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The Glyph of Usage as Trace:

Examining usage as a unique trace in the essay Différance


In the later movements of the text Différance, Derrida sets up an exposition of trace. As a first pass on the term, traces functions as a scar or rupture left by something not present. Like a footprint on a path, it is a trace of something which is not there. The exposition culminates in a purely critical analyses of Heidegger's usage as a trace. It looks like Derrida attacks Heidegger's understanding of usage as a trace and his failure to see that usage remains a trace like any other trace, to set up différance. However, a gap exists between Derrida's criticism and Derrida's account of usage as a trace. As John Protevi points out in Avoiding A “Superficial Reading”, Derrida's criticism is of Heidegger's nostalgic tone (Protevi 96). If this is the case, in the text Derrida still has much to say about usage as trace which does not fall under this criticism. In the gap between trace and a criticism of Heidegger, I hope to show that usage as trace is not reducible to any other sense of trace, that is, it is unique. 



Following the strategy Derrida uses to setup usage as trace will be important because something positive can be taken from the work – namely usage as trace. Usage as trace will hold a unique function as trace. What the function is remains unclear and will take great lengths to excavate outside of this paper. However, once one understands the unique construction of usage as trace, it will warrant the need to explore the new horizon opened up by this task.


In order to show that Derrida's account revolves around setting up a specific notion of usage as trace, I will explore the theme of trace in the text. The play of trace comes in two parts, both thematically and in the order of the text. I would like to examine both these parts in turn, beginning with the first three traces in the text, which set up Derrida's paradigm notion of trace (1. The Paradigm of Trace). Next, we can turn to Derrida's explanation of usage as trace, to discover what it means for usage to be a trace and how it functions differently than the others. Finally, we can see how Derrida is setting up usage as a unique trace and the importance of usage as trace (2. Usage as Trace).

1. The Paradigm of Trace


Derrida references three traces from the philosophical works of Nietzsche and Freud, in the first movement of the play of trace within Différance.  For expository purposes, I will refer to them as follows: force as trace (from Nietzsche), breach as trace (from Freud) and unconsciousness as trace (from Nietzsche and Freud). These three traces, while not explicitly called traces, in the text, are traces which Derrida employs to understand the meaning of différance, because all three are utilized to mark différance as beyond the limits of metaphysics. Derrida states that one does not  have this kind of purchase on différance without a trace. (“Différance” 18). In this way, by the act of marking différance, they also fund an understanding of traces. It is this understanding of traces which I will focus on here, to suggest that Derrida informs a notion of a paradigmatic kind of trace.


In order to understand the meaning of trace, I wish to look at each of these traces individually because each trace gives us some insight into what Derrida means by trace. Force as trace will emphasize how a trace can be active. Breach as trace will emphasize how a trace can have place. Unconsciousness as trace will emphasize how a trace withdraws. Finally all three can be understood as illustrating a paradigmatic kind of trace. But before moving forward, it will be important to understand what Derrida means by the closure of metaphysics and its relationship to presence which Derrida will employ when talking about trace. Only with the two terms in hand can the three traces in the text paint a picture of trace, a picture which Derrida will break with later. 


In order to understand trace as a mark or scar left by something not present, I would like to gain some ground on the context in which it emerges – the closure of Metaphysics – because it is only by way of the closure of metaphysics that Derrida raises the question of trace. This is because trace is a response to a problem that arises within the closure of metaphysics. A problem Derrida explains in L'ecriture et La Difference (translated by Simon Critchley): 

And if you will, traversing the philosophical discourse from which it is impossible to uproot oneself totally, to attempt a break through towards what is beyond it (une percée vers son au-delà), the only change of reaching it within language … is by formally and thematically posing the problem of the relations between belonging and the breakthrough, the problem of closure (le problème des rapports entre l'appartenance et la percée, le problème de la clôture. (Critchley 69/L'ecriture et La Difference 163)

Here Derrida asks, how can we break with metaphysics or philosophical discourse when we are already inside it, surrounded by it? Derrida's work will elaborate the concept of the trace as one such possibility. However, this is all meaningless without some explanation of what is meant by the closure of metaphysics. In order to understand closure of metaphysics we must understand what Derrida means by closure and what he means by metaphysics.


Derrida's use of the word metaphysics is rather straight forward. Metaphysics is a philosophical discourse. A discourse concerned with the question “what is it to be x?” where x is something. Derrida criticizes the assumptions and axioms which the philosophical discourse of metaphysics takes for granted. Derrida dedicates many texts to exposing and deconstructing these assumptions. I will not go into all of them here. However, Derrida will level two particular charges against metaphysics which will be useful to name, because they are in part definitive of metaphysics according to Derrida:

1. Metaphysics is a discourse of presence. It places a primacy on presence, by taking the presence of an object as the true or real appearance of the thing. In metaphysics it is assumed that answering the question “what is it to be x?” will come from the presence of the object. For example in empiricism, understanding what a chair is requires only looking at the present form of the chair, as a given shape or use, present to oneself. In idealism, understanding what a chair is requires an a priori conception of the chair  in so far as it is a chair. This is because the question “what is?” takes the form of the present tense, and so the answer which follows x is y also takes a present tense form. Thus in the question of metaphysics is an implicit direction towards the presence of an object as they are now; or one could also say, the present object (depending on the philosopher). In metaphysics what something will be or has been is secondary or supplementary to the object as it is. The fact that a war will eventually end in peace is not a primary characteristic of war and the fact that a chair will break is not a primary characteristic of a chair (unless the metaphysical theory takes the end of war or breaking of a chair as a characteristic of the whole of the object as it is now, a present object). 

