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The Other as Friend: A Platonic Response to the Political Thought of Jacques Derrida 
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Dissertation Chairperson: Mary P. Nichols, Ph.D. 
 
 

 This dissertation presents a critical examination of the political thought of Jacques 

Derrida, suggesting that some of its aims are better realized by Plato.  I argue that 

Derrida�’s late political works respond to a concern expressed in his early essay, �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy,�” where he suggests that Plato suppressed the subversive insights of 

philosophy, merely �“deciding�” to preserve the possibility of hierarchical order in politics.  

Derrida�’s explicitly political works identify the same Platonic logic of �“closure�” in 

Western political thought�’s prioritization of the �“self�” or �“commensurability�” to the other 

or �“incommensurability.�”  Such closure runs the risk of a nihilistic denial of the ultimate 

incommensurability: future time.  Derrida responds to this politico-philosophical crisis 

through his notion of �“democracy to come,�” in which he argues that democracy is never 

fully present, because it alternates between its irreconcilable principles of equality and 

freedom, in turn.  Democracy is thus the one regime receptive to the radically 

incommensurable future or �“to come.�”  While Derrida�’s efforts to disrupt the nihilistic 

denial of the future in his political thought are admirable, his account relies heavily on a 

problematic conception of the self, assumes receptivity to the other to be incompatible 



with meaningful political limitations, and oversimplifies the Western tradition of political 

thought in both of these regards.  In response, I return to the origin of Derrida�’s political 

interventions: the dialogues of Plato.  I first examine the Sophist, arguing that Plato 

preempts Derrida�’s suggestion that he suppresses philosophy in the name of political 

order by criticizing the Eleatic Stranger�’s diacritical ontology for its inability to censure 

sophistry without recourse to the very decisionism Derrida supposes Plato to recommend.  

Turning to the Phaedrus I argue that Plato demonstrates Socrates�’ superiority to the 

Stranger in the Athenian�’s recognition of the human context in which thought occurs.  

Furthermore, Socrates models a type of friendly openness to Phaedrus that mitigates the 

neutralization of the incommensurable other feared by Derrida, while at the same time 

providing a foundation for meaningful politico-philosophical limitations.  Plato thus 

offers a model of politico-philosophical openness through which it is possible to better 

obtain the political goals of Derrida.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

 Filmmaker Woody Allen�’s choice to give his 1997 picture the title 

Deconstructing Harry is peculiar for several reasons.  In the first place, it is unusual that 

a Hollywood filmmaker, even one as erudite as Allen, would choose to name a film after 

the philosophical approach most often associated with French thinker Jacques Derrida.1  

Also remarkable is the fact that the title of the film does not seem especially unusual to 

North American ears.  Deconstructing Harry makes sense as a title, even though we can 

scarcely imagine someone naming a Hollywood movie after other branches of 

contemporary Continental philosophy: The Phenomenology of Harry does not have the 

same ring to it.  Most strangely of all, the French translation of the film�—Harry dans tous 

ses états (�“Harry beside himself�”)�—avoids the use of the verb déconstruire altogether, 

since, according to one commentator, �“[it] would have meant very little to French 

moviegoers.�”2 This attests to the fact that Derrida and deconstruction enjoy a prominent 

                                                 
1 In an important sense, explaining what is meant by the term �“deconstruction�” is 

the central concern of Derrida�’s philosophical oeuvre.  Derrida remarked in his �“Letter to 
a Japanese Friend�” that he finds �“deconstruction�” to be a dissatisfying term.  La 
déconstruction (deconstruction) or déconstruire (to deconstruct) are coinages of Derrida�’s 
in French that translate Martin Heidegger�’s call for a systematic Destruktion of Western 
metaphysics.  Perhaps appropriately the term is polysemous, referring to a complex nexus 
of ideas and textual strategies that Derrida represents with a lexicon of neologisms and 
coinages like: �“différance,�” �“pharmakon,�” �“the sovereign operation,�” �“the trace,�” etc.  In 
his essay �“Force of Law,�” and in many of his writings that follow it, Derrida identified 
�“deconstruction�” as �“being�” �“justice.�”  Part of the task of this dissertation will be to 
explain the complex relationship between deconstruction and politics. 

2 François Cusset, French Theory: How Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co.  
Transformed the Intellectual Life of the United States, trans.  Jeff Fort (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press), 353. 
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status not only in the North American academy, but in the North American popular 

imagination as well�—a status that neither the man nor his thought enjoys in France.3 It is 

thus, perhaps, not without some justification that Derrida once announced (reportedly 

with a smile): �“l�’Amerique, mais c�’est la deconstruction.�”4  

 Our sense of Derrida�’s influence is corroborated by François Cusset�’s recent 

intellectual history of deconstruction in America, French Theory.  Cusset describes the 

�“mutation�” of intellectual life in the United States which occurred in the 1980s and 

1990s, identifying the ways in which it was facilitated by the transatlantic migration of 

Derrida�’s thought.5 To say that Derrida has a prominent status in North America is not, 

however, to imply that he is uncontroversial.  And in North America Derrida�’s 

philosophy has been nowhere more controversial than in its relationship to politics.6 

Although Derrida�’s thought was first deployed in North American scholarship as a means 

of providing theoretical scaffolding for various brands of �“identity politics,�” there was for 

some time scholarly consensus around the notion that Derrida�’s thought was apolitical.7 

                                                 
3 This cultural observation is the jumping off point of Cusset�’s fascinating 

intellectual history of the reception of twentieth century French theorists in the United 
States, French Theory.   

4 Anselm Haverkamp, �“Deconstruction is/as Neopragmatism,�” in ed.  Anselm 
Haverkamp, Deconstruction is/in America: A New Sense of the Political (New York: New 
York University Press, 1995): 3; also, Derrida, Memoires for Paul de Man, 91. 

5 Cusset, French Theory, 107-109.  Cusset uses evocative language to describe 
Derrida�’s reception in the United States, referring to it as an �“unlikely canonization.�” 
 

6 This is duly observed by Cusset, who surveys the role played by deconstruction 
in the so-called �“culture wars�” of the 1980s and 1990s in the United States.  See French 
Theory, Chapters 5-7.  See also Stanley Fish, �“French Theory in America,�” New York 
Times Opinionator Blog, http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/04/06/french-theory-
in-america. 

 
7 Cusset, French Theory, 131-165.  See note 10 below.  
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Such a view has been challenged not only by Derrida�’s own words�—he has long claimed 

that deconstruction is ineluctably political8�—but also by his philosophic deeds, as from 

the late 1980s until his death in 2004, he produced an impressive number of works 

addressing the questions and themes of political philosophy, and articulated a kind of 

�“deconstructive�” politics through his notion of �“democracy to come�” (la démocratie à 

venir).9   

 Despite this vigorous engagement with the questions and themes of Western 

political thought, however, the reception of Derrida�’s political thought by scholars of the 

field has been remarkably negative.  Critics are generally divided into two groups: those 

who conclude that deconstruction neutralizes the impetus for political action,10 and those 

                                                 
8 Jacques Derrida, �“Like the Sound of the Sea Deep Within a Shell: Paul de Man�’s  

War,�” trans.  Peggy Kamuf, Critical Inquiry 14 (1988): 648; �“Critical Response,�” trans. 
Peggy Kamuf, Critical Inquiry 13 (1986): 168ff; The Post Card, trans.  Alan Bass 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1987): 507. 
 

9 See Jacques Derrida, �“Force of Law: The Mystical Foundation of Authority,�” in 
Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice, ed.  Drucilla Cornell et al.  (New York: 
Routledge, 1992), The Other Heading: Reflections on Today�’s Europe, trans.  Pascale 
Anne Brault & Michael Naas (Indiana and Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
1992), Spectres of Marx, trans.  Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994), and, On the 
Name, trans.  David Wood, John P.  Leavey, and Ian McLeod (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1995); The Politics of Friendship, trans.  George Collins (New York: 
Verso Books, 1997); Rogues: Two Essays on Reason, trans.  Pascale-Anne Brault & 
Michael Naas (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005); The Beast and the 
Sovereign (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
 

10 Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida 
(Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1987); Catherine Zuckert, �“The Politics of 
Derridean Deconstruction,�” in Polity 23, no.  3 (1991), also Postmodern Platos (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998); Richard Bernstein, �“Serious Play: The Ethical 
Political Horizon of Derrida,�” in ed.  Richard Bernstein, The New Constellation: The 
Ethical-Political Horizons of Modernity/Postmodernity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1992); Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue 
University Press, 1999); Mark Lilla, The Reckless Mind: Intellectuals in Politics (New 
York: New York Review of Books Press, 2001); David C. Durst, �“The Place of the 
Political in Derrida and Foucault,�” Political Theory 28, no. 5 (2000); and, François 
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who view Derrida�’s political interventions to covertly or inconsistently introduce new 

�“Derridean�” foundations to replace the old metaphysical ones he deconstructs.11  Even 

those who evaluate Derrida�’s contributions to the field more or less favorably hesitate to 

attribute Derrida with much by way of a positive commitment to any desirable form of 

political organization.12 

Catherine Zuckert captures the position of the first group in her article �“The 

Politics of Derridean Deconstruction,�” and her subsequent book Postmodern Platos, 

which includes two chapters on Derrida.  Zuckert argues that while Derrida�’s notion that 

there is no �“outside-the-text�” means that even his most textual interventions implicate 

themselves in politics, �“[Derrida�’s] work has an anti-activist, if not strictly speaking  

                                                                                                                                                 
Cusset, French Theory. 
 

11 Most prominent in this group is Richard Wolin, The Seduction of Unreason 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); but also Thomas McCarthy, �“On the 
Margins of Politics,�” The Journal of Philosophy 85, no. 11 (November 1988): 645-8. 
See also Brendan Sweetman, �“Postmodernism, Derrida, and Différance: A Critique,�” 
International Philosophical Quarterly 39, no. 1 (1999): 5-18; Yoav Rinon,�“The Rhetoric 
of Jacques Derrida I: �‘Plato�’s Pharmacy,�’�” The Review of Metaphysics 46 (Dec.  1992): 
369-386, and, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida II: Phaedrus,�” The Review of 
Metaphysics 46 (March 1993): 537-558; Gregory Bruce Smith, Between Eternities 
(Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2008); and most recently Paul W.  Ludwig, �“Without 
Foundations: Plato�’s Lysis and Postmodern Friendship,�” American Political Science 
Review 104, no.  1 (February 2010): 134-50. 
 

