
About Technics, Pharmacology and Education 

Introduction 

The two major concepts in the work of contemporary philosopher Bernard Stiegler are that 

technics is the condition for the existence of human beings, and that technics is pharmakon, 

that is, it can destroy but it also has the potential to cure. In this essay I will try to present 

these points with the intention of concluding that man’s involvement with technics is a 

creative process necessary for our balanced development, and that the exclusion of the 

creative approach in compulsory school education contributed to today’s general loss of the 

feeling that life is worth living. 

Epimetheus, Prometheus and Pandora 

“It is an important and popular fact that things are not always what they seem. For instance, 

on the planet Earth, man had always assumed that he was more intelligent than dolphins 

because he had achieved so much – the wheel, New York, wars and so on – whilst all the 

dolphins had ever done was muck about in the water having a good time. But conversely, 

the dolphins had always believed that they were far more intelligent than man – for 

precisely the same reasons”.  

                                                                                                                                  Douglas Adams  

                                                                                             The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy  

 

Right from the start, announced in the title of his first book Technics and Time, 1: The Fault 

of Epimetheus, Stiegler makes use of the image –making power of myth to get us to pay 

attention and take responsibility of our predicament:  humans and technics came into the 

world together, they are inseparable. There is no escape from technics. 

The myth goes that Zeus gave the responsibility to Prometheus and Epimetheus to bring to 

the world all the living creatures by sharing out the qualities that would enable them to 

survive and coexist on earth in an ecological balance. Stiegler informs us that although 

Prometheus and Epimetheus were twins and identical in appearance, in essence they were 

the exact opposite; Epimetheus was simple minded and forgetful whereas Prometheus was 

the embodiment of total memory. Epimetheus gives out all the gifts to the earthly creatures   

bringing them one by one into existence, but when man’s turn comes he realises that there 

are no more qualities left. Prometheus looking for a solution, steals fire from God 



Hephaestus, the Olympian blacksmith, and gives it to the humans. In this way human beings 

made complete through technics, are summoned into the world.  

In contrast to Rousseau who imagines a primitive human being that ‘possesses a naturalness 

that is only corrupted when he wanders away from his origin, into a differentiation which 

shatters his universality and adulterates the noble savage’s original purity’, and who in this 

way puts nature and culture in opposition, Stiegler presents a human being that appeared at 

once- same as Athena who appeared fully armed out of Zeus head- as one composite whole 

with technics; human nature and culture are inseparable. 

 However, for the sake of the pharmacological metaphor, the myth goes on: ‘The poisonous 

dimensions of technics is made clear from the outset, when coinciding with the punishment 

of Prometheus, Zeus also punishes man for being a receiver of stolen goods. Another 

poisonous gift is sent in the form of Pandora, the first woman, “a beautiful evil” (Vernant 

1989:62/116), whose arousal of fire in man’s heart leaves him henceforth tormented by 

unquenchable desire.’1 Since then Prometheus has been for ever chained on a rock where 

an eagle dines daily on his perpetually regenerating liver, and man is forever linked to the 

pharmakon of technics not only as the condition for his existence but also through desire. 

Playing with Fire 

‘The pharmakon is at once what enables care to be taken and that of which care must be 

taken- in the sense that it is necessary to pay attention: its power is curative to the 

immeasurable extent * dans la measure et la demesure+ that it is also destructive’2 

‘The fire of Prometheus is *at once+: The fire of Hephaestus, symbol of technical knowledge, 

but also of the fabrication of arms, which thus also bring the destructive fire of war; ‘3 

In the  documentary film The Ister4, while images of nature and technics, the past and the 

present, creation and destruction, constantly entwine, Stiegler tells us that until recently 

human beings evolved together with technics more or less harmoniously .As long as technics 

were evolving slowly and ‘technical raptures’ happening far between, people did not feel 

the change. Until the Industrial Revolution mankind lived under the impression that the 

world was a stable place, in the past and for the future. Since then however, everything 

                                                             
1 Christina Howells and Gerald Moore, Introduction: Philosophy-The Repression of Technics, in 
Stiegler and Technics, ed. by Christina Howells and Gerald Moore,(Edinburgh University Press, 
2013),p.5. 
2 Bernard Stiegler, What Makes Life Worth Living, Tr. Daniel Ross, (Cambridge, Polity Press,2013), p.4. 
3 Ibid., p.24. 
4 The Ister, dir. David Barison and Daniel Ross ( Icarus Films, New York 2005) 



changed. The invention of the steam engine, in the end of the 18th century, completely 

transformed the manufacture of goods. At the same time science and technics came 

together giving to industry a new dynamic. Constant competition between enterprises 