2. Metaphysics is a discourse of purity. It seeks to understand the thing as it is the thing that it is and nothing else. This quest for purity often plays out as looking for the essence of a thing. For example, philosophical discourse directs itself at justice as justice. Justice in that essential way which it is justice and not anything else. In order to do this, one  seeks to remove misconceptions and confusions about what justice is. In doing this metaphysics rejects and denies fundamental parts of a concept, even violently forcing conceptual boundaries on it. In defining justice, the individual or relative discrepancies are often removed in favor of an unified sense of justice. Thus purging the concept from any impurities.


With an understanding of metaphysics, as a philosophical discourse found on presence and purity among other things, let us turn to what closure means. The word translated as “closure” is the French word clôture. As Simon Critchley points out there are three meanings to this word which Derrida uses which do not necessary translate in the word closure. First, it can mean enceinte, which is a wall or fence which creates an enclosed space, which can be employed in French to suggest a barrier dividing up the inside and the outside, in order to protect a dwelling. Secondly, it can signify a religious obligation of separation and isolation, like in a monastery or Abby. The term implies a sense of separation in order to keep purity. Finally, it can mean a termination or end of, as one might use to signal the end of a meeting or termination of a debt. (Critchley 62)  From these three senses of the word closure one can derive a clear picture of what Derrida means by closure. It is something like a wall or barrier which circumscribes a space in order to protect and keep pure that which is pure. 


Thus, the closure of metaphysics is the protective barrier of metaphysics which delimits the boundaries of metaphysics, in order to create the sanctuary of metaphysics. It is a dividing of space between that which is philosophical discourse and that which is not philosophical discourse in order to protect the values and purity of the discourse from that which is all together other. For example, in philosophical discourse great pains are taken to preserve logical truth. Papers are carefully constructed in order to keep logical clarity in the use of terminology, by establishing a ground and space for the paper to unfold, all in the name of a philosophic pursuit of knowledge. In these acts the paper sets up a closure, which protects and preserves the logic of the writing. In metaphysics a closure has been created to protect the value of presence and purity. This paints an extreme picture, but one that functions to illustrate the movements of metaphysics. 


The closure of metaphysics is important because it will serve as the backdrop for the understanding of trace. All of the traces Derrida gives in the essay will be traces left on or in metaphysics and will attempt a kind of break with the closure of metaphysics. It is only in the context which Derrida raises the question of what is a trace – how can something break from the discourse of metaphysics? It is here that we will turn to understanding trace as Derrida explains it in the text, by way of the three traces: force, breach and unconsciousness.

1.1 force as trace


Force is a kind of trace in so far as it appears in presence as a discernible cause and effect which can be observed in presences; yet force is never present. In order to understand force as a trace, one will first need to examine what Derrida says about Nietzsche and force, particularly that force is (1) never present because it is only an economy of difference, and yet (2) force acts upon presence. In this way, force can be seen to be a trace because its effect is observed, yet is never an object itself. 


Force is only an economy of difference. One never encounters a force as an object in the world. One can only encounter the effects or causes of a force. For example, when one says they forced a person to the ground in a fight, in the present moment one only has the person on the ground which is the effect of the force and one has the person who forced them to the ground which is the cause. But, the force itself is never present. One may suggest the force comes as the person goes to the ground. However, all that is present is the changing effect of the force as it moves the person.  At no moment can one point out the force itself removed from the causes or effects of the force. The force is only the difference, the change from sequential moment A to B, but the force does not exist in moment A or moment B.


Because force is difference, it is never present. Present in the sense of in the present moment. If the force does not exist in sequential moment A or moment B, only in the difference between the two, then there is no present force. We know this to be Derrida's conclusion because he writes, “force itself is never present; it is only a play of differences and quantities.” (“Différance” 17) It is the difference from one moment to the next which makes the force visible, yet the force itself is never present. 


While force may not be present, it acts upon presence. The change from one moment to the next is the presence of a force. That anything changes from one thing to another is the product of some force, and as suggested we can see the causes and the effects of those changes, yet the force never shows itself.  The force comes to act in a constitutive manner on presence, because it is the force which makes the present what it is. Only by the culmination of many different forces do we get a single moment.


When Derrida puts forward this whole story of force, he describes force as 'active', because, it is only the change or difference from moment A to B. Derrida writes, “The themes in Nietzsche's work that are linked to the symptomatology that always diagnoses the detour or ruse of an agency disguised in its différance; to the entire thematic of active interpretation, which substitutes incessant deciphering for the unveiling of truth as the presentation of the thing itself in its presence, etc.” (“Différance” 18) For Nietzsche a notion of the active force which interprets the present, that is comes to constitute the present, is more fundamental than the metaphysics of deciphering truth as already present in presence. Force then is not present, but the active coming to be of presence which cannot be understood as a revealing of truth as presence, but must always be something other than such revealing.