12 See especially Richard Beardsworth�’s groundbreaking study Derrida & the 
Political (New York: Routledge, 1996): Conclusion; and A.J.P.  Thomson, 
Deconstruction and Democracy: Derrida�’s Politics of Friendship (New York: 
Continuum Publishing, 2005), Chapters 9-12.  There are some notable exceptions, 
however, in Bonnie Honig�’s Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1993) and John P.  McCormick�’s excellent 2001 article 
�“Derrida on Law; or, Poststructuralism gets Serious,�” Political Theory 29 (2001): 395 
423.  See also William W.  Sokoloff, �“Between Justice and Legality: Derrida on 
Decision,�” Political Research Quarterly 58, no.  2 (June 2005): 341-353. 
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conservative thrust.�”13  However delicious the irony of the conservative Derrida might 

seem, he is ultimately not conservative because, Zuckert argues, deconstruction cannot be 

employed to preserve extant systems, only to clear the way for the always-contingent 

emergence of new ones.  The politics of deconstruction nevertheless remain profoundly 

anti-revolutionary, Zuckert argues, because deconstruction can never replace the systems 

it unravels with new ones.  In Postmodern Platos she further suggests that �“Derridean 

analyses can only be critical, they cannot generate positive principles or a picture of a 

desirable way of life, because of the denial of the existence of any identity�—personal, 

intelligible, or political involved in the discovery of différance.�”14  François Cusset 

similarly notes that Derrida�’s thought involves �“the risk of a withdrawal from the 

political, a neutralization of positions, or even an endless metatheoretical regression that 

can no longer be brought to a stop by any practical decision or effective political 

engagement.�”15  David C.  Durst and Richard Bernstein raise similar concerns at the level 

of the individual decision.  Recalling Zuckert, Durst observes that �“[b]ereft of any sure 

footing, the practical use of theory opens onto the undecidablity of différance,�” while in 

an otherwise sympathetic evaluation of the ethical-political �“horizons�” of Derrida�’s work, 

Bernstein concludes that Derrida ultimately does not provide an answer to the question: 

�“how can we �‘warrant�’�…the ethical-political positions we take?�”16 

                                                 
13 Zuckert, �“The Politics of Derridean Deconstruction,�” 355. 
 
14 Ibid., Postmodern Platos, 269. 
 
15 Cusset, French Theory, 126. 
 
16 Bernstein, �“Ethical-Political Horizons,�” 191.  William Sokoloff uses Force of 

Law to mount a persuasive defense of Derrida on decision.  Sokoloff demonstrates how 
Derrida�’s attention to undecidability in fact makes possible decisions that are more 
thoroughly purged of originary violence by creating consciousness of the arbitrary 
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 According to the second group of critics, Derrida does believe we can warrant or 

justify the ethical-political positions we take�—and that is the problem.  This position, 

strongly advocated by Richard Wolin, maintains that there exists a �“lethal self-

contradiction at the heart of the deconstructionist enterprise.�”17  Derrida�’s attempts to 

�“out-philosophize the history of philosophy�” must end in the assertion that �“his 

concepts�…possess a status more primordial (and hence more �‘true�’) than those that have 

been proposed by his predecessors.�”18  Wolin�’s Derrida attempts to discredit 

philosophical realism, but cannot then argue in favor of democracy without implicitly 

claiming, �“that his account is more verisimilar vis-à-vis the way things really are than the 

leading competing accounts,�” and ending in self-contradiction.19  Brendan Sweetman 

makes a similar claim, arguing that Derrida replaces foundational Being with �“originary 

difference.�”  Derrida does not truly undermine the �“metaphysics of presence,�” but 

substitutes �“difference�” for presence, forcing it into the same structural role.20  The 

argument is similar to that of Gregory Bruce Smith, who views Derrida�’s political 

thought as indicative of the inevitable manner in which �“the good�” sneaks back into even 

                                                                                                                                                 
character of such foundations.  By emphasizing the precise nature of the decision as an 
event, Derrida exposes the extent to which identities and laws compromise the integrity 
of the moment of decision through a programmatic neutralization of the undecidable.  See 
Sokoloff, �“Between Justice and Legality,�” 344-5. 
 

17 Wolin, The Seduction of Unreason, 222.  Wolin�’s critique of Derrida is wide 
ranging and includes some of the critiques I have identified as �“first group�” arguments as 
well. 
 

18 Ibid. 
 
19 Ibid.   
 
20 Sweetman, �“Postmodernism,�” 14. 
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the most radical analyses of political life.21  Paul Ludwig�’s recent article on �“postmodern 

foundations�” makes a similar claim, arguing that although Derrida characterizes his work 

as �“the very antithesis of foundations,�” the account of the incommensurability of the 

other in The Politics of Friendship in fact �“take[s] on the [function] of new, negative 

foundations, replacing the old positive ones.�”22  Ludwig approvingly cites Thomas 

McCarthy, who advises that if Derrida wants to arrive at a �“postmetaphysical politics�” he 

should do so by �“stopping�” his pursuit of a kind of �“negative�” metaphysics.23  Derrida, in 

Ludwig�’s view, plays it fast and loose with metaphysical/ontological categories, which 

results in deconstruction serving as a �“blanket procedure�” applying �“the same 

foundational analyses to any and all problems.24  All of this leads Ludwig to observe that 

in retaining a foundational or �“ontological�” analysis of politics, Derridean deconstruction 

must engage in a �“stretching�” of categories that is of dubious utility to political theory.25 

 The first group consequently suggests that logical consistency requires Derrida to 

abstain from generating or making use of positive principles to justify any specific 

practical orientation in political life.  The second group claims that in ostensibly undoing 

the possibility of foundations or origins, Derrida�—blithely transgressing the rules of his 

own game�—creates new Derridean origins to replace the old metaphysical ones.  Both 

sides therefore assume that Derridean analyses are necessarily critical, making any 

positive vision of a desirable political life impossible.  Indeed, even scholars like 

                                                 
21 Smith, Between Eternities, 135. 
 
22 Ludwig, �“Without Foundations,�” 135. 
 
23 Ibid., 145, Cf.  McCarthy, �“On the Margins of Politics,�” 648. 
 
24 Ludwig, �“Without Foundations,�” 146. 
 
25 Ibid, 149.   
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Beardsworth and Thomson�—both of whom devote entire monographs to defending 

Derrida�’s political thought�—reveal a similar assumption when they hedge on whether 

Derrida�’s allegiance to democracy to come extends to democracy in a concrete historical 

sense.26  

Derrida has long been alive to the possibility that his work may be misunderstood 

in this way.  In what many27 view to be one of the �‘foundational�’ texts of Derridean 

deconstruction�—�“Structure Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences�”�—

Derrida notes the impossibility of moving beyond or destroying the foundations of 

Western thought: �“There is no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in 

order to shake metaphysics.  We have no language�…which is foreign to this history; we 

can pronounce not a single deconstructive proposition which has not already had to slip 

into the form, the logic, and the implicit postulation of precisely what it seeks to 

contest.�”28  Deconstruction is thus not to be confused with a naïve call to move on to 

�“something else,�” but rather concerns itself with discerning and playing within the 

limitations of the Western philosophical tradition.  By focusing solely on the critical 

elements of deconstruction, scholars of political theory have heretofore obscured 

Derrida�’s actual philosophical aims, and consequently misconstrue the nature of his 

                                                 
26 Thomson attempts to show how Derrida�’s project �“is not a matter of resignation 

or passivity, but an active struggle and engagement with politics;�” yet he also maintains 
that Derrida�’s thought is notwithstanding marked by a �“refusal to advance a positive 
politics�” (Thomson, Deconstruction and Democracy, 185).  Beardsworth is more open to 
the notion of Derridean democracy, but still tentative: �“When Derrida places his thinking 
under the term �‘democracy,�’ it is not with regard to a specific political regime although it 
is not opposed to it either�” (Beardsworth, Derrida and the Political, 146).   
 

27 Cusset, French Theory, 108ff. 
 
28 Jacques Derrida, �“Structure, Sign, and Play in the Human Sciences,�” in Writing 

and Difference, 2nd Edition, trans.  Alan Bass (New York: Routledge, 2001): 317-350. 
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political thought.  In juxtaposition to these scholars, this dissertation suggests that there is 

profound consistency between the �“metaphysical�” claims of Derridean deconstruction 

and Derrida�’s support of democracy through his notion of democracy to come.  I attempt 

to present a more nuanced picture of Derrida�’s political thought, so as to arrive at a more 

accurate appraisal of its strengths and weakness, and to better determine its place within 

the tradition of Western political philosophy.    

That Derrida should be criticized for the extent to which his �“metaphysical�” 

claims undermine his conception of democracy is especially inapt, since, as this 

dissertation will argue, his political thought attempts to create a kind of rapprochement 

between politics and philosophy.  I argue that one reason why Derrida�’s political 

philosophy has been thought to be inconsistent is because critics have failed to notice the 

political elements of his early work.  In order to better understand Derrida�’s late 

interventions into politics, Chapter Two consequently examines the early essay, �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy,�” because in that work, Derrida not only criticizes Platonic metaphysics, but 

also Plato�’s attempt to insulate politics from the subversive truths of philosophy.  Plato, 

in Derrida�’s view, chooses to suppress the aporiai generated by philosophical questioning 

in order to insulate the political community from the anarchic implications of the 

groundlessness of being and the good.  Plato thus chooses political order over 

philosophical consistency, effectively closing off politics from the subversive insights of 

philosophy.   

Chapter Three in turn analyzes Derrida�’s discussion of �“democracy to come,�” in 

�“Force of Law,�” Politics of Friendship, and Rogues, showing how it responds to this 

traditional, �“Platonic�” closure of politics to philosophy.  Derrida characterizes unjustified 
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philosophical decisions like the decision to close politics off from philosophy as a kind of 

violence without ground.  Such violence similarly comes into view in the way that 

Western political thought has supervised the systematic philosophical posture of closure 

of the self toward the other in the traditional analyses of the self, friendship, democracy, 

and law.  This closure, Derrida argues, necessarily ties politics to hierarchy through its 

implicit need to �“count,�” and thus to establish the priority of the self to all others.  At 

bottom, Derrida suggests, is an attempt to neutralize the �“otherness�” or 

�“incommensurability�” of the other by defining it with reference to the self or 

commensurability.  The neutralization of the tout autre�—the �“absolutely other�”�—

culminates in a stance of resistance against future time, which is by its very nature 

absolutely unknowable and unpredictable, and thus not commensurable with any present 

or past.  The traditional philosophical emphasis on the self as �“ipseity,�” as logically prior 

to all others thus runs the risk of destroying the future by treating it as an �“other�” bound 

to the �“self�” of the present.  This understanding of the future precludes a future that does 

not include oneself, generating the belief that the future can be programmed in advance, 

or sufficiently comprehended as a link in a chain of cause and effect.  The neutralization 

of the other�—while damaging in itself on account of its implicit suspicion of the other�—

also imperils the emergence of all future time, including, crucially, a more just future.  

Derrida concludes that a world lacking the possibility of a more just �“to come�” is the 

culmination of the �“crisis�” of the West: the problem of modern nihilism. 

Derrida�’s alternative to modern nihilism is �“democracy to come�” (la démocratie à 

venir).  The democracy to come leverages the very political problem Derrida examines�—

the limit between the commensurable and the incommensurable�—with a view toward 
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creating a politics of openness that is receptive to the �“to come.�”  Democracy, on the one 

hand, appears to be harmed by the necessarily antagonistic relationship between the 

principles of equality and freedom, an antagonism that produces what are on the surface 

intractable political controversies.  On the other hand, it is the very �“wounding�” and 

�“tragic�” nature of democracy that provides the possibility of escaping the perils of 

modern nihilism.  Indeed, insofar as democracy cannot be fully understood with reference 

to either freedom or equality alone, it is never fully present.  Democracy rather requires 

that each of its principles be asserted and subsequently displaced by the other.  

Democracy lacks a stable identity, remaining forever �“to come.�”  The way in which 

democracy requires on-going critique and affirmation, which demonstrates its own lack 

of selfsame presence, is deconstruction.  Derrida�’s politco-philosophical headline thus 

reads: �“no democracy without deconstruction; no deconstruction without democracy.�”29  

Since democracy requires the persistent displacement of the limit between the 

commensurable and the incommensurable, it both creates and fosters precisely the kind 

of openness required to allow the absolute alterity of the future to come to be.  The 

tensions of democratic political life are deconstructive in character, the philosophical 

tensions of deconstruction, political, and furthermore, democratic.  In order to generate 

the conceptual �“space�” essential to allow the future to come to be, politics needs to 

become philosophical, philosophy political.   Chapter Three thus shows how out of the 

radical juncture between the commensurable and the incommensurable Derrida creates a 

surprising unity of philosophy and politics, and the possibility of a more just future.  