required the opening of new markets beyond national boundaries, reached by the newly 

developed transport system, railways and shipping. Permanent innovation and globalisation 

enter the world. Since then the duration of technical systems becomes shorter and shorter, 

the landscape changes faster and faster and the impression of stability of this world is 

shaken. As man and technics get out of synch a vicious circle begins. ‘In the course of this 

perfecting (or improvement), technics constantly compensates for a default of being…by 

constantly bringing about a new default-always greater, always more complex and always 

less manageable than the one that preceded it. This constant disudjustment induces 

frustrations, narcissistic wounds, and melancholy.’ 5 

The Scientific Revolution, the ideas of Enlightenment, and the power of technology, gave 

the impression that man by pure reason could achieve and control everything. Then the 

First and Second World Wars followed where technology and reason got employed for the 

destruction of human life and culture in unprecedented scale. The illusion of the bettering 

of humanity through pure reason gets shuttered.  

The fire of Prometheus is also ‘the fire of desire that takes care of its object, but that is 

always close to the burning drives, source of consumption in all its forms.’6 

In order to keep the consumerist model ticking, permanent consumption is maintained 

through the ‘instrumentalization of desire’;  the theory of the unconscious developed by 

Sigmund Freud in the end of the 19th Century,  was hijacked by Edward Bernays, Freud’s 

nephew, to be used for the manipulation of human desire and in the service of industry. 

The 2010 Manifesto of Ars Industrialis, the association funded by Stiegler in 2005, states 

that’ ‘the systematic diversion of desire toward commodities-organized by marketing 

through the cultural industries-and the total submission of the life of the spirit to the 

imperative of the market economy, “leads inevitably, to an unprecedented global economic 

crisis”-during which capitalism proves to be structurally “self-destructive.”, and that ‘In this 

situation the “instrumentalization of desire”…leads irresistibly to the destruction of desire’7, 

                                                             
5 Bernard Stiegler, What Makes Life Worth Living, Tr. Daniel Ross, (Cambridge, Polity Press,2013), 
p.15. 
 
6 Ibid., p.24 
7 Ars Industrialis, Manifesto 2010, http://arsindustrialis.org/manifesto-2010 



and so desire instead of being sublimated into culture,  is short circuited, the drive-based 

energy is consumed and desire and  motivation are killed. 

‘Libidinal energy is essentially renewable, except when it decomposes into drive-based 

energy, which on the contrary destroys its object. The drives are indeed energy, but they are 

essentially destructive, because the drive consumes its object *consommé son object+, 

which means that it eats away at it [quelle le consume]. This consumption[ cette 

consumption et cette consummation], implemented by consumers, is a destruction.’8 

From Technics to Culture 

According to Bernard Stiegler animals and humans have in common two kinds of memory; 

species memory, DNA, that he calls ‘phylogenetic memory’, and the memory of the 

individual, in the nervous system, ‘epigenetic memory’, the brain. When the organism dies, 

both these memories are lost. What distinguishes humans from animals is a third kind of 

memory what Stiegler calls the ‘epiphylogenetic memory’ ,that is particular to man and is a 

result of the coevolution of man and technics. 

‘the anthropological fact (the origin of hominization) lies in the constitution of an 

epiphylogenetic milieu: a milieu constituted by artefacts that become functional supports of 

a technical memory that is added to species memory (phylogenetic memory) and to the 

memory of the nervous system (epigenetic memory).’9 

Through the presence of artefacts, tools and other technical traces in the world, memory is 

preserved and information and personal experience is past down, from generation to 

generation and into the future. In this way culture forms. Eventually to these ‘spontaneously 

constitute*d +‘‘mnesic supports’ came to be added intentional supports of memory, 

‘hypomnesic supports’10’hypomnemata’on which memory is intentionally recorded for 

prosterity. 

Since ancient times hypomnemata were approached with suspicion, as pharmaka:’the 

pharmakon becomes a poison when it provokes dependence-heteronomy, loss of 

autonomia, as Pheadrus says: atrophied by writing , memory can no longer go without its 

hypomnematon.’11From Socrate’s  pharmakon of writing which ‘ultimately blocks 

                                                             
8 Bernard Stiegler, What Makes Life Worth Living, Tr. Daniel Ross, (Cambridge, Polity Press,2013), 
p,91. 
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10 Ibid., p.66. 
11 Ibid.,p.25. 



anamnesis’12progressively through books and analogue recordings we have arrived to the 

pharmakon of  the digitised hypomnemata. 