In the text force illuminates the meaning of trace, even though Derrida never explicitly states that force is a trace. In Derrida's eyes Nietzsche uses force as a trace, because it is by way of force that Nietzsche can problematize metaphysics, in so far as an account of force ruptures  presence. “It is historically significant that this diaphoristics, which, as an energetics or economics of forces, commits itself to putting into question the primacy of presence …” (“Différance” 18) It is by understanding the economy of force that Nietzsche puts the metaphysical primacy of presences into question, because force actively disrupts the delimiting space of metaphysics. This is because force is something which cannot be understood metaphysically because it cannot be seen as a static uniform object; instead it is always acting, changing and moving.  It is, in a sense, in the cracks of metaphysics between moments but never itself viewable as an object. It is always understood as that which brought together or allowed objects to arise as the objects that they are, but force is not an object as such. In this way force is a trace which breaks with the metaphysics of presence and lets us see some underlying structure of presence which rest just beyond it, in the difference of moments. In this way Nietzsche's understanding of force is force as a trace which marks a rupture of metaphysics. 


Force can be seen as a trace, by seeing that force is never present because it is only seen as difference, yet acting upon presence. Its effect is observed within metaphysics, yet can never become an object of metaphysics, thus disrupting metaphysics. However, force does not give a complete picture of trace. Force as trace only highlights what it means for a trace to be active, only illustrating the force of difference and change as not belonging within presences. In an act of force, like throwing someone to the ground, we lack the localization of the trace as placed within presence – the point of contact if you will – and we lack an understanding of how force is withdrawn – even held back from the present rather than only present. In short, there is more to trace, which Derrida finds in breach and the unconscious as trace. 

1.2 breach as trace


Derrida points to two traces in Freudian theory which will give some purchase on trace. He writes “Two apparently different values of différance are tied together in Freudian theory: to differ as discreditably, distinction, separation, diastem, spacing; and to defer as detour, relay, reserve, temporalization” (“Différance” 18). In the text we will have two traces which grant some purchase on différance: one spacial and one temporal.  I will work through the former, the Freudian concept of breach (from the German Bahnung), and then, the latter the unconscious.


Breach as trace is a path-breaking which violently ruptures the closure of the path. In order to fully understand breach as trace we will have to work through the meaning of the word breach, by examining the etymological root and the meaning of the word as path-breaking. Then we can see how breach is a form of a trace, because breach ruptures the “path” of metaphysics. Finally I would like to examine how Derrida distinguishes breach from mere force as exemplifying how a trace, which is absent and removed from presence, can still have place in presence.


In order to understand Derrida's reading of Breach we must turn to the metaphor of breach. Derrida begins from Freud's conception of Bahnung. Freud uses the term in explicating the formation of new neurological pathways in constructing a theory about memory. In truth Derrida has much to say about Freudian theory, because he sees Freud as thinking about similar problems as himself. While interesting, it has much to do with notions of life and consciousness, which step outside the boundaries of this text: to gather together an interpretation of trace in Différance. When considering breach as trace, Derrida's primary interest in the term is only fulfilled with the metaphor of Bahnung – in breach as trace. Derrida writes, “What ever may be thought of the continuities and ruptures to come, this hypothesis [of “contact-barriers” and “breaching”] is remarkable as soon as it is considered as a metaphorical model and not as a neurological description.” (“Freud and the Scene of Writing” 200)   For Derrida where trace is concerned the question of breach is a question of the metaphor of breach, not the neurology of breach.


If we are to lay claim to the metaphor for ourselves let us turn to the etymology of the word. Alan Bass offers exceptional insight into interpreting the meaning of the word, in a footnote to the essay “Freud and the Sense of Writing”, in which he writes: “Bahnung is derived from Bahn, road, and literally means pathbreaking. Derrida's translation of Bahnung is frayage, which has an idiomatic connection to pathbreaking in the expression, se frayer un chemin.” (“Freud and the Scene of Writing” 329 footnote 2) Breach is the word that Alan Bass uses to capture this definition and I will suggest it does so aptly, because it captures the reference to the act of breaking from the given path. In this sense we have two things at play here both the path and the act of the breach. It will be illuminating to look at both of these in turn to gain a deeper understanding of what is at stake. 


A path in the literal sense is a course along which one travels, like a gravel path through a garden or a dirt path through the tall grass. However, in the word path one finds a restraint, a designation: path as the approved route, course or the way one precedes. This becomes more sharply defined if we think of path as a course of conduct, as in a virtuous path. It is also important to remember for every path we find that which is not the path: the ground one is not to travel across. In every path there is set up a distinction or divide between the path as the sanctified place to cross and what is off-the-path – in English we use the expression off-road. In this sense a path is the designated place for safe travel. (“Path”)


Moving forward to the meaning of the word “Breach”, breach as a verb first means a transgression. As a physical act breaching is a violence committing a transgression. To what is the violence done? What is breached? The paradigmatic case would be a barrier, whether it is the door of a vault for a criminal or the enemy lines for an army.  It is important to note that in all cases the violence of breaching or path-breaking is not welcomed by the object breached, it is in violation of it. For example breaching a wall performs a violence against the wall. The breach is not something perpetrated on the outside of the wall but on the wall itself. In this sense, breach and path-breaking can be defined as going against. The breach goes against the barrier, against the order or rule that is established by the barrier. (“Breach”) 


A breach is a trace because breach transgresses or ruptures the present order or path. In a path we have a sanctified ground on which one is to walk, which leads one purely towards a goal.  It is also that the path is necessary delimited by a closure, in that it has a wall or barrier which marks the boundaries of the path in order to protect that which is pure: the course. At the point of the breach of the barrier is a trace, in that the breach is a mark on the path, in committing a violent transgression on it. Thus, the act of breach scars the path. It ruptures the course which the path intended to take. In doing so, it leaves a mark or rupture in the path in its intention to go against, to break through to the other side. It is in this sense that Derrida recognizes breach as trace, because the breach leaves a mark on the path which indicates the transgression of the path. 