Derrida�’s political thought thus provides an answer to the challenge implicit in his 

                                                 
29 Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 105.   
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reading of Plato: whereas Plato and the tradition of Western thought pursuant to him have 

suppressed the aporetic character of philosophy in the interest of politics, Derrida shows 

that in our historical moment, it is only by acknowledging aporia and allowing the 

boundaries between philosophy and politics to blur that a more just and more democratic 

vision of political life can indeed come to be. 

As suggested above, extant criticisms of Derrida�’s political thought miss the 

mark, by either attributing to Derrida a lack of internal consistency, or by suggesting that 

deconstruction is ineluctably critical.  These misevaluations of the aims and background 

of Derrida�’s interventions into politics make scholars inattentive to the interesting 

contributions he does make.  And while part of the purpose of this dissertation is to argue 

that there is indeed much to admire in Derrida�’s political thought, I nevertheless identify 

some considerable problems with it; problems that only come fully into view once we 

understand it on its own terms, rather than incorrectly asserting its inconsistency.   

The critique of Derrida offered in this dissertation is twofold.  First, I suggest that 

the controlling dichotomy through which Derrida investigates the limit between 

incommensurability and commensurability�—the self and the other�—is intensely 

problematic.  Derrida argues that the self has always been defined in Western thought by 

its �“ipseity,�” as he puts it in Rogues.30  Ipseity is the notion that the self is absolutely prior 

to the other, and that all references to the other require an implicit reference to the self.  

Derrida affirms this account of the self as necessary to democracy, because the freedom 

and equality given to individuals in democracy make sense only in light of a stable, 

autonomous self.  And yet this is a notion of the self existing entirely in speech; an 

                                                 
30 Derrida, Rogues, 11. 
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abstraction, or a logical construct that fails to account for the possibility that human life 

exists outside of its mediation by speech.   

Derrida purports to work within the givens of the Western tradition�—as well as 

those elements of it that have been pushed to the margins, excluded, erased, or left only 

as �“traces,�” to be sure�—but there is a real sense in which the conviction that there is no 

�“outside-the-text�” leads to an assumption that the �“text�” has been understood.  Derrida 

assumes that his vision of the self as absolutely prior is necessarily inscribed upon�—and 

left unexamined by�—the history of political philosophy.  He thereby begins by 

foreclosing the possibility that the self is not already thoroughly known, but in its nature 

ambiguous, mysterious or doubled; Derrida never considers whether the self as it 

appears�—as unitary, prior to the other�—marks not the end of thought, but rather its 

beginning.  He thus preemptively occludes the very question of self-knowledge that is the 

central question of the same Platonic dialogues he criticizes.  This inattention to 

particulars is consequently literally �“self-forgetting.�”  What seems on the surface to be 

admirable openness finally shows itself to be a violent imposition of a narrative onto the 

history of Western thought that forecloses the question of self-knowledge.  It has the 

effect of leaving Derrida with a �“deconstructed�” notion of friendship in the Politics of 

Friendship that is without specific content and a vision of democracy to come devoid of 

any guidance to the single individual living in it.  This is perhaps especially so for those 

individuals without the capacity or inclination to participate in the project of Derridean 

deconstruction.   

Perhaps most seriously, on account of its abstraction democracy to come also 

refuses to foreclose any political possibilities, and is therefore literally without any 



 14

concrete limits�—perhaps especially insofar as Derrida is persuaded that even 

abridgements of democracy can contribute to the advancement of democracy by allowing 

the reassertion of one of its other principles to subvene.  So the election of a tyrannical 

government, an election which has happened because of democratic franchise, and thus 

on behalf of the principle of equality, is legitimately democratic insofar as it demonstrates 

democracy�’s auto-immunity, and insofar as it makes space for the reassertion of 

freedom.31  But inasmuch as this shows the theoretical consistency of deconstruction and 

democracy, and allows for the dispensation of future time, it also demonstrates the 

problems inherent in a politics derived solely from speech or logos, abstracted from the 

deeds of the political community, and the realities of embodied human existence as it is 

lived by human beings, to borrow a term from Heidegger, in their �“average 

everydayness.�”  Democracy to come therefore �“opens�” Derrida to charges that he 

facilitates the very political impositions he seeks to avoid, and does not facilitate the 

salutary ends of greater receptivity to alterity, and thus to the possibility of the �“to come.�” 

In the second place, there is also reason to question Derrida�’s reading of the 

relationship of the history of Western political philosophy to the �“closure�” he diagnoses.  

And, indeed, since Derrida himself points back to Plato in his politico-philosophical 

interventions, the second part of this dissertation brings Plato to bear on the questions and 

themes of his political thought.  Part 2 of this dissertation responds to the limitations of 

Derrida�’s political thought outlined above by examining some of the dialogues of Plato.  

Since Derrida�’s political thought moreover emerges itself as a response to Plato, the task 

of responding to Derrida�’s political thought will also engage with Derrida�’s reading of 

                                                 
31 Cf., Derrida, Rogues, 30ff. 
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Plato.  For Plato, I argue, the relationship of philosophy to politics, and the relationship of 

the self to the other in friendship are intimately connected: our investigation into 

Derrida�’s principal charge against Plato�—as explored in Chapter Two�—will necessarily 

dovetail with the Platonic response to Derrida�’s political thought as described in Chapter 

Three.   

Notwithstanding what I think are crucial differences between Plato and Derrida, 

Part 2 of this dissertation will show that many of Derrida�’s political aims�—his attempt to 

overcome nihilism as well as his quest for a model of friendship and politics that respects 

the otherness of the other�—can in fact be justified in a way that also provides certain 

limits for politics, in the political philosophy of Plato�’s Socrates.  In Chapter Four, 

therefore, I first examine the accuracy of Derrida�’s argument that Plato ultimately 

supports a type of decisionism that attempts to suppress philosophy in the interest of 

political order.  I do this by examining Plato�’s presentation of the character of the Eleatic 

Stranger in his dialogue Sophist.  Our examination of the Sophist will serve several 

important functions with respect to the argument of this dissertation.   

First, it challenges Derrida�’s notion that Plato advocates a type of violent 

decisionism with respect to the relationship of politics to philosophy by showing how 

Plato puts forward a poetic criticism of the Stranger for holding such a view in his 

investigation of the sophist.  Second, in the context of Plato�’s criticism of the Stranger we 

see a sustained effort to make evident the internal inconsistencies of the Stranger�’s 

abstract approach to philosophy, abstraction that produces the same kind of self-

forgetting we see in Derrida.  The Sophist therefore demonstrates how Plato both pre-

empts and rejects Derrida�’s criticism of him and Derrida�’s supposed alternative to 
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�“Platonism.�”  Third, looking forward to the specific similarities and differences between 

the Stranger and Socrates, we can begin to understand why Plato�’s Socrates can be put 

forward as a corrective to both the Stranger and Derrida. 

Specifically, Chapter Four examines the philosophical words and deeds of the 

Eleatic Stranger as he is introduced in the dramatic world of Plato�’s dialogues in The 

Sophist.  I argue that while the Sophist confronts us with the Eleatic Stranger as a 

potential rival or alternative to the Platonic Socrates, when all is said and done, Plato 

affirms the superiority of Socrates.  The drama of the dialogue shows the collapse of the 

Stranger�’s idiosyncratic method of collection and division.  While the Stranger explicitly 

attempts to leverage a philosophical method that is value-free, Plato shows that the 

Stranger�’s own personal traits�—his unreflective commitment to manly self-sufficiency 

and honor�—lead to the failure of his abstract method.  After the method fails, the 

Stranger adopts a more �“Socratic�” approach to philosophy.  Yet the extent to which the 

Stranger lacks self-knowledge is put into dramatic relief, when the Stranger�’s attempt to 

define and condemn sophistry must have recourse to an ethical or political choice that is, 

in the last analysis, not permitted by the strictures of the Stranger�’s own method.  I 

therefore argue that although Plato, like the Stranger, begins by dividing philosophy �“like 

from like�” by holding the Stranger next to Socrates, he ultimately vindicates Socrates in 

word and deed by distinguishing better from worse, and pointing to the superiority of 

Socrates.  Plato thus proves himself to be cognizant of the very danger of philosophical 

�“decisionism�” of which he is accused by Derrida.  Plato indeed goes further, suggesting 

that such decisionism issues forth not from a fear of philosophical anarchy, but by 

ignoring the human context in which thought occurs, and, crucially the question of self-
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knowledge.  I furthermore suggest that the problem of a retreat to abstract logos�—which 

causes the collapse of the Stranger�’s attempt to bring philosophy to bear on the human 

things�—can function as a potential warning against a similar tendency toward abstract 

speech in Derrida�’s political thought.   

In the fifth and final chapter, I turn to the dialogue that is central to �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy,�” the Phaedrus.  My analysis of the Phaedrus shows not only the extent to 

which Plato envisions Socrates as superior to the Eleatic Stranger, but also suggests than 

in some respects Plato achieves the intentions of Derrida�’s political thought better than 

Derrida himself does.  Thus, whereas Chapter Four examines the self-forgetting 

abstraction common to the Stranger and Derrida, Chapter Five explores the alternative 

offered to both by Plato�’s Socrates.  In Chapter Five I suggest that the arguments and 

dramatic action of Plato�’s Phaedrus pose a significant challenge to Derrida�’s 

characterization of the Western tradition of political philosophy.  For Derrida, the 

Phaedrus is the archetypal expression of the theoretical disposition that culminates in 

modern nihilism; however, this chapter suggests that the understandings of the self, the 

other, self-knowledge, and friendship presented in this dialogue in fact prevent attempts 

to neutralize the alterity of the other in the way Derrida fears.  In this respect, I argue, 

Socratic philosophy is defined not by closure, but by a type of receptivity or openness.  I 

therefore find more common ground between Derrida and Plato when it comes to the 

question of respect for the integrity of the other than one might expect.  Plato thought in 

fact exceeds Derrida�’s by also providing a more satisfying account of the self, and a 

rational basis for limitations. 
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In particular, the Phaedrus is a dialogue concerned with two fundamental modes 

of human interaction�—love and speech.  The two themes are introduced together, in the 

personage of the nonlover�—an unsavory character who reduces love to sexual pleasure.  

The nonlover�’s reduction of love is shown to be owing to a self-forgetting belief in his 

own self-sufficiency, since his position requires him to abstract the dependency revealed 

in his own articulated desire for sexual pleasure.  The nonlover speech not only 

demonstrates the ways in which speech can be used for deceptive ends, but puts the 

connection between deficient self-knowledge and the instrumentalization of the other in 

dramatic evidence.  Socrates thus rehabilitates a version of love through the palinode, a 

paean to erotic love that also reintroduces the importance of self-knowledge to human 

life.  The self-knowledge of the palinode is, however, incomplete because it describes a 

relationship founded exclusively on sight or beholding which abstracts from speech.   

Following the palinode speech returns to the Phaedrus as Socrates describes a  

�“true art of rhetoric.�”   Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric, like the Stranger�’s philosophical 

method, makes use of dialectical collection and division, but uses it in the service of 

understanding human souls and matching them with the appropriate speeches.  Socrates�’ 

method of collection and division, in sharp contrast to the method of the Stranger, finds 

its purpose and meaning in the particularities of the other.  While the true art of rhetoric 

supplements the palinode through its reassertion of the importance of speech, it also re-

emphasizes the fact that rhetoric is instrumental, requiring ends from sources external to 

itself.   