However, Stiegler’s crucial position, is that the pharmakon does not need to be destructive 

‘The pharmakon is … what enables care to be taken and that of which care must be taken- in 

the sense that it is necessary to pay attention: its power is curative to the immeasurable 

extent [ dans la measure et la demesure]’13 

Transitional Space and Objects 

‘But, as we shall see, there is no autonomy other than as the adoption of heteronomy, that 

is, of a pharmakon, so that dependence opens a milieu- that milieu that Winnocott called 

transitional space.’14 

In What Makes Life Worth Living, On Pharmacology, Stiegler starts again from the 

beginning; he starts from the babies first meaningful relationship to an object; the teddy 

bear or first blanket or other similar object, to which the child gets attached. This is what the 

British pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott calls the transitional object. 

According to Winnicott’s theory, in the beginning the infant believes that the nursing breast 

and the mother are extensions of itself and the transitional object is important because it 

opens up a space, the transitional or potential space, where the child can in safety come in 

terms with the brief absence of the mother by progressively differentiating between the I, 

and the other, between subjectivity and objectivity. 

This first spiritual object which is external, but as Stiegler says, does not exist but consist, 

plays a crucial role to the spiritual, cultural development of the adult to be, and the 

transitional space where the child meets the mother, is a place that is neither inside nor 

outside, it is the place where play, art and creative thinking in general takes place.  This 

transitional object Stiegler designates as the first pharmakon. 

‘The transitional object is the first pharmakon because it is both an external object on which 

the mother and child are dependent (losing it is enough to make this clear) and in relation to 

which they are thus heteronomous; and an object that, not existing but consisting, provides 
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13 Ibid., p.4. 
14 Ibid., p.25. 



(through this very consistence) sovereignty to both mother and child: their serenity, they 

trust in life, their feeling that life is worth living, their autonomy.’15- 

And it is a pharmakon because it can have curative or poisonous effects. ‘What Winnicott 

calls the good mother also teaches the child to detach itself from the transitional object so 

as to engage with other transitional spaces, with which it will establish other relations,’ but 

it is also possible that the mother will not succeed ‘to bring the child to adopt its transitional 

situation’ in which case the object can become ‘the support of an addiction, the screen of 

melancholy, and even a drive of destruction,…’16 

From the beginning humans have been negotiating their existence on Earth through 

technics, through the use of fire, spears, pots, cave paintings, rituals, shelters, agricultural 

implements, medicinal concoctions, social structures, laws, technical knowledge of all sorts. 

And with objects humans shared a rich common history, through fabrication, use, repair, 

heritage, religion and so on. And because of this, the long history and the shared memory, 

every new acquisition, fabrication and repair of an object, had its significant place on the 

time line of the life of the individuals; things did not only have practical and economic value, 

but also sentimental or spiritual value. ’As for thinks… they still constitute, until the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the shared milieu within which relations of fidelity are 

formed. ‘17 

Progressively, since the Industrial Revolution, man lost his intimate relationship with his 

objects. First the workers lost their technical knowledge their ‘savoir faire’, through the 

differentiation of labour and the employment of machines, and then the consumers lost any 

chance for a long lasting relationship to objects not only because of the mentality of the 

disposability of the object, but also because taking care of our things becomes almost 

impossible since a lot of the objects we use are manufactured by synthetic materials and are 

of such technological specialisation that we cannot repair them. In addition, spares are 

mostly unavailable to the consumer and in cities hardware shops, tools and materials are 

becoming hard to find. So eventually we forget what taking care of things is, and the only 

relationship that is now left between us and objects is to desire, to consume, and to dispose. 

This state of affairs, however, is not only toxic for the material environment but it is also 

toxic for the spirit of the consumer. 
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 ‘Now while this generalized becoming-waste pollutes the natural environment the 

disposability of the object affects the subjects who dispose of these objects: they feel that 

they themselves are disposable. Consumerist society thus proves to have become, today, 

and in the eyes of everyone, toxic, not only for the physical environment, but also for 

mental structures and psychic apparatuses: as drive-based, it has become massively 

addictogenic—and this is why the French national association of stakeholders concerned 

with toxicology and addiction held its 2009 congress under the banner, “Addictogenic 

society.”18 

The problem is that the ‘victims of addiction no longer take care of themselves or of others 

or of the world around them.’ This situation ‘establishes a society of carelessness [incurie] 

that is, a destruction of society, which we have called a dissociation.’19 

To transform this sad and dangerous state of affairs, Stiegler and his colleagues, with the 

Manifesto of Ars Industrialis, call for a ’new cultural, educational, scientific and industrial 

political culture capable of taking care of the world ’and for a new industrial model called 

the ‘economy of contribution’.20 Towards this goal the internet can play an instrumental 

role; it opens an ‘associated milieu’, a creative space where knowledge and ideas can be 

shared and developed. 

