothing here is of a single piece and the Phaedrus also, in its own writing, plays at saving writing--which also means causing it to be lost--as the best, the noblest game" (1981, 67). 


It is important to keep in mind that, for Derrida, the history of metaphysics is the history of the thinking of Being as presence: "the history of metaphysics is the history of a determination of being as presence...its adventure merges with that of logocentrism, and...it is produced wholly as the reduction of the trace" (1974, 97). There are no fundamental shifts or "founding moments" within this history, although it does have inner articulations. The movement of these inner articulations is one from a thinking of presence in the "objective" form of the ideality of the eidos and the substantiality of ousia, in Plato and Aristotle, to a thinking of presence as the self-presence of consciousness and feelings through the subject's "representation" of the object, in Descartes, Rousseau, and Hegel (1974, 97-8). The securing of beings in their presence requires a "mastery" of the threats to this presence, a mastery of difference. It is for this reason, the mastery of difference in the form of writing, that the "manifest" text of Plato places writing and the pharmakon within the oppositional structure. "Plato thinks of writing, and tries to comprehend it, to dominate it, on the basis of opposition as such" (1981, 103).
 Derrida then points out that the opposition of internal/external takes priority within the binary structure and that writing or the pharmakon allows the whole structure to occur--they are not, that is to say, governed by the rules of the structure. 

In order for these contrary values (good/evil, true/false, essence/appearance, inside/outside, etc.) to be in opposition, each of the terms must be simply external to the other, which emans that on of these oppositions (the opposition between inside and outside) must already be accredited as the matrix of all possible opposition. And one of the elements of the system (or of the series) must also stand as the very possibility of systematicity or seriality in general. And if one got to thinking that something like the pharmakon--or writing--far from being governed by these oppositions, opens up their very possibility without letting itself be comprehended by them; if one got to thinking that it can only be out of something like writing--or the pharmakon--that the strange difference between inside and outside can spring; if, consequently, one go to thinking that writing as a pharmakon cannot simply be assigned a site within what it situates, cannot be subsumed under concepts whose contours it draws, leaves onlyu its ghost to a logic that can only seek to govern it insofar as logic arises from it--one would then have to bend into strange contortions what could no longer even simply be called logic or discourse. (1981, 103)

The metaphysical "reduction of the trace" is a "forgetting," let us say, of Being as différance. This forgetting of Being that marks the metaphysics of presence for Derrida, and the consequent "mastery" of difference in the securing of the enduring present, is akin to the "imperial" disposition that marks the metaphysics of presence as diagnosed by Heidegger. 

Notes

�.  On this notion of "cause," as a responsibility "for the fact that a being is that which it is," and as distinguished from our notion of "causality," see Heidegger (1976) 227 and (1977a) 6-12.


�.  A more standard, and thus less thoughtful, translation of this passage, that of R.P Hardie and R.K. Gaye in McKeon's edition of The Basic Works of Aristotle, runs as follows:


I say 'not in virtue of a concomitant attribute', because (for instance) a man who is a doctor might cure himself. Nevertheless it is not in so far as he is a patient that he possesses the art of medicine: it merely has happened that the same man is doctor and patient--and that is why these attributes are not always found together. So it is with all other artificial products. None of them has in itself the source of its own production. But while in some cases (for instance houses and the other products of manual labour) that principle is in something else external to the thing (Physics II.192b 23-30)


�.  We should remind ourselves of the following pertinant instance: we may say that a relative who has had his or her "struggle against death" prolonged by a life-support machine, although still technically "alive," is no longer the same person--be it due to the non-responsiveness of the coma-condition or, if out of the coma, the seeming change in personality that accompanies the brain damage. The relative's "nature" emerges as that which has withdrawn in its being replaced by the techno-relative. The relative, it could be said, has been taken out of his or her proper limits and natural order. And it is in this respect that Heidegger says that "the fact of not dying, in the sense of prolonging one's life, is not yet necessarily the recovery of health. The fact that men live longer today is no proof that they are healthier; one might even conclude to the contrary" (1976, 235). Living longer is not necessarily the recovery of health which, as the self-emerging out of itself that is the phusis-dike-Being of the body, cannot be provided for externally by the life-support machine.


�.  The healthy body and just polis are so in their natural order and proper functioning. The unhealthy body, out of its proper order, is not able to function as it should; the attempt to prolong the life of this body means an unhealthy concentration on "remedies" which still do not allow the individual to lead his or her proper life. Similarly, the unhealthy (adikia) polis, tyranny is the clearest example, is one in which an unhealthy concentration on the prolongation of the life of the state occurs; the state is not allowed to function within its proper limits. The tyrant,


'...must keep a sharp eye out for men of courage or vision or intelligence or wealth; for, whether he likes it or not, it is his happy fate to be their constant enemy and to intrigue until he has purged them from the state.'