Taken together, the Phaedrus�’ two major issues point toward a model of human 

interaction which allows the conjunction of love and speech while working against the 
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tyrannical potential of each.  The drama of the dialogue indicates that such a model of 

speaking and loving is found in friendship, like the friendship of Socrates and Phaedrus.  

Over the course of the dialogue Socrates shows an extraordinary degree of openness 

toward Phaedrus, and this in the same dialogue in which he tells us that he has no time 

for anything besides the pursuit of self-knowledge.  Socrates�’ quest for self-knowledge is 

consequently enacted through his unlikely friendship with Phaedrus.  Self-knowledge is 

best pursued by means of openness to the other.  The self�—which Socrates casts as 

essentially paradoxical and mysterious�—is thus not taken as a simple �“one�” against 

which we can better define �“the other;�” it is rather presented as somehow at once 

intensely familiar and fundamentally mysterious.  The structure of the self thus models 

the convergence of sameness and difference that characterizes both friendship and 

philosophy.   

In its suggestion of the philosophical importance of the other, and of friendship, 

Plato�’s depiction of Socrates also justifies limitations in a way that neither Derrida nor 

the Stranger is able to do.  The limitations made possible by Socrates�’ friendly approach 

to philosophy are not arbitrary limitations imposed from an exogenous�—or irrational and 

unjustified�—source, but the limits imposed by a genuinely philanthropic concern for the 

other as other and as the locus of philosophy�’s inmost attempt to know itself.  In the 

Phaedrus Socrates�’ words and deeds thus combine a more thorough understanding of the 

self with the kind of concern for and openness to the other that is characteristic of 

Derrida�’s thought.  These elements of Plato�’s thought are woven together through the 

connection the dialogue makes between friendship and self-knowledge.   
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Whereas Derrida emphasizes the deeply cynical elitism evident in Plato�’s 

apparent suppression of writing and the pharmakon in the Phaedrus, this chapter draws 

attention to the peculiar openness of Socrates towards the dialogue�’s eponymous 

character.  Derrida�’s Plato cannot abide the existence of difference, or of phenomena and 

ideas that stand outside of the rational ordering of the whole�—especially with respect to 

politics.  My reading of the Phaedrus, to the contrary, shows the extent to which the 

various topics explored in the dialogue emerge precisely insofar as Socrates is open and 

attentive to Phaedrus�’ interests, inclinations, and character.  Care for such �“irrational�” 

particularities as these would be unthinkable for Plato as Derrida presents him.  Plato�’s 

Socrates not only evades Derrida�’s critiques, but explains the relationship between the 

self and the other in a way that better accounts for human particularity than does Derrida.  

Plato�’s Socrates, furthermore, avoids the problematic abstraction from the human and 

thus political context of philosophy that characterizes both the Stranger and Derrida.  The 

Phaedrus, in the last analysis, presents an account of the self and the other in speech and 

deed that respects the integrity of the other while at the same time providing a discernible 

basis for political limitations, thus providing an impressive supplement to the problems 

and limitations of Derrida�’s political thought.  

 
Contribution 

 
 This dissertation, as argued above, challenges the scholarly orthodoxy with 

respect to Derrida�’s political works, arguing that Derrida�’s work is not necessary critical 

or inconsistent.32 Indeed, this dissertation is among the first studies of Derrida�’s political 

                                                 
32 See supra footnotes 11 and 12.  John P.  McCormick and Bonnie Honig come 

closer to an appreciation of the place of democracy in Derrida�’s thought.  Despite its great 
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thought to offer a comprehensive interpretation of his political thought across several of 

his most important political writings.33  I am, moreover, the first to demonstrate the ways 

in which Derridean deconstruction and democracy are mutually-reinforcing, and to 

suggest that Derrida�’s support of democracy as an actual historical regime is meant in a 

literal, institutional way.34  Furthermore, by linking Derrida�’s political thought as a 

response to a Platonic problem, my interpretation demonstrates the extent to which 

                                                                                                                                                 
virtues in explicating Derrida�’s engagement with the history of political thought, and his 
attempts to think a justice that is more thoroughly purged of blood violence in �“Force of 
Law,�” McCormick�’s 2001 article �“Derrida on Law; Or, Poststructuralism Gets Serious,�” 
speaks very little of the role of democracy in Derrida�’s political thought (McCormick, 
�“Derrida on Law,�” 416-18).  Honig employs Derrida�’s texts with a view toward 
supplementing elements of Hannah Arendt�’s thought in Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics; nevertheless, that book is relevant to the present discussion 
because her conclusion resembles some of Derrida�’s key insights on democracy when she 
writes: �“closures are always in process, they are never faits accomplis�…politics never 
gets things right, over and done with.  The conclusion is not nihilistic but radically 
democratic�” (Honig, Political Theory, 210).  Derrida in turn supplements Honig�’s work 
by indicating why such a conclusion is indeed �“radically democratic.�”  John P.  
McCormick, �“Derrida on Law; or, Poststructuralism gets Serious,�” Political Theory 29 
(2001): 395-423; Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993). 
 

33 There have been several studies to discern the �“politics�” implicit in Derrida�’s 
early works, see Zuckert, �“The Politics of Derridean Deconstruction,�” and Beardsworth, 
Deconstruction and the Political.  The other major study of Derrida�’s political works is 
Thomson�’s Deconstruction and Democracy.  My argument differs from Thomson in the 
first place by its critical stance, rather than Thomson�’s straightforward exegetical 
approach.  Second, I differ from Thomson insofar as his monograph does not address 
Rogues, which I suggest is a key text in Derrida�’s development of the idea of democracy 
to come. 
 

34 Thomson attempts to show how Derrida�’s project �“is not a matter of resignation 
or passivity, but an active struggle and engagement with politics;�” yet he also maintains 
that Derrida�’s thought is notwithstanding marked by a �“refusal to advance a positive 
politics�”(Thomson, Deconstruction and Democracy, 185).  Beardsworth is more open to 
the notion of Derridean democracy, but still tentative: �“When Derrida places his thinking 
under the term �‘democracy,�’ it is not with regard to a specific political regime although it 
is not opposed to it either�” (Beardsworth, Derrida and the Political, 146). 
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Derrida understands himself to be deeply engaged with an interpretation of the tradition 

of Western political philosophy, and actively struggling with its questions and concerns. 

 Despite this dissertation�’s contributions to the study of Derrida, its approach in 

putting Derrida and Plato in conversation is not unique.  Indeed, most of the direct 

engagements between these two thinkers are staged by defenders of Plato who, like this 

dissertation, aim to vindicate him against the deconstructive critique.  The most 

prominent example of this type of criticism is Stanley Rosen�’s 1987 monograph 

Hermeneutics as Politics.  In this book Rosen takes Derrida�’s deconstruction of the so-

called �“metaphysics of presence�” in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” head on.  Rosen provocatively 

suggests that Derrida�’s criticisms of Plato in the Phaedrus miss the mark because Plato 

has �“no ontology;�” indeed, for Rosen �“Plato regards ontology as impossible.�”35 Rosen 

insists that the Phaedrus is not the paradigmatic expression of the metaphysics of 

presence that Derrida says it is because the latter mischaracterizes both the character of 

Socrates�’ critique of writing and the role�—or rather, the lack thereof�—of its relation to 

Being: �“�…the crucial difference between speech and writing is political, not 

ontological.�”36  By �“political,�” Rosen explains, he means �“human�” in the broad sense.  

Speech marks the presence not of truth and being, as it would if Plato thought 

ontologically, but instead signifies the presence of an intelligent human being.  As Rosen 

puts it: �“Speech, the presence of the living intelligence [i.e.  human being] is able to 

silence itself: to commune, or to strive to commune, with the silent Ideas in the silence of 

                                                 
35 Stanley Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 2nd Ed.  (New Haven: Yale University  

Press, 1987/2003): 67. 
 

36 Ibid, 54. 
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pure noesis.�”37  Writing, on the other hand, �“cannot stop talking;�” it is divorced from the 

possibility of true noetic silence.  Writing, therefore, is essentially political in a way that 

speech can never be, since speech, in Rosen�’s formulation, allows for the silence 

necessary for philosophy.  Plato�’s concern is thus not to identify speech or writing, 

presence or absence, with being, but to provide an account of the human experiences of 

politics and philosophy with respect to these phenomena.  Plato is thus an �“eidetic 

phenomenologist�” rather than an ontologist because he does not attempt to provide 

accounts (logoi) of the beings (ta onta), but to show us how the ideas (ideai) appear 

(phainomai) to us through the erotic life of philosophy. 

I follow Rosen in foregrounding Derrida�’s obfuscation of the possibility of 

silence, which I too view to as pivotal to the Phaedrus.  Although Rosen provides a 

powerful critique of Derrida�’s claims about Platonic metaphysics, and even though he 

recognizes the connection between Socrates�’ critique of writing and political life in 

Phaedrus, he does not focus, as I do, on the political character of Derrida�’s critique of 

Plato.  Thus, while Rosen�’s is a valuable defense of Plato, it does not exhaust the task of 

evaluating Derrida�’s critique in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” and indeed points to the importance 

of a comparison of Plato and Derrida�’s political thought. 

 Drew Hyland also defends Plato against Derrida�’s claims, focusing more 

explicitly on method than substantive philosophical issues as Rosen does.38  In 

                                                 
37 Ibid, 55. 
 
38 Similar, although less extensive, charges against Derrida are levied by Charles 

Griswold and Jacob Howland.  Like the present study Griswold and Howland both point 
to Plato as a resource to defend the self against the linguistic reduction of Derridean 
thought.  See Charles Griswold, Self-knowledge in Plato�’s Phaedrus, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1986): 230-241; Jacob Howland, The Paradox of Political 
Philosophy: Socrates�’ Philosophical Trial, (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield 
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Questioning Platonism: Continental Interpretations of Plato Hyland claims that Derrida 

fails to consider the Platonic dialogues as dialogues.  Hyland argues that Derrida�’s 

�“deconstruction�” of Plato depends upon an unsustainable assumption of an orthodox 

�“Platonism.�”39  Hyland, recalling Rosen, thus argues that such a Platonism is nowhere to 

be found in the dialogues of Plato.40  Derrida�’s failure to appreciate the multivocity of the 

very dialogues he criticizes for lacking multivocity keeps him from seeing that �“Plato�’s 

writing is much closer to the spirit of Derrida�’s own deconstructive strategies than 

Derrida is apparently able to realize.�”41  Hyland thus concludes that �“the issues and 

questions [Derrida] elicits are some of the very ones that Plato himself wants us to 

elicit.�”42  In other words, Hyland suggests that Plato�’s superiority to Derrida derives from 

the fact that the former is a kind of deconstructionist avant la lettre.  Derrida, however, in 

fact shares more in common with Hyland�’s own position on Plato than Hyland realizes.  

Hyland, for instance, suggests that a more nuanced reading of Plato renders the �“history 

of metaphysics�” assumed by Derrida significantly problematic.  I argue that this is 

precisely what Derrida himself is attempting to do in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy;�” insofar as he 

calls on us to �“extend ourselves�…by force of play.�”  My treatment of the relationship 

                                                                                                                                                 
Books, 1998): 13-20. 
 

39 Rosen, of course, rejects the notion that there is such a thing as �“orthodox 
Platonism,�” too, but is more concerned to refute Derrida�’s arguments about the 
�“metaphysics of presence�” than to examine the particular mechanics of Derrida�’s 
hermeneutics as Hyland is. 
 