Finally, one may think that breach is similar to force as trace, in that breach or path-breaking is really just a force. However, unlike force, breach as trace is also concerned with place in a way that force is not. Derrida puts it this way “differences in the work of breaching concern not only forces but also locations. And Freud already wants to think force and play simultaneously.” (“Freud and the Scene of Writing” 204) In breach there is a localization of force: a place where the breach must take place. The breach then is a calculated use of force in a specific place. In force as trace one does not get a localization but rather forces acting everywhere. Thus Derrida gives us a sense of trace as both a force and its location. However, there is still one more piece Derrida wants to add. The description of trace given by force and breach don't explain the withdrawal of trace; that is, the way a trace, while marked on the present, remains deferred only to be referenced to by the present. If Derrida ended his description here one could believe that trace is only present without reference to something which is non-present. 

1.3 unconscious as trace


The unconscious is a trace in that the effects of the unconscious can be seen in the consciousness while remaining withdrawn in the unconscious. Without being present, it can act upon the present. In order to understand unconscious as trace we only have to look at the equation of unconscious as non-present and conscious as present which Derrida makes in the text. From understanding unconscious as non-present we can see how the non-present unconscious affects the presence of conscious. Then one can see how the unconscious is like a scar on conscious as a trace.


Derrida describes  unconscious as differed from the present (which I will refer to as non-present, which remains distinct from the dichotomy of presence and absence) and conscious as present, following his reading of both Nietzsche and Freud. On a preliminary level we can understand these comparisons. The conscious is those thoughts that are present to me now that I am thinking. The unconscious is that which is repressed, kept aside or deferred. It is never the conscious thought. The unconscious thoughts are non-present in that they are not wholly present or the presently present thought, because they will never come into my present thought without becoming conscious. Derrida writes, “I will only recall that for Nietzsche ' the great principle activity is unconscious,' and that consciousness is the effect of forces whose essence, byways, and modalities are not proper to it.” (“Différance” 17) For Derrida, Nietzsche's reference to the principle of activity is tantamount to force. As we saw earlier force is active – the principle activity is force. Thus Nietzsche is telling us forces are unconscious in so far as they are deferred in the present, as mentioned earlier, in the section on force as trace. Thus Nietzsche is exemplifying the fact that unconscious is deferred from the present. Where on the other hand, consciousness is the effect of forces, which if one recalls is presence. Thus unconsciousness is the realm of non-presence and consciousness is presence. 


However, these claims add nothing new. The important claim in understanding unconscious is the way that the effects of the unconscious can be seen in the consciousness. According to Freud our unconscious comes up, even breaks through, to affect the way we act. For example, one may have an unconscious desire which is repressed. Yet, one will still unconsciously react in given situations. This is because the unconscious acts on the conscious, while remaining withdrawn in non-presence. The unconscious acts upon presences, without ever itself becoming present. 


Now we can see that the unconscious is a trace withdrawn from presence. In saying this, the non-present leaves a mark in the present from which it withdraws, without becoming present itself. We saw how that was the case for Nietzsche in force as trace, but what about Freud. Derrida writes, “According to schema that never ceased to guide Freud's thought, the movement of the trace is described as an effort of life to protect itself by deferring the dangerous investment, by constituting a reserve.” [Italics added] (“Différance” 18) According to Derrida, we find unconsciousness as trace in deferring. As humans we protect our life and in order to do this we repress those thoughts we find dangerous. Freud suggests we defer them by putting them in the subconscious, where we are unconscious of them. However, one can find where they are buried. This mark is the trace that the thought is not there. It is marked as deferred. In our consciousness we have some scar from when we deferred and it become unconscious. That is to say, in the present we have a scar from the repression of the non-present unconsciousness. Surely this is an over simplification of Freud's theory, but it is only necessary that we get a gloss of it, because what is important for Derrida is that those thoughts which are deferred or repressed are marked as such without ever being present.

1.4 the paradigm of trace


Derrida gives these three traces in order to establish a paradigm use of trace: a mark or scar left by something not present which ruptures the closure of metaphysics as trace. To do this Derrida has given us three traces which highlight three different marks of trace: as active, as placed and as withdrawn. In order to establish that Derrida put three traces together in order to give a paradigm notion of trace, first, I would like to establish that the three traces are similar, by showing that all three conceptually function in the same way. However, Derrida picked these three traces for a reason: each trace Derrida gives also embodies the emphasized characteristics of the trace; thus filling out the full character of trace in each of the three traces. In this way we get a definition of the activity, place and withdrawal of trace. From the examples that these three traces provide we can understand how Derrida uses them to generate insight into the paradigmatic trace.