	'A fine kind of purge,' he remarked.


	'Yes,' I returned, 'and the reverse of a purge in the medical sense. For the doctor removes the poison and leaves the healthy elements in the body, while the tyrant does the opposite.' (VIII.567b-c)


�.  On the topic of the polis as a being out of phusis, Socrates remarks, "And once we have given our system [politeia] a good start...the process of improvement [growth, phusis] will be cumulative" (IV.424a).


�.  For other relevant comparisons of medical and judicial health, see the following passages:


	'Otherwise,' he said, 'they will spend their while time making and correcting detailed regulation of the sort you've described, always expecting to achieve perfection.'


	'You mean,' said I, 'that they will lead lives like invalids who lack the restraint to give up a vicious way of life.'


	'Exactly.'


	'And a very attractive life they lead! For all their cures and medicines have no effect--except to make their ailments worse and more complicated--yet they live in hope that every new medicine they are recommended will restore them to health.' (IV.425e-426a)





'Men don't reckon that life is worth living when their physical health breaks down, even though they have all the food and drink and wealth and power in the world. So we can hardly reckon it worth living when the natural principle by which we live breaks down in confusion, and a man of his own choice avoids one thing that will rid him of wickedness and injustice, the acquisition of justice and excellence, now that they have been clearly shown to be as we have described them.' (IV. 445a-b)


�.  For this story, see Pindar, Aeschylus's Agamemnon 1022, and Euripides' Alcestis 3. For those accounts pertinent for Spenser's treatment of Aesculapius, see also Virgil's Aeneid 7.765-69, 12.428-9, Ovid's Metamorphoses 15.497-550, and Boccaccio's De Genealogia Deorum 10.50. 


�.  And if these connections of writing and the pharmakon seem indirect, Derrida points out (73), the two are directly related in the myth of writing discussed above. Theuth presents writing to Thamus saying "Here, O king, is a branch of learning that will make the people of Egypt wiser and improve their memories; my discovery provides a recipe [pharmakon] for memory and wisdom" (274e).


�.  This distinction arises, in connection with writing, in as much as Socrates presents the "trial of writing" in the form of a myth and as something he is only repeating from a traditional story: "I can tell you the tradition that has come down from our forefathers, but they alone know the truth of it. However, if we could discover that for ourselves, should we still be concerned with the fancies of mankind?" (274c).


�.  This distinction arises in the trial of the sophist's art of rhetoric: "Socrates: Yes, if the arguments [logoi] advanced against oratory sustain its claim to be an art [techne]. In point of fact, I fancy I can hear certain arguments advancing, and protesting that the claim is false, that it is no art, but a knack that has nothing to do with art, inasmuch as there is, as the Spartans put it, no 'soothfast' art of speech, nor assuredly will there ever be one, without a grasp of truth" (260e).


�.  On this organic unity and order of a discourse, see Derrida (1981) 79-80:


Logos, a living, animate creature, is thus also an organism that has been engendered. An organism: a differentiated body proper, with a center and extremities, joints, a head, and feet. In order to be "proper," a writtern discourse ought to submit to the laws of life just as a living discourse does. Logographical necessity (anangke logographike) ought to be analogous to biological, or rather zoological, necessity. Otherwise, obviously, it would have neither head nor tail. Both structure and constitution are in question in the risk run by logos of losing through writing both its tail and its head. (79)


Derrida refers at this point to Socrates description of the "logographical necessity" of a discourse: "any discourse [logon] ought to be constructed like a living creature, with its own body, as it were; it must not lack either head or feet; it must have a middle and extremities so composed as to suit each other and the whole work" (264c).


	This distinction, according to Derrida, is one of the proper internal structure of the body, of truth, and of memory as opposed to the external drug, written sign (reminder), and prosthesis: "What Plato is attacking is sophistics, therefore, is not simply recourse to memory but, within such recourse, the substitution of the mnemonic device for live memory, of the prosthesis for the organ; the perversion that consists of replacing a limb by a thing, here, substituting the passive, mechanical 'by-heart' for the active reanimation of knowledge, for its reproduction in the present" (108).


�.  This set of "oppositions" would seem to connect with the "distinction" we made earlier: between techne I as the bringing forth of the innate impulse (phusis) and techne II as the effecting via an external cause. However, we will have to suspend judgement on this for now.


�.  On this metaphysical operation of "mastering" difference, see also Derrida (1981) 117: "the relation (the analogy) between the logos/soul relation and the pharmakon/body relation is itself designated by the term logos. The name of the relaiton is the same as that of one of its terms. The pharmakon is comprehended in the structure of logos. This comprehension is an act of both domination and decision."