40 Drew Hyland, Questioning Platonism: Continental Interpretations of Plato, 
(Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2004): 99. 
 

41 Ibid, FN 11, 191. 
 
42 Ibid, 122. 
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between Plato and Derrida differs from Hyland because I place greater emphasis on the 

rhetorical and performative elements of Derrida�’s texts, although I too aim to 

demonstrate that Derrida and Plato are closer on the issues of political philosophy than 

the former would like to think.   

 My position comes closest to that of Catherine Zuckert in her treatment of Derrida 

in Postmodern Platos.  Unlike Rosen and Hyland, Zuckert emphasizes the political 

character of Derrida�’s critique of Plato in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” inasmuch as Derrida 

understands Plato�’s �“suppression of writing�” to be political.43  Zuckert also looks beyond 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” suggesting the ways in which Derrida�’s reading of Plato fits into his 

broader project of resisting the excessive �“rationalization�” and �“hegemonic centralized 

control�” endemic to contemporary political life.44  While Zuckert finds that Derrida offers 

one of the most persuasive responses to the challenges of Nietzsche and Heidegger in the 

twentieth century, she ultimately concludes that Derrida�’s thought cannot entail a positive 

political component.45  Zuckert�’s work on Derrida is therefore helpful in identifying the 

extent to which Derrida�’s critique of Plato is political.  Building on her argument, my 

analysis not only presents Derrida�’s reply to the challenge she poses through his 

discussion of democracy to come, but also suggests that Plato can indeed respond to this 

challenge in a more satisfactory manner.46 

                                                 
43 Catherine Zuckert, Postmodern Platos: 216, 220, 223. 
 
44 Ibid, 225, 245. 
 
45 Ibid, 269. 
 
46 Another important book to produce a substantive comparison between Plato 

and Derrida is John Sallis�’ 2008 study, The Verge of Philosophy.  Although Sallis presents 
sensitive and provocative readings of Derrida�’s readings of Plato in turn of the Platonic 
dialogues themselves, his concerns are primarily concerned with describing how Plato 
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 In addition to this dissertation�’s contributions to the study of Derrida�’s political 

thought, it also adds to the scholarly literature on Plato�’s Sophist and Phaedrus.  

Scholarship on Plato�’s Sophist has long been dominated by Martin Heidegger�’s 

influential interpretation of the dialogue.47  According to Heidegger, the Sophist more 

than any other dialogue presents us with evidence that Plato�’s thought matured over the 

course of his lifetime.  In the Sophist we have the �“late�” Plato who jettisons �“Socratic�” 

conceptions like the Ideas in favor of a more scientific method and an embrace of 

ontology.48  The Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist therefore represents a significant 

development in Plato�’s thought: in this reading Plato is an �“obscure�” version of the more 

scientific Aristotle.  Such an interpretation, however, fails to account for the dramatic 

elements of the dialogue, which, I argue, call into question the extent to which Plato 

prefers the Eleatic Stranger to Socrates.  Until recently interpreters of the Sophist who, 

following Heidegger, assume the superiority of the Stranger to Socrates generally also 

fail to take seriously the dramatic elements of the dialogue.49  There is now, however, a 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Derrida both articulate a philosophy �“of the verge.�”  For Sallis both thinkers are 
profoundly concerned not only with the limits of philosophy, but of the moment just 
beyond those limits, or �“the verge.�”  Despite his impressive grasp of both writers, Sallis�’ 
work does not share much common ground with this study.  John Sallis, The Verge of 
Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
  

47 Martin Heidegger, Plato�’s Sophist, trans.  Richard Rojcewicz and André 
Shuwer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2003). 
 

48 This view is shared by Paul Friedlander who, although attentive to the dramatic 
elements of the dialogues, nevertheless supports the �“development�” thesis in which 
Plato�’s technical thought matures from a Socratic position to an Eleatic one.  Despite this 
maturation, though, Friedlander inconsistently claims that only Socrates�’ philosophical 
way of life �“transcends�…the conceptual analyses and ontological investigations of the 
Sophist�” (279).  See Paul Frielander, Plato Vol.  3, trans.  Hans Meyerhoff (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1969). 
 

49 Cf.  Noburu Notomi, The Unity of Plato�’s Sophist: Between the Sophist and the 
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growing consensus among Plato scholars that the dramatic elements of the Platonic 

dialogues bear importantly on their philosophical content.50  My interpretation thus 

follows those who, against Heidegger, do not assume in any straightforward way that the 

Stranger represents a later period of Plato�’s thought �“beyond�” Socrates. 

 There is, nevertheless, diversity of opinion among those interpreters who reject 

the �“development�” thesis in favor of a stronger emphasis on the literary elements of the 

dialogues.  Although these commentators agree that the Sophist dramatizes two rival 

versions of philosophy in the characters of the Stranger and Socrates, they differ in their 

evaluations of Plato�’s presentation of this rivalry.51  Jacob Howland, for instance, 

suggests that the Sophist should be understood as a crucial moment in Plato�’s 

�“philosophical trial�” of Socrates.52 I agree with Howland that the Eleatic Stranger 

                                                                                                                                                 
Philosopher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999): 63ff.   
 

50 The most persuasive case is made by Catherine Zuckert�’s magisterial study 
Plato�’s Philosophers: The Coherence of the Dialogues.  Zuckert argues 
for the necessity of relating the dialogues to one another in terms of their internal 
dramatic dates and does a considerable service to Plato scholarship by offering an 
interpretation of the dialogues along these lines.  Catherine Zuckert, Plato�’s 
Philosophers: The Coherence of the Dialogues, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,  
2009); see also Diskin Clay, Platonic Questions: Dialogues with the Silent Philosopher, 
(UniversityPark, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000); Charles Griswold  
ed., Platonic Writings/Platonic Readings, 2nd Ed.  (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988/2002); Francisco G. Gonzalez ed., The Third 
Way: New Directions in Platonic Studies (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, 1995); John Russon and John Sallis eds., Retracing the Platonic Text 
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2000); and Hyland, Questioning 
Platonism. 
 

51 One exception is Joseph Cropsey who mutes the tension between the Stranger 
and Socrates, ultimately demonstrating, however, the superiority of the latter through the 
arguments of the Stranger in Sophist and Statesman, which, he insists, provide a 
theoretical defense of Socratic �“care�” for the city.  Cf.  Josephy Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 
108-110. 
 

52 Howland, The Paradox of Political Philosophy, 5-8. 
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represents a powerful alternative and levies explicit charges against Socrates; however, I 

do not share Howland�’s conviction that the Stranger�’s criticisms of Socrates are 

ultimately persuasive.  Howland notices many of the same inconsistencies and tensions in 

the Stranger�’s method that I do, but does not attribute them to a failure of the Stranger; 

instead, Howland maintains, the Stranger practices �“philosophical polytropism�” of the 

kind Socrates practices in the Hippias Minor.53 That is, Howland argues that the 

Stranger�’s deeds in his method of division are meant to be a demonstration of the 

sophistry he will elaborate with his words in the dialogue�’s second half, and that the 

Stranger�’s positions are finally compatible with those of Socrates.  I argue, on the other 

hand, that it makes more sense with the Stranger�’s notion of ontology for him to actually 

espouse the value free method of diaer sis that he uses in the first half of the dialogue.  

Howland nevertheless concludes that neither Socrates nor the Stranger, nor even Plato 

himself ultimately exemplify the life of philosophy; rather, philosophy can only resemble 

the speeches and deeds of all three �“woven together.�”54  

 In her study of the dialogues, Plato�’s Philosophers, Catherine Zuckert also 

identifies the Sophist as constituting a philosophical challenge to Socrates through the 

Stranger.  Zuckert�’s treatment of the Sophist is notable for her careful attention to the 

various similarities and differences between the Eleatic Stranger�’s philosophical method, 

and that of Socrates.  She notes that despite their differences, the Stranger and Socrates 

share several important base assumptions; specifically, neither is optimistic about our 

human potential to reach a satisfactory account of the whole.  Despite this important 
                                                 

53 Ibid, 176-188.  Howland thus suggests that Socrates imitates the sophists in 
Hippias Minor, and that the Stranger uses a similar pedagogical method in Sophist. 
 

54 Ibid, 283. 
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similarity, Zuckert argues, Socrates emphasizes intelligible reality and the good in itself 

without ever claiming to have knowledge of these things, whereas the Stranger 

emphasizes the intelligibility of being and claims the ability to have knowledge of the 

structure of being, as is evinced by his account of being and non-being towards the end of 

the Sophist.  Zuckert, unlike Howland, suggests that Socrates escapes the Eleatic critique 

by benefiting Athens with his deeds in the testimony to philosophy that is offered by his 

death and the conversations he has with his friends leading up to his death.55 

 My analysis of the Sophist combines elements of the analyses of both Howland 

and Zuckert.  Howland�’s case that the Stranger �“plays�” at sophistry through his scientific 

method of dividing like from like makes clear many of the same tensions in this 

procedure that I do.  On the other hand, I argue that Plato�’s dramatic portrayal of the 

Stranger, particularly his depiction of the Stranger as possessing a prephilosophical 

commitment to precision and self-sufficiency, indicate that we should take the problems 

with his method more at face value than Howland does.  Thus, using observations that are 

similar to those of Howland, I reach a conclusion similar to Zuckert with respect to the 

superiority of Socrates. 

  Scholarship of the Phaedrus divides itself on the basis of the content matter of 

the dialogue itself.  The Phaedrus is a tour de force of philosophical topics, addressing 

rhetoric, eros, madness, beauty, politics, self-knowledge, the soul, poetry, writing, and 

friendship, among others.  As Derrida notes, scholars have been debating how Phaedrus 

does and does not constitute a unified whole since antiquity.56 Since I agree with Derrida 

                                                 
55 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 736-7. 
 
56 Derrida, Dissemination, 71;  William S.  Cobb also provides a useful summary 

of the debate.  See William S.  Cobb trans., The Symposium and the Phaedrus: Plato�’s 
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that Phaedrus is indeed a unified dialogue, I focus on critics who find varying emphases 

decisive in determining the foundation of this unity. 

 Like Derrida, Ronna Burger argues that writing is the central theme of Phaedrus; 

however, in contrast to Derrida, Burger makes the case that Phaedrus actually constitutes 

a powerful defense of �“a philosophic art of writing.�”57 Burger�’s central argument is that 

Phaedrus culminates in an examination of the tension between er s/spontaneous, 

particular, living speech and writing/fixity and stability, both of which seem to frustrate 

dialectics.58 She suggests that the �“convergence of motion and rest�” is rendered possible 

only through the Platonic dialogue itself; the playfulness of a writer like Plato whose 

writings dart back and forth between living speech and fixed writing through their 

depictions of Socrates in conversation.   

Charles Griswold�’s Self-Knowledge in Plato�’s Phaedrus similarly finds a unifying 

theme for Phaedrus in its treatment of self-knowledge.  Griswold demonstrates the 

centrality of the question of self-knowledge in the arguments and dramatic structure of 

the dialogue: it explicitly concerns the relationship of er s and rhetoric to self-knowledge 

on the one hand, and, on the other, is itself self-reflective through its meditation on 

writing.  Griswold argues that self-knowledge links the dialogues two other major themes 

of er s and rhetoric by focusing on what we want and how we talk about ourselves (and 

how we talk about how we talk about ourselves).59 Griswold persuasively argues that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
Erotic Dialogues (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1993): 139-141. 
 

57 Ronna Burger, Plato�’s Phaedrus: A Defense of a Philosophic Art of Writing 
(Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 1980). 
 