I would like to start with the simple claim that we have three similar traces. These three traces are similar in that they conceptually all three function in the same way, that is all three can be described as active, placed and withdrawn. 


First, force is active. This is the definitive characteristic of force as trace as argued above. Force is placed, in that the effect of force occurs at a given place. One can see the mark of force on the present at the moment. When one throws someone to the ground, the force is located at the point of attack, which causes the person to go to the ground. One could call it the point of exertion of the force. However, force is withdrawn. It never shows itself as present. Force always creates change, approaching the present only to withdraw from it, impeding an effect on the present. 


Breach is active in that it is a force which ruptures the barrier, requiring an active penetration. This is how we encounter the breach – as an act. Breach is placed; this is the definitive characteristic of breach as trace as seen above. Breach withdraws after it breaches the barrier of the path.  The breach ruptures the path but withdraws not to be found. All that remains is the absence of breach. 


Unconsciousness is active in that it enacts its demands on the conscious. We see this when unconscious thoughts rise to the conscious or in the example of a Freudian slip. In this example the unconscious acts on the conscious. This is the primary way we can encounter the unconscious. Unconsciousness is placed. Like force and breach the unconsciousness makes contact with the present. It is through the ego that the unconscious interacts with consciousness. Unconsciousness is withdrawn; the definitive characteristic of unconscious as trace as argued above.


Even though all the traces are fundamentally similar, each trace is used to emphasize different characteristics of trace. Each plays a role in establishing how we are to understand the characteristics of traces in general.


 Force as trace emphasizes what it means for the trace to be active. The language Derrida uses focuses on describing the active aspect of the trace. He writes, in his final words on Nietzsche that it is a thematic of active interpretation (“Différance” 18). What it is for a trace to act on presence is best illustrated by force as trace.


Breach as trace emphasizes what it means for the trace to have a place. It is important to Derrida that one does not think of the location of the trace in the same way that one thinks of the location of an object. The trace must be a scar which has some place, yet is not present. In order to capture this Derrida turns to breach. This is evident when Derrida writes that breach not only has to do with force but also place (“Freud and the Scene of Writing” 204). 


Unconsciousness emphasizes the withdrawal of the trace from presence. The unconscious withdraws every time one tries to look for it. He describes this in the text as a putting into reserve. Going on to explain that life defers the dangers of life by putting them in the reserve of the unconscious. The unconscious however hides in a permanent reserve, always held back, always withdrawn. (“Différance” 18)


Thus, I would like to suggest Derrida establishes a paradigm of trace in examining these three traces. By way of these three traces Derrida shows us that trace is a force which acts on the present, breaching it at a given place and leaving a mark, only to remain withdrawn in a deferred presence.  Which is all to say, a trace is used as a mark or scar left by something not present which ruptures the closure of metaphysics. In this way the first movement in the play of trace within the text has the goal of creating a paradigmatic definition of the meaning of trace for the reader – a definition which Derrida sets up in order to rupture in the second movement of the play. 

2. Usage as Trace


After defining the paradigmatic trace, Derrida turns to another trace, which he calls Usage. The Term usage comes from Heidegger's work in Der Spruch des Anaximander
 – a text which Derrida will return to in his essay Ousia and Gramme and in other places. However, it is in Différance that Derrida truly explicates his interpretation of usage as a trace. In order to follow the move Derrida is making with usage as trace, we will first have to see what Derrida sees in Heidegger's work, specifically how Heidegger portrays the forgetting of the ontological difference. Second, from the forgetting of the ontological difference, we can understand why and how Heidegger uses Usage as the name of Being. Finally we can get an explanation of the erasure of the trace by the trace emerging, allowing us to understand usage as trace and a trace of a trace.

2.1 the forgotten ontological difference 


The ontological difference is the difference between beings (entities in the world) and Being (Being itself) (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology 17). The ontological difference is a very subtle difference, one which Heidegger is claiming cannot be experienced because Being can only be experienced as beings and visa-versa, which only makes the explanation of the difference more difficult. However, if we are to gain some purchase on the ontological difference, it will be fruitful to begin by understanding what beings are, specifically what Heidegger means when he says that beings have a way of being. The way of Being will give us a window into Being, allowing for one to distinguish Being itself form beings. Finally, with a clearer picture of beings and Being, the ontological difference – the difference between beings and Being – can be seen. 


‘Beings’ refers to the entities in the world. Beings are everything that is anything. For example concrete objects like a chair, a hammer, a tree. A being is anything that is a thing in the most basic and broad sense of the word: it is something that is something; rather than nothing. Whatever the details of what the object is has not come into play yet all one is concerned with when using the term beings is to capture things.


According to Heidegger all beings have a way of Being. From the most basic claim that all things are comes the claim all things are in some way. For example, let us take a hammer. A hammer is an entity. It is something that is something; rather than nothing. But, what makes it a hammer and not something else? The hammer is a hammer because one uses it for driving nails. This way of being – being for driving nails – Heidegger will call readiness-to-hand or it may be easier to understand it as being-ready-to-use. The Hammer has a way of Being used for driving nails and by using it for driving nails one understands what a hammer is. This is a way of being which belongs to the hammer. (Being and Time 98) 


An ontological exploration into different ways of Being is an interesting topic. I have only given a glimpse of what it might mean for beings to have ways of being. However, Being itself is not captured by ways of being. Being itself is something else. 