Pharmacology of the School, Proletarianization and Attention Deficit Syndrome 

‘For what is it to adopt, if not above all to let oneself be challenged, and to individuate 

oneself: that is to think, to create new circuits of transindividuation that can be long only 

because they are, precisely, open to question-to the infinite.’ 21 

Through Stiegler’s reasoning on technics we become conscious of what everybody and in 

particular artists unconsciously new. That human spirit does not exist or develop out of thin 

air but it evolves through our interaction with our environment as an integral whole. 

Through our direct involvement with technics, in arts and crafts, through making and 

moving, through our creative interaction with mater and space, an infinite transitional space 

opens up where images, feelings, ideas, memories, new associations and possibilities float in   
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suspension. There we can question and we can think following new paths. This used to be 

an ‘unknown known’ of human life. 

Western society and in particular since the age of Enlightenment, based its development on 

an opposition between body (matter) and spirit. And this mutated into a very confusing and 

contradictory situation, because somewhere along the line, spirit got confused with rational 

thinking and rational thinking got reduced to calculability. And while matter was deemed 

inferior to spirit and the intellect, and manual labour and our involvement with practical 

matters got underestimated, the obsession with dead matter became the focus of our life. 

This bizarre state of affairs was introduced and is still maintained by the educational system. 

Compulsory education was introduced around the time of the Industrial Revolution, and its 

content was based on ‘an intellectual model of the mind which was essentially the 

Enlightenments view of intelligence, that real intelligence consists in this capacity for a 

certain type of deductive reasoning and a knowledge of the classics originaly; what we come 

to thinkof as academic ability.’22  This system of education instead of cultivating knowledge 

through a diversity of interconnected skills, alienated many pupils from the pursue of 

knowledge. 

 ‘Adoption is the condition of individuation of the pharmacological being- so that the poison 

can become remedy. Adaption on the contrary, which destroys pharmacological knowledge, 

spreads toxicity. To adapt is to proletarianize, that is, to deprive of knowledge those who 

must submit to that to which they are adapting themselves’.23 

  To make things worse, now days, the introduction of more and more standardised tests 

turns education into another means to an end system, the means to acquire qualifications. 

This is an Educational system whose purpose is not learning, an adoptive process of 

individuation where long circuits of transindividuation form, where pupils learn to think for 

themselves and to question, open to the infinity of life, but the sterile enforcement  of 

recipes for the passing of exams. This amounts to an adaptive process of disindividuation, 

which short circuits and kills the innate desire for knowledge and curiosity. 

‘Attention is the psychic faculty that allows us to concentrate on an object, that is, to give 

ourselves over to an object, but it is also the social faculty that allows us to take care of this 

object-or of another, or of the representative of another, or of the object of the other: 
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attention is also the name of that civility that is grounded in philia, that is, socialized libidinal 

energy’. 24 

 Stiegler blames the ‘psychotechnologies’ that developed with radio, television and digital 

technologies , for the Attention Deficit Syndrome, that seems to be spreading across the 

population of  the young in ‘developed ‘societies. Kids spend more than half of their waking 

hours at school. Trapped between an uninspiring school, and a soulless consumerist society, 

the alternative of a stimulating screen is definitely attractive.  

Article 9.2.of the 2010 Manifesto of Ars Industrialis states:  ‘A policy of digital territories… 

must: An education, school and university policy, which takes full advantage of the new 

forms of hypomnemata for a teaching not in order to proletarianize citizens still further, as 

certain projects for the digitalisation of school work may give a thousand reasons to fear, 

but rather in order to directly rearrange the knowledge accumulated through writing with 

the new forms of writing that are the digital hypomnemata—new forms of pharmaka and 

therefore of poisons, to which the “digital natives,” but also their parents and teachers, are 

today most of the time simply abandoned, on a market which appropriates them without 

limitation, for lack of any public policy.25  

This is important but is not enough. In a series of documentaries Jane O'Brien of BBC News, 

Washington, explores ‘the power of art’ in a variety of context. In ‘Can music treat ADHD’ 

26scientist try through experiments to scientifically prove that learning a musical instrument 

can cure ADHD, and in ‘Painted into a Corner’ 27the case of a failing inner-city school, in 

Massachusetts USA, is presented, where violence was normal and the children carried guns. 

The situation got utterly transformed, within a few years, after its new principle fired the 

security guards and hired instead, art teachers. Unsurprisingly, through music, dance, visual 

arts and drama the lives of these pupils, their performance and attention ‘miraculously’ 

changed. 

So maybe it is time to pay attention and think of a different school arts and technics, 

traditional and contemporary, will not be the décor for the academic subjects but its 

structure. 
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