58 Ibid, 109. 
 
59 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 232. 
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entire structure of Phaedrus is ultimately �“palinodic�” and that the topics discussed in the 

second half are rigorously called for on account of the internal logical problems 

generated by the accounts of the dialogue�’s first half: thus, the discussion about rhetoric 

emerges because the palinode makes clear the extent to which human beings are 

separated from the Beings that would sustain us.60 

 Griswold, however, does not adequately address the issue of the dialogue�’s title 

character.  Indeed, he dismisses Phaedrus, suggesting, in a sense, an implicit notion of 

Socrates�’ self-sufficiency that undervalues the extent to which Socrates�’ interactions with 

Phaedrus are crucial to his attempt to gain self-knowledge.  More persuasive in this 

regard is Mary Nichols�’ treatment of the Phaedrus in her monograph Socrates on 

Friendship and Community.61 Nichols�’ interpretation of Phaedrus raises the issues of 

political life more directly than do those of Burger and Griswold, suggesting that the 

discussions of love, rhetoric, and writing all in different ways point towards the 

importance of friendship to political life.  Nichols�’ analysis makes a particularly 

compelling claim on the basis of the ways in which Socrates �“true art of rhetoric�” seems 

to combine dialectic and rhetoric in a way that resembles friendship.  While Nichols hints 

at the various ways in which Phaedrus points towards the importance of friendship, she 

does not fully develop the idea, instead turning to the Lysis for an answer to the question 

�“Who is the friend?�”62 My analysis thus further develops that of Nichols, who 

foregrounds the political elements of that dialogue, and offers friendship as a key theme 
                                                 

60 Ibid, 217. 
 
61 Mary P.  Nichols, Socrates on Friendship and Community: Reflections on 

Plato�’s Symposium, Phaedrus, and Lysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2009). 
 

62 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 151. 
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in the Phaedrus.  My suggestion is that the dramatic action of the Phaedrus supplements 

its speeches by depicting the friendship between Socrates and Phaedrus as a way of being 

that combines the benefits of love and speech while militating the tyrannical potential of 

each, thereby offering a better way of addressing the ultimate incommensurability of the 

other. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

 �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” and the Democratic Scene of Derrida�’s Writing 
 
 

Introduction 
  

Jacques Derrida�’s essay �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is famous for its thorough excavation 

of Plato�’s use of the Greek word pharmakon, a polysemous word that counts both 

�“remedy�” and �“poison�” among its various meanings.  Derrida identifies a peculiar but 

persistent logic tied to the use of the pharmakon in Plato�’s text and in his broader cultural 

and historical context.  The pharmakon reliably emerges as an image, copy, or alien force 

that supplants the original or the inside by (dis)simulation rather than by direct 

opposition.  Derrida attaches paramount significance to the pharmakon, showing that it at 

once opens the possibility of oppositional logic, while at the same time compromises the 

integrity of such logic through its playful slidings of meaning.  The pharmakon thus 

functions as an ambiguous origin that undermines the notion of origin-ality as such.  

Plato, who is aware of the anarchical implications of the slidings of the pharmakon, 

suppresses or �“stops�” its free play by deciding in favor of oppositional logic and its 

attendant values�—not, however, before also trying to �“save�” play by carving out a place 

for it under the �“supervision�” of the political sphere.  It is precisely Plato�’s soteriological 

game�—his attempt to neutralize play by forcing it into a prescribed space within the 

ordered whole of the city�—that exposes the threads that are then assiduously retraced and 

gently tugged by Derrida in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”  Plato�’s own suspicion of the ethical and 

political dangers entailed in the pharmakon and his attempted neutralization of these 

dangers thus ultimately makes possible the deconstruction of his text. 
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In this chapter I develop a reading of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” that explains Derrida�’s 

account of the political program at work in Plato�’s suppression of the pharmakon, why 

this program unravels, and how Derrida�’s encounter with Plato both calls for and points 

toward the outlines of a positive political program for deconstruction.  Specifically, I 

argue that Derrida emphasizes the �“dangerous�” quality of the pharmakon because it 

emerges from within the logic of the system it displaces.  Derrida�’s writing then by no 

means signals an escape �“outside�” of the Platonic oppositions that make our political 

discourse intelligible, but constitutes an attempt to show why the logic of these values, 

when pushed to its limit, renders itself questionable, but must nevertheless be affirmed.  

Derridean deconstruction attempts to unsettle the value attached to oppositional logic, not 

the logic itself.  Derrida thus takes Plato�’s concerns for political order seriously, but 

rejects them on the basis of their own standards.  The reading of the Phaedrus in �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy,�” moreover, begins with the assumption of a �“sure and subtle form,�” but the 

substantive theoretical meaning produced by this approach reveals a �“problematic of 

writing.�”  Such a finding in turn calls into question the very assumptions of a coherent 

form and authorial intent required for the initial reading.  It therefore cannot simply be 

said that Derrida either does or does not take seriously notions like Plato�’s intention.  

Derrida�’s writing constitutes, as he says, a �“double gesture�” as he conveys his �“doubled�” 

reading of Plato�’s Phaedrus.  His way of presenting his reading of the Phaedrus 

rehearses the dangerous logic of the pharmakon because, emerging from the text itself, it 

at once affirms and displaces it.1  

                                                 
1 It seems that Derrida�’s text might operate �“pharmaceutically�” in other ways as 

well.  For instance, does the logic of Derrida�’s exposition actually render it a pharmakon 
for textual commentary? Is it an imposter that supplants Platonic commentary by 
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Ultimately neither the Platonic texts, nor the systems of oppositional logic and 

hierarchical order they generate are simply cast aside or superseded; rather, they are both 

affirmed and displaced.  In its use of this �“pharmaceutical�” logic, Derrida�’s manner of 

writing about Plato demonstrates the possibility of avoiding the twin dangers of 

reproducing the Platonic suppression of writing on the one hand, and creating a miasma 

of nihilistic play on the other.  I conclude that �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” not only furnishes a 

critique of Plato with important political implications, but that Derrida�’s doubled writing 

also provides glimpses of the superstructure of a positive political program; an intimation 

of democracy to come which, like Derridean hermeneutics, requires an affirmation of 

democracy in order to bring about its deconstructive displacement and thus the opening 

of a more just future. 

  
Disseminating Prefaces 

After its initial publication in the French literary journal Tel Quel, Derrida 

included �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” in his 1972 work La dissémination (Dissemination), and I 

begin my examination of the essay by looking at that text�’s prefatory �“Hors livre�”  

(outside-the-book, or outwork).2 Through a reading of Hegel�’s thoughts on the 

simultaneous superfluity and necessity of prefaces, the Outwork introduces some of the 

relevant themes of Derrida�’s text, and the issues at stake in the titular �“dissemination.�”  

                                                                                                                                                 
imitating it, thereby throwing the origin-ality of the original (i.e., Platonic commentary) 
itself into question? 
 

2 If, as Derrida says, there �“is no outside-the-text�” (�“il n�’y a pas d�’hors-texte�”), it 
remains possible to have an outside-the-book (hors-livre).  Throughout this chapter I 
reference Barbara Johnson�’s translation of La dissemination, which I have verified and 
corrected against the original French edition.  Jacques Derrida, trans.  Barbara Johnson 
(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1981); Jacques Derrida, La dissemination 
(Paris: Éditions de seuil, 1972). 
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As Derrida�’s Outwork prefaces Dissemination by reflecting on what a preface is, and 

describing what dissemination is not, we see similarities between his approach here and 

in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” including an awareness of the political implications of his work.  

Derrida�’s thoughts on prefaces show how deconstruction plays within the identities its 

critiques, rather than simply casting them aside, thus questioning the claims of some 

critics that �“Derridean analyses can only be critical.�”3 

Derrida�’s �“Outwork�” in Dissemination, which is subtitled �“Préfaces�” (prefaces) in 

the French edition, begins with a conclusion: �“This (therefore) will not have been a 

book.�”4 This statement begs several questions.  When? If it will not have been a book, is 

it one right now? Derrida heads off the more pedantic answer as he notes that even less 

will �“this�” have been a collection of three essays with a discernible itinerary to be 

understood after the fact.5 In a sense, however, he has already told us what �“this�” is: 

Dissemination.  But a book is a written-thing, and Derrida�’s eventual treatment of writing 

complicates the �“being-present�” of something written, then after we have read Derrida�’s 

book, we will have been forced to admit that it has been no such thing.  If indeed a 

preface is supposed to spell out the arguments and findings of a work before these 

                                                 
3 Catherine Zuckert, Postmodern Platos (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1997): 269.  The observation is shared by Richard Wolin, The Seduction of 
Unreason: The Intellectual Romance with Fascism from Nietzsche to Postmodernism 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press 2004): 236; and again by Zuckert, �“The Politics of 
Derridean Deconstruction,�” Polity 23 (Spring 1991): 341; François Cusset, French 
Theory: how Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co.  transformed the intellectual life of the 
United States, trans.  Jeff Fort (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2008): 
126; Mark Lilla The Reckless Mind: Intellectuals in Politics, (New York: The New York 
Review of Books Press, 2001): 180ff; and, Brendan Sweetman, �“Postmodernism, Derrida, 
and Différance: A Critique,�” International Philosophical Quarterly 39 (March 1999): 8. 
 

4 Derrida, Dissemination, 3. 
 
5 Ibid, 3. 
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arguments are made, Derrida�’s first line is then a perfectly orthodox preface.  Derrida�’s 

ironic use of a conclusion rendered in the future perfect frustrates, however, the 

traditional function of a preface for those who are �“first comers�” to his text.  If we 

consider�—against Derrida�’s warnings�—the questioning of �“being-present�” in 

Dissemination, his introductory conclusion becomes an appropriate preface.  This, 

therefore, will indeed not have been a book�—after we have read it.  For the first-time 

reader it remains a book.  Only by attempting to affirm it as such�—that is, by attempting 

to read it�—can we appreciate the accuracy of Derrida�’s opening line.   

Stating the conclusion in advance, furthermore, points to the necessity of writing.  

If writing has been considered secondary to speech in much of the history of the West, as 

Derrida will go on to claim, it is not so in his own text.  For our purposes here, it is also 

important to note that the first line of Dissemination anticipates the rhetorical moves that 

inform Derrida�’s stance toward Plato in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”  In that text Derrida relies 

upon hermeneutical tools like authorial intent to produce his reading of the dialogue, but 

what is borne of this method sends the practice of reading a text with a view towards 

mastering the author�’s meaning into questionable territory.6 The strange logic of the 

pharmakon thus pervades Derrida�’s text, from beginning to end. 

Derrida also notices that the logic of the preface does not need to be deconstructed 

to appear questionable.  Indeed, he introduces the theme of writing, so prominent in 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” by means of a discussion of prefaces.  A preface, he maintains, 

works as if its writer were to say: 

                                                 
6 I discuss this in more length in the section entitled: �“Getting a few fingers  

caught.�”   
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Here is what I wrote, then read, and what I am writing that you are going to read.  
After which you will again be able to take possession of this preface which in sum 
you have not yet begun to read, even though, once having read it, you will already 
have anticipated everything that follows and thus you might just as well dispense 
with reading the rest.7  

 
A proper introduction, as many college professors perhaps already knew, makes reading 

the rest of the text a superfluous activity.  Derrida points out that G.W.F.  Hegel, by 

contrast, considers prefaces�—rather than what comes after them �—to be perverse and 

supplementary.  In his prefaces to the Phenomenology of Spirit and the Science of Logic 

Hegel parses the ambiguous logic of the preface, examining his own prefatory activity.  