 In order to gain some purchase on Being itself, Heidegger ventures to suggest that Being itself is something we are all familiar yet undefined. (Being and Time 19-21) Being is familiar in that we all use it and know what it means when we use it. We know what it means to be: for what it means to be a hammer, what it means to be a person and so on. In this sense Being is taken to be self-evident or a trivial question. (Being and Time 23) On the other hand Being remains undefined, because when asked the question what is the meaning of Being our voices fall silent. It becomes impossible to explain what Being is, that is if Being is anything. All we can say is what it is not: not a hammer, not a number, not a category, although all these entities are and so have Being. 


Heidegger faces a problem if he wishes to describe Being itself, because, how to distinguish Being from beings has become unclear. It seems in order to thinking of Being one must think of it in terms of some beings that have Being. Derrida summarizes Heidegger's concern well. “What Heidegger wants to mark is this: the difference between Being and beings, the forgotten of metaphysics, has disappeared without leaving a trace. The very trace of difference has been submerged” (“Différance” 23). The problem for Heidegger is that we have forgotten how to take the distinction between Being and beings any further. 


Heidegger will call the loss of this distinction between beings and Being the forgotten of metaphysics, because it is in metaphysics, in the notion of presence which dominates metaphysics, that the ontological difference goes forgotten. In trying to answer the question, what is x, metaphysics has necessarily defined the Being as the way of being of a thing. Thus, for Heidegger, this forgetting is not just one small forgetting, but it is the forgotten of metaphysics. It is the forgetting which defines metaphysics in that it belongs to metaphysics. That is to say, it rests underneath the foundation of philosophy like a sunken city beneath metaphysics on which metaphysics unknowingly rests. Thus, metaphysics rests on it, yet has forgotten it is there. In this way metaphysics erases the difference, actively covering it over.  Metaphysics takes Being to be only that which instantiates beings, only what we see in things, forgetting that there is a distinction in which Being can come apart from beings.

2.2 usage as the name of Being



Heidegger uses usage to name the essence of Being, allowing for the distinction between Being and beings to once again become clear. In order to do this Heidegger turns to the Anaximander fragment. It is in the Anaximander Fragment that he finds the word  τό χρεώυ. It is  τό χρεώυ, that will designate the difference between Being and beings, by understanding the relationship in terms of presencing (as the revealing of beings) and present (as beings revealed). This will allow the definition of  τό χρεώυ to be understood as the handing over of presencing to the present. Finally, one can understand Heidegger's choice of usage as the name of the essence of Being. 


Heidegger turns to the Anaxemander Fragment to better understand the essence of Being itself and the ontological difference. It is here that he believes he can find some answer to the question of what is being in general, because the Anaximander fragment is the oldest piece of western philosophy. Heidegger hopes in turning to a piece of writing which stands at the beginning of the history of western metaphysics, he can find some glimpse of what it would mean to understand the ontological difference, before it has been completely forgotten. Heidegger is hopeful because:

“The difference between being and the being, however can be experienced as something forgotten only if it is unveiled along with the presencing of what is present: only if it has left a trace, which remains preserved in the language, to which being comes.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 275)

By having Identified the difference as forgotten, there must be some past in which the difference was not forgotten, in order for it to become forgotten, finding some trace of which identifies the ontological difference before its forgetting.


Heidegger finds this trace in the Anaximander fragment, in the important verb τό χρεώυ. It is in  τό χρεώυ that Heidegger gets a glimpse into the distinction between beings and Being. τό χρεώυ is often translated as “necessity” or “it must be”. However, τό χρεώυ must be translated in the context of Being, because in the context of the fragment τό χρεώυ relates to έόυ of έόυτα or as translated the Being of beings. Heidegger writes, it “is the oldest name in which thinking brings the Being of beings into language.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 274) In the sense of a necessity of the Being of beings, that Heidegger sees  τό χρεώυ as the essence of the relationship between Being and beings, because it is Being which is essential to beings.  τό χρεώυ holds the place of the relationship between Beings and beings, drawing the distinction between Being and beings.


It will be useful to look first at what Heidegger means by the terms (1) presencing and (2) present, to understand the word  τό χρεώυ and its importance in the context of being, because it is in these terms that Heidegger will frame the meaning of  τό χρεώυ. (1) The easiest (though not richest) way to understand the meaning of presencing is by way of unconcealment. This is because as Heidegger says, “Unconcealment itself is presencing. They are the same, though not identical.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 279) Thus, by gaining some purchase on unconcealment, one can grasp presencing more fully, though not in totality. Unconscealment comes from the Greek word  ἀλήθεια which means something like to become unhidden, or to be revealed. (“The Origin of the Work of Art” 51) In this sense presencing is the revealing or opening up of the world which allows for entities to occur in the world. One might venture to translate presencing as to reveal the present. (2) Present is that which presences in the unconcealment, or that which is unconcealed in unconcealment. Heidegger writes, “What is present is that which, presently and unpresently, presences in unconcealment.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 279) The present then is the beings which are made present in presencing. 