In the Preface to the Phenomenology, Hegel remarks that �“the real issue [i.e.  knowledge 

of truth] is not exhausted by stating it as an aim, but by carrying it out, nor is the result 

the actual whole, but rather the result together with the process through which it came 

about.�”8 The essential and ludicrous operation of prefacing is perhaps even more essential 

and even more ludicrous to Hegel, for whom the Concept presents itself historically.  A 

preface is necessarily outside of philosophy for Hegel, because truth/the Concept unveils 

itself through Spirit.  If �“presuppositionless thought�” is indeed the goal of Hegelian logic, 

then the preface must become, as Derrida notes, a struggle �“external to philosophy since 

it takes place rather in a didactic setting than within the self-presentation of the concept.�”9 

Yet Hegel still attaches prefaces to his works to comment precisely on the extent to 

which they are exterior and superfluous!  

                                                 
7 Ibid, 7. 
 
8 G.W.F.  Hegel, Phenomenology of Sprit, trans.  A.V.  Miller (New York: Oxford 

University Press 1977). 
 

9 Derrida, Dissemination, 12. 
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Derrida observes that the �“external and didactic�” preface crucially draws our 

attention to the issue of writing.  It is the need for Hegel to write the System down that 

jarringly demonstrates the extent to which the Concept does not merely present itself to 

us.  The preface, this thing �“external�” to philosophy, implicates itself on the inside of 

philosophy, and brings writing along with it.  Absolute Knowledge needs no prefacing 

because it is logic, but Hegel needs to tell us this before he presents it.  It is not present 

but present-ed.  Derrida thus asks: �“But why is all this explained precisely in prefaces? 

What is the status of this third term which cannot simply, as a text, be either inside 

philosophy or outside it, neither in the markings, nor in the marchings, nor in the margins 

of the book?�”10 Far from a marginal issue, then, the activity of prefacing forces questions 

about the status of writing to the fore.   

In another reversal of what we expect in a preface, Derrida also spends a 

significant amount of textual space explaining what the titular �“dissemination�” is not, and 

how it differs from other similar projects in the history of Western philosophy�—

particularly two modern variations in the form of the Hegelian logic and Hobbesian 

nominalism.  In explaining what he means by �“dissemination,�” Derrida says that part of 

the task is to interrogate the �“law that compels us�” to apply the name �“writing�” to �“that 

which critiques, deconstructs, wrenches apart, the traditional, hierarchical opposition[s]�” 

of writing/speech, matter/idea, theory/practice, etc.11 Such an investigation is indeed 

launched under the banner of the pharmakon in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”  Derrida�’s emphasis 

there and here on oppositional logic, however, might seem to be challenged by the 

Hegelian System, even though the Outwork also shows the extent to which Derrida�’s own 
                                                 

10 Ibid, 15. 
 
11 Ibid, 4. 
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questions appear operative in Hegel�’s own texts.  Insofar as Hegel�’s logic demonstrates 

the way in which oppositions resolve through a dialectical sublation that at once cancels 

and preserves the terms of the opposition, it offers a compelling manner of addressing the 

relationship between the �“traditional hierarchical oppositions�” listed above.12  

Anticipating such a challenge, Derrida heads Hegel off at the pass.  He argues�—

speaking here of différance�—that Hegelian synthesis fails to comprehend a Derridean 

text because it functions �“according to a relation that no speculative dialectic of the same 

and the other can master, for the simple reason that such a dialectic always remains an 

operation of mastery.�”13 A system founded on mastery and submission cannot move 

beyond its own economy, but forever attempts to master itself and its others, weaving 

each moment into its increasingly complex texture that obscures the initial struggle.  In 

the Philosophy of Right, however, Hegel claims that the development of the modern state 

signals a rational escape from the atavistic struggle of mastery and slavery that forms the 

basis of consciousness.14 This is because the rational subjects of the modern state 

recognize the objective ground of freedom in the state, and the state also recognizes that 

its own status as objective rationality depends on its recognition of the vitality of the 

individual subject.15 Hegel in effect argues that through the dialectical movement of 

                                                 
12 Derrida, of course, interprets Hegel and his relationship to deconstruction in 

many other texts.  See Jacques Derrida, Glas, trans.  John P.  Leavey Jr and Richard Rand 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press 1990); Ibid, �“From Restricted to General 
Economy: A Hegelianism Without Reserve,�” in Writing and Difference, trans.  Alan Bass 
(University of Chicago Press, 1978): 251-276. 
 

13 Derrida, Dissemination, 5. 
 
14 G.W.F.  Hegel, Phenomenology, §177-196. 
 
15 G.W.F.  Hegel, Philosophy of Right, trans.  H.B.  Nesbit (Cambridge:  

Cambridge 
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Spirit in history�—a dialectic of �“the same and the other,�” described from the perspective 

of consciousness in the Phenomenology of Spirit�—modern freedom has developed out of 

an operation of mastery.16 Derrida contends, on the contrary, that even modern freedom 

remains thoroughly entrenched in the master-slave dialectic, and that Hegel�’s claims on 

behalf of �“Absolute Knowledge�” and the modern ethical life of the state are untenable 

because mastery and submission remain essential to its logic.  Dissemination thus offers a 

way of thinking about a �“relation�”�—in the pharmakon for instance�—that defers the initial 

conflict required to get Spirit off the ground, and to allow History to take flight.  For 

Derrida, the Owl of Minerva is unable to tell if the light in the sky is dusk or dawn.     

 So dissemination promises to address binary oppositions in a way that avoids the 

problematic lineage of Hegel.  It would be mistaken, however, to assume that the series 

of strategies and texts here called dissemination promise a political �“way out�” through 

metaphysics.  Derrida recognizes that an attempt to escape from or �“go further�” than 

Hegel remains essentially within the eminence of his dialectic.  Dissemination, unlike the 

Hegelian System, does not presume to transcend or sublate its own metaphysical and 

historical foundations into a promised land of freedom, because it recognizes the extent to 

which such a structural movement remains within a logic that is itself at issue.  If the 

Hegelian System begins from mastery, then it is bound to this origin, and it is Derrida�’s 

recognition of the persistence of origins that allows him to work around Hegel.17   

                                                                                                                                                 
University Press, 2004): Preface, 22. 
 

16 Cf.  Alexandre Kojève, �“In Place of an Introduction,�” Introduction to the 
Reading of Hegel, trans.  James H.  Nichols (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980): 
3-30. 
 

17 In his earlier book, Writing and Difference, Derrida�’s essay �“From a Restricted  
to General Economy,�” looks at Batailles�’ reading of Hegel.  Derrida muses that the 
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 Continuing his description of dissemination, Derrida admits that putting the �“old 

names to work,�” as he does, runs another risk: the risk of �“settling down�” in the system to 

be deconstructed.18 A failure to own up to this risk is to be content in arguing, as does 

Hobbes in Leviathan, that names are merely conventional signs, without dwelling with 

the implications of what such a fact might mean, remains within the same traditional 

system at issue.  From Derrida�’s perspective, Hobbesian philosophy stays essentially 

entrenched within the system of thought it attempts to critique inasmuch as it substitutes 

matter as a place holder for the �“transcendental signified.�”19 The modern project of 

liberation is thus shown, like the later project of Hegel, to be complicit in reproducing the 

old forms it means to leave behind or overcome.  To do away with the old names by fiat, 

as Hobbes appears to do with his repudiation of Aristotelian teleology, abstracts from 

history and assumes a type of ideality to the classical oppositions that Derrida shows has 

never been the case.  One must instead recognize that the classical oppositions emerge 

from a �“dissymmetric, hierarchically ordered space whose closure is constantly being 

traversed by the forces, and worked by the exteriority, that it represses.�”20 As Derrida 

shows in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” Plato attempts to create a system of ordered oppositions, 

but instead generates the kind of �“dissymmetric, hierarchically ordered space�” described 

above.    

                                                                                                                                                 
Hegelian logos �“in completing itself�” could include all forms in itself, �“[e]xcept, perhaps, 
a certain laughter�” (Derrida, �“From a Restricted to General Economy, 254).  If this is the 
case, then in Dissemination Derrida begins to tell the jokes that will elicit this laughter.   
 

18 Derrida, Dissemination, 5. 
 
19 Ibid.  Cf.  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed.  Edwin Curley (Indianapolis, IN: 

Hackett Publishing Company Inc., 1994): Book 1, Chapters 1, 4, and 5. 
 

20 Derrida, Dissemination, 5.   
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 Dissemination therefore addresses classical oppositions without recourse to 

Hegelian synthesis or Hobbesian nominalism.  Derrida prefaces his work by showing that 

two of the dominant philosophical articulations of modernity�—its beginning in Hobbes 

and its ending in Hegel�—fail to comprehend the deconstructive project astir in 

Dissemination.  What is especially significant about the distinction he draws between 

these modern projects and his own is that in distinguishing dissemination from modern 

thought Derrida does not reject the emancipatory ideal of the Enlightenment, but rather 

critiques it on its own terms.  It is not enough to fight fire with fire.  There is no way to 

move beyond hierarchically ordered oppositions, because acknowledging such a 

�“beyond�” accredits the oppositions one would overturn, leaving them essentially intact.  

Far from a critic of Enlightenment, Derrida presents himself as the first to truly bring the 

Enlightenment goals of skeptical philosophical liberation to fruition.  What remains is to 

play within them.  One must resign the goals and values of the emancipatory ideal to get 

them back on the strength of the absurd. 

 In order to do this Derrida sketches the two �“operations�” required for 

deconstruction.  First: �“an indispensable phase of reversal.�”21 Derrida warns against the 

tendency to stop at reversal, saying that an attitude of �“neutralizing indifference�” with 

respect to classical oppositions permits them to continue to �“dominate the field.�”22 One 

must rather incorporate a second moment of �“intervention.�”  Deconstruction, understood 

here as dissemination, requires not only �“reversal�” or critique but also�“intervention,�” an 

                                                 
21 Ibid, 6. 
 
22 Ibid.  Note that the arguments cited above which suggest that Derridean 

analyses must always remain critical accuse Derrida of fostering precisely such 
indifference.  Cf. supra note 5. 
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active engagement with the substantive issues at stake.  Neither movement is self-

sufficient: �“These two operations must be conducted in a kind of disconcerting simul, in a 

movement of the entire field that must be coherent�…but at the same time differentiated, 

and stratified.�”23 Derrida�’s use of the image of a simul�—a demonstration in which a 

single chess player plays several games against different opponents at the same time�—is 

evocative and appropriate.  As philosophy�’s Bobby Fisher, Derrida �“disconcertingly�” 

plays multiple games at the same time.  He employs one strategy in one moment, and 

uses an apparently contradictory in the next.  The demonstration, however, must also 

remain coherent: chess is not chess if both (or any) of the players fail to abide by the 

rules.  So too Derrida promises a certain coherence or truth to what he says.  The field is 

as differentiated and stratified as the characteristics of the different opponents, and each 

game necessarily takes on the texture given to it by a particular opponent.  Derrida�’s 

textual investigations deploy specific strategies that vary depending on the nature of the 

subject matter, so the Derrida of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is not necessarily the Derrida of 

Glas.24 Finally, while it is surely possible to describe a strategy for a single game of 

chess�—a game marked with a clear beginning and ending, in which the players start with 

their pieces all in a row�—it seems difficult, if not impossible, to devise a strategy for 

anyone playing five games at once.  By suggesting that he approaches texts and ideas in 

                                                 
23 Ibid.   
 
24 In his final published interview in the French newspaper Le Monde, Derrida 

says: �“In every situation, it is necessary to create an appropriate mode of exposition, to 
invent the law of the singular event, to take account of the supposed or desired 
recipient; and at the same time to pretend that this writing will form [déterminer], who 
will learn to read (to live) this [text]�…Every book is a pedagogy destined to form its  
reader�” (Jacques Derrida, «Je suis en guerre contre moi-même,» Le Monde, 19 August 
2004, interview by Jean Birnbaum.  My translation.). 
 