With an understanding of presencing and present in hand, let us turn to defining τό χρεώυ. Heidegger will define  τό χρεώυ as handing over of presencing to the present and so preserving the present in presencing. It is the necessary movement from prescencing – the unconcealing – to that which is present – that which is unconcealed in the unconcealing. In doing so, presencing retains what is present. Heidegger describes this relationship between Being and beings as follows: “τό χρεώυ is thus the handing over of presencing, a handing over which hands out presencing to what is  present, and therefore keeps in hand, in other words, preserves in presencing, what is present as such.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 276) The movement of  τό χρεώυ  is the transferring of the presencing of Being to the present beings, and in doing so, the beings remain in the space opened up by the presencing.


With the meaning of the word  τό χρεώυ identified, Heidegger must translate it, because while  τό χρεώυ has meaning in the context of the Anaximander fragment, he wishes to recover the word in a way which can have meaning even today, where the ontological difference has been forgotten. In order to do this Heidegger translates τό χρεώυ as brauch, which I will  translate as usage. The word usage does not come from a literal translation, but rather is directed at the meaning of the word. Heidegger is looking at the secondary meaning of  brauch, which he says, “we [can] translate this freely as “to enjoy [geniessen]” which, in its original form [niessen], means to take joy in something and so to have it in use.” (“Anaximander's Saying” 277) This sense of the word usage, that is to use and enjoy, captures the meaning of  τό χρεώυ, because  τό χρεώυ is about the opening up or unconcealing of a thing so that it can be what it is, or enjoy being what it is.

2.3 usage as trace


Derrida will set up usage as a trace which is the trace of the erasure (or forgetting) of the ontological difference.  Although one may be tempted to read the ontological difference as fitting in with the paradigmatic notion of trace, it will be important to see how usage marks the erasure of the ontological difference. With this in mind, we can see that the erasure comes from Being itself, in Being's own withdrawal. This will allow for the forgotten trace to be retained, in being the mark of the erasure of the trace. Thus making usage a trace of the erasure of a trace.


The description above may tempt one to a reading of the ontological difference as fitting in with the paradigmatic notion of trace, a reading in which, the ontological difference functions like another paradigmatic trace. One can see how the forgetting of the ontological difference withdraws the ontological difference into our unconscious. In the sense that it is not as if the ontological difference is unencountered; rather the ontological difference is forgotten which might suggest it rests withdrawn in our unconscious. Yet, the ontological difference shows itself: every time we understand the Being of a thing, Being is marked as presencing the present. It could be described by the metaphor of a breach: breaking our complicit treating of beings as Beings, with a reminder of Being. In this way one could read the ontological difference as a paradigmatic trace.


However, there is more to usage as trace than just being the ontological difference, because usage as trace marks the erasure of the ontological difference. In order to see this we will have to look closely at Derrida's reading of usage as trace to understand what it means for the ontological difference to go forgotten. We will have to understand how usage marks the forgetting of metaphysics in a way which is the trace of a trace. Derrida writes, “If we maintain that différance (is) (itself) other than absence and presence, if it traces, then when it is a matter of the forgetting of the difference (between Being and beings), we would have to speak of a disappearance of the trace of the trace.” (“Différance” 24) According to Derrida what we have in play here is the trace of the trace – the mark which one sees and tells us there is a trace – usage marks the covering over of the ontological differnece. There is no available mark on metaphysics which is left by this trace; rather, it has disappeared in being covered over to the point that one does not know what it would mean for there to be a distinction between Being and beings. One only sees and remembers Being as beings. 


Where does the covering over come from? It could come from the closure of metaphysics. The act of closing off and dividing the distinction could become covered over and forgotten. However, Derrida sees it differently. The covering over is not mere accident, but an erasure of the trace by the trace. “Since the trace is not presence but the simulacrum of a presence that dislocates itself, displaces itself, refers itself, it properly has no site – erasure belongs to its structure.” (“Différance” 24) The trace itself removes itself. For Derrida, this is because according to Heidegger Being keeps to itself, remains removed, and so the distinction collapses. (“Anaximander's Saying” 275) The trace which is the mark of this distinction is erased because the distinction which it marks disappears. There is no difference from it to the mark. Thus, as Derrida concludes, “It is a trace, and trace of the erasure of the trace,” (Margins 24) because all we have a trace of is the erasure of the distinction rather than the distinction itself. 


In being the mark of the erasure of the trace, the lost trace is in some sense retained. The erasure – from the abandonment by Being – remains on metaphysics. It can be seen that Being is withdrawn and left. Where do we find this? Derrida gives us a clue: “the 'early trace' of difference is lost in an invisibility without return, and yet its very loss is sheltered, retained, seen, delayed. In a text. In the form of presence.” (“Différance” 24) In the act of erasure there is some sanctuary, for in the erasure itself the trace is retained and marked.  What we see then is not the trace, not the ontological difference, but the trace of a trace – the remains of covering over the ontological difference. 

2.4 usage as a unique trace 


Usage is a different kind of trace – a trace of a trace. It marks the erasure of the trace of the ontological difference. To show this I would like to start by outlining the conceptual difference, in order to suggest reading usage as trace as a fundamentally unique trace.


Usage cannot be described as an act of rupture or of breaking  in that it is the erasure of the trace. It is a mark left by the erasure. Rather than an action, the trace is the remains of the abandonment by Being. It is what is left over after the trace is gone. The erasure of the trace is even described by Derrida as a pyramid, like a stone tomb which marks the oblivion of Being and our abandonment (“Différance” 24). In this way usage as a trace is an inanimate covering over of the ontological difference. 

Usage is present because in being the mark of the erasure the mark is something present. It is not a gap or rupture in metaphysics, but rather the presence of something which marks the place of a trace which has been lost. Perhaps this can be understood better in metaphor: usage is like a plaster which covers over the hole in the wall. The plaster is both an inanimate present object, yet at the same time it is present as the marker of the place where the hole was. In this way the plaster marks the spot where the hole was, like a burial marker, where the grain of the plaster goes against that of the wall.


However, usage is more than just a special case of a traced. usage as trace is used in a  fundamentally unique way, making it a fundamentally unique trace. Usage is unique for the following reasons: (1) the trace of the erasure of the trace constitutes the trace; and (2) Heidegger's ability to think without contradiction (an ability which comes from usage as trace) uniquely belongs to usage as trace and would be a contradiction in the other kind of traces. 


 (1) The trace of the erasure of the trace constitutes the trace. The erasure of the trace is what makes it a trace. It is not the other way around. One does not first have a trace like a breach and then it is erased; rather the erasure is the trace. In this way it is not like the analogy of the plaster, because usage as the trace of the trace comes first. Derrida writes, “The erasure which constitutes it from the outset as a trace, which situates it as the change of site, and makes it disappear in its appearance, makes it emerge from itself in its production.” (“Différance” 24) Only by being the erasure of the trace does usage become situated, does it disappear and does it emerge. 


(2)  Heidegger's ability to think without contradiction (an ability which comes from usage as trace) uniquely belongs to usage as trace. Only in this structure of trace as both the trace and the erasure of the trace can Heidegger think about what is absent in the present, because usage is both the absent disappearance of Being and the present erasure of itself. It is only by way of this trace that the unperceivable absence becomes perceivable (“Différance” 24). In the other kind of trace the unperceivable remains unperceivable. One references the unperceivable forces which breach the path but it remains withdrawn and out of reach in the unconscious. What makes up the trace can never be brought into presence. 


Derrida then is not criticizing Heidegger's trace as obscuring the meaning of trace, but rather Derrida sees a unique opportunity in usage as trace. In the trace of the erasure of the trace constituting the trace, one gets a paradoxical structure of a present object of the trace and of the absence of the trace in a perceivable package. As such, Heidegger gains a unique tool against the closure of metaphysics which exists within the closure. (“Différance” 24)

4. Conclusion


In order to show that the Différance revolves around setting up a specific notion of usage as trace, I first explored the theme of trace in the text, by examining both parts of the play of trace in turn, but only after first outlining the notion of the closure of metaphysics and the importance of presence and purity in metaphysics. Beginning with the first three traces in the text, which sets up Derrida's paradigm notion of trace, I showed how force, breach and unconsciousness set up three characteristics of trace: activity, place and withdrawal. From these three traces we saw how Derrida was setting up a paradigmatic notion of trace, a mark or scar left by something not present which ruptures the closure of metaphysics as a trace. Next, I turned to Derrida's explanation of usage as trace, to discover what it means for usage to be a trace and how it functions differently as a trace of a trace. Finally, I showed how Derrida sets up usage as a unique trace and the importance of usage as trace as it allowed for Heidegger to think without contradiction in understanding the usage as both present and absent. In all of this, the primary purpose of the text is setting up a trace Derrida calls usage as a unique trace, unlike any other, because usage is the trace of a trace.


The play of trace which I have outlined throughout this paper is an important play within the movement of Différance. The later half of the text seems completely consumed by the task of understanding trace. More interestingly the final moment of the text, the goal towards which it builds is a question about usage as trace. The story of the text could be interpreted as following: in the text Derrida gives us the important play of différance as it appears in the economy of signs, which prepares one for the discussion of trace; Derrida establishes the paradigm of trace; from an understanding of trace built on the notion of différance Derrida turns to a unique trace found in Heidegger's notion of usage; and in the final movement of Différance Derrida asks what can become of an understanding of usage as a trace.  


The importance of the uniqueness of usage as a trace has remained implicit in this paper. It would seem that if one is to take usage as trace in a unique way one will have to rethink Derrida's take on Heidegger. To what end I am not sure. I would like to suggest that it will require thinking of Derrida as praising Heidegger for finding a trace unlike any other, which allows for the trace to be present, but still criticizing Heidegger for holding on to the lost hope of Being. In this sense Heidegger has a key to the gates of the closure of metaphysics, in the sense of a present object for breaching the closure of metaphysics. Unlike the other traces which are only a keyhole without a key, through with one can gaze beyond the closure, failing to unlock the gates. But as Derrida points out it is key in the sense that usage is like an ancient glyph which can be deciphered, not in order to return us to before we were abandoned by being, but as a key to what is to come. However, only the possibility of such a case has been opened up, the truth of this remains yet to be seen.
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	If I could have any complaint about Alan Bass' translation of Différance, he uses the English translation of  Der Spruch des Anaximander made by David Farrell Krell in “The Anaximander Fragment” in the book Early Greek Thinking (1975). While this choice helps to preserve the German meaning, it fails to work with Derrida's translation of the original text into French. One can gain a better purview into the movements of Derrida's thought by seeing the plays of language that Derrida is employing in his translation of the text.