 45

this way, Derrida cautions against attempts to reduce his textual simul to a simplistic 

method or hermeneutic.  This is not to say that Derridean deconstruction is not 

intelligible; rather, Derrida himself tells us that appreciating his work involves tracking 

multiple strands simultaneously, and that it changes depending on the character of the 

text at hand.  As we move now to Derrida�’s encounter with Plato�’s Phaedrus we see that 

the complexity of his treatment of Plato�’s demonstrates that such caution is necessary, but 

is rewarded by a richer understanding both of Derrida�’s claims about the particular text, 

and in terms of the substantive claims he makes about philosophy and politics.   

This examination of Derrida�’s Outwork, furthermore, demonstrates another 

important element of Derrida�’s writing.  Derrida�’s �“deconstruction�” of the preface does 

not move beyond or destroy the concept of the preface as such.  Rather, the Outwork�’s 

unconventional and allusive introductions of themes, and its playful and ironic rhetorical 

moves do, in fact, abide by the structural laws of a preface, while simultaneously 

revealing their shortcomings and incoherencies.  The complexity of this movement in 

Derrida�’s �“Outwork�” thus prepares us for his similarly complex treatment of Plato in 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” and provides an example how Derrida can displace the logic of a 

system, but can do so in a way that playfully remains within that system. 

  
Histology 

 Derrida opens �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” with some thoughts on hermeneutics.  He 

observes that, �“[a] text is not a text unless it hides from its first comer, from the first 

glance, the law of its composition and the rules of its game.�”25 As noted above, this is 

certainly the case with Derrida�’s own text, as Dissemination�’s own first line seems 
                                                 

25 Derrida, Dissemination, 63. 
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inscrutable at first glance.26 Because of this concealment, �“the laws and rules of a text�” 

risk being �“definitively lost;�” in other words, �“the dissimulation of the woven texture�” 

can take �“centuries�” to undo its web.27 One must look beyond the image created by the 

tapestry, focusing instead on the individual strands with which it is woven.  Approaching 

a text thus requires the risk of �“getting a few fingers caught,�” of adding �“some new 

thread.�”28 Such an addition is not merely postmodern caprice but �“being given to read.�”  

Derrida elaborates this claim, continuing with his �“textile�” metaphor: �“One must manage 

to think this out: that it is not a question of embroidering upon a text, unless one 

considers that to know how to embroider still means to have the ability to follow the 

given thread.  That is, if you follow me, the hidden thread.�”29 In reading one must 

therefore think like the weaver, the writer; one must attempt to understand the writer as 

she understands herself.  One must, �“in a single gesture�—but doubled (dédoublé),�” read 

and write.30 One must avoid the Scylla of excessive virtuosity and the Charybdis of 

hermeneutical caution: �“The same foolishness, the same sterility obtains in the �‘not 

                                                 
26 See infra page 3ff.   
 
27 Derrida, Dissemination, 63.  Is it a coincidence that Hegel uses this same  

histological metaphor to introduce his philosophical project? Hegel claims that opponents 
of the idea of historical progress condemn philosophy to unweaving its tapestries, just as 
Homer�’s Penelope is said to do in the Odyssey (Hegel, �“Preface,�” Philosophy of Right, 
10).  Derrida here seems to claim that a tapestry which appears complete must be un-
woven and reworked to be grasped.  This is, again, a startlingly consistent way of 
describing his way of engaging with texts, and, yet again, the ways in which his project 
undermines that of Hegel. 
 

28 Ibid. 
 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 Ibid, 64. 
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serious�’ as in the �‘serious.�’�”31 Derrida thus considers his approach to the text as a 

moderate position between the poles of pernicious frivolity and unimaginative 

traditionalism.  He aims, as he puts it, to abide by the necessities of a game, by the logic 

of play.32  

Early on Derrida also comments on the purpose of his engagement with Plato.  

�“To a considerable degree,�” he notes, �“we have already said all we meant to say�…[o]ur 

lexicon, at any rate is not far from being exhausted,�” with the exception of the occasional 

supplement.33 Derrida thus again summons the specter of Hegel whose thesis about 

philosophy�’s achievement of Absolute Knowledge can also be interpreted as something 

like the �“end of history,�” that we have truly said all we meant to say.  He then calls for his 

reader�’s patience if �“we continue on awhile�…[i]f we extend ourselves by force of play.�”34 

                                                 
31 Ibid. 
 
32 Derrida�’s characterization of his reading of the Phaedrus in this way is  

especially interesting, even humorous, because he is frequently accused of both of the 
excesses named above.  Indeed, critics like Yoav Rinon and Brendan Sweetman contend 
that Derrida has little regard for Plato�’s text and lacks internal consistency, on the one 
hand; while critics like Jacob Howland, Drew Hyland, Steven Shankman, and Stanley 
Rosen suggest that Derrida�’s approach to Plato�’s texts relies upon a notion of �“Platonism�” 
of which Plato himself was critical.  In the penultimate section of this chapter I shall 
demonstrate how Derrida�’s reading of Plato can only be understood in light of the 
substantive philosophical issues with which �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is concerned.   See Yoav 
Rinon, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida I: �‘Plato�’s Pharmacy,�’�” The Review of 
Metaphysics 46 (Dec.  1992): 369-386, and Ibid, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida II: 
Phaedrus,�” The Review of Metaphysics 46 (March 1993): 537-558; Brendan Sweetman, 
�“Postmodernism, Derrida, and Différance: A Critique;�” Jacob Howland, The Paradox of 
Political Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield Publishers, 1998), 13-20; 
Drew Hyland, �“Derrida�’s Plato�” in Questioning Platonism: Continental Interpretations of 
Plato; Stanley Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics.  A more balanced approach to Derrida�’s 
reading of Plato is taken by Catherine Zuckert in Postmodern Platos.  Catherine Zuckert, 
Postmodern Platos (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). 
 

33 Derrida, Dissemination, 65. 
 
34 Ibid, 65. 
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Derrida justifies his reading of Plato by suggesting that the �“play�” of dissemination, or 

deconstruction, can extend us beyond the end of history.  Derridean deconstruction thus 

in a certain way resembles the attempts of Nietzsche�’s Zarathustra to reinvigorate a 

stagnant culture that believes �“everything has been said.�”35  Even as he brings about the 

�“closure�” of metaphysics, Derrida envisions his reading of Plato to have the potential to 

breathe new life into philosophy.  36 

  
The Pharmakon: A Prescription for Trouble 

When he begins to address the Phaedrus, Derrida positions himself as a defender 

of the integrity of Plato�’s text.  He notes that the dialogue �“was obliged to wait almost 

twenty-five centuries before anyone gave up the idea that it was�…badly composed.�”37 

Derrida responds to this �“grossly insensitive reading�” of the critical tradition�—which 

maintains that Plato is inconsistent in condemning writing in writing�—by defending the 

�“hypothesis of a rigorous, sure, and subtle form,�” which he considers �“naturally more 

fertile.�”38 It is only by paying attention to the form in this way that he uncovers the 

hidden thread of writing, found amidst �“a more secret organization�” of themes, names, 

and words, that is �“rigorously called for from one end of the Phaedrus to the other.�”39 

Derrida�’s close reading of the Platonic text extends so far that he posits significance in 

                                                 
35 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra trans.  Adrian Del Caro  

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 31ff. 
 

36 The final section of this chapter addresses the question of Derrida�’s 
hermeneutical strategy in the reading of the Phaedrus offered in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” in 
more detail. 
 

37 Derrida, Dissemination, 65. 
 
38 Ibid, 67. 
 
39 Ibid.   
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the fact that the topic of writing is broached �“[a]t the precisely calculated center of the 

dialogue.�”40  

At the precisely calculated center of the dialogue indeed, Plato introduces not 

only the issue of writing (grammata) but of the speechwriter, the logographer.  This 

begins a series of associations in Plato�’s text that form the basis of Derrida�’s eventual 

emphasis on the pharmakon.  Derrida identifies the logographer as a �“ghost writer,�” one 

who composes speeches for litigants in a law court and is thus absent when his speeches 

are delivered.  The logographer writes what he would not otherwise say or even think; he 

is, Derrida argues, �“already entrenched in the posture of the sophist: the man of 

nonpresence and nontruth.�”41 The portrayal of the logographer announces the 

incompatibility between writing and truth by aligning the logographer with the sophist.  

The myth of the cicadas�—contrived by Socrates for Phaedrus just before the discussion 

of speech writing�—links absence with death as those made absent to themselves through 

song eventually die.  These associations produce a matrix of binary oppositions (i.e.  

speech, presence, truth, and life/ writing, absence, falsehood, and death) that are operative 

in Plato�’s text and that will be destabilized in Derrida�’s analysis of the pharmakon. 

As these associations are formed, Derrida notices Plato�’s repeated use of forms of 

the word �“pharmakon,�” a word that means�—among other things�—both remedy and 

poison.42 Plato�’s use of this word reaches a peak in Socrates�’ myth on the Egyptian origin 

                                                 
40 Ibid, 68.  Derrida here appears to be following one of the hermeneutical 

guidelines suggested by Leo Strauss.  Cf.  Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art ofWriting, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 25. 
 

41 Derrida, Dissemination, 68. 
 
42 For a useful survey of the various meanings of pharmakon in Plato�’s text and  

beyond please see Michael A.  Rinella, �“Revisiting the Pharmacy: Plato, Derrida, and the 
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of writing, in which the King judges Theuth�’s new invention of grammata �“a pharmakon 

(drug/remedy) for memory.�”  The introduction of the pharmakon and its derivatives in 

Plato�’s text, however, occurs far earlier�—interestingly, just before Socrates bids 

�‘farewell�’ to myths.  That is, when Phaedrus inquires about Socrates�’ opinion concerning 

the mythological significance of the setting of the dialogue.  Phaedrus mentions that the 

young girl Orithyia is said to have been swept away by the North Wind while playing 

with another girl named Pharmaceia.  Pharmakon is in this way linked to both play and 

death. 

 Soon after this first conjuration of the pharmakon, it occurs again, as Socrates 

refers to the Lysian speech concealed by his companion as the pharmakon that has lured 

him out of the city into the countryside.  The pharmakon intrigues Socrates because it is 

concealed from him; it is an object of desire because it is not explicit: �“[i]f a speech could 

be purely present, unveiled, naked, offered up in person in its truth, without the detours of 

a signifier foreign to it, if at the limit an undeferred logos were possible, it would not 

seduce anyone.�”43 The very obscurity of the pharmakon makes the dialogue, and in 

another way, as we shall see, all of philosophy possible.  If the truth were truly present to 

us�—if an �“undeferred logos�” were indeed possible�—there would be no need of Socrates, 

or of Plato, for that matter.  Phaedrus�’ clandestine or esoteric writing, his pharmakon, is 

the source of philosophy.  And this dramatic detail of the dialogue allows Derrida to 

make his first observation about the significance of the pharmakon: 

The pharmakon would be a substance�…if we didn�’t eventually have to come to 
recognize it as antisubstance itself: that which resists any philosopheme, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Morality of Political Deceit,�” Polity 24, No.  1 (2007), 134-153. 
 

43 Derrida, Dissemination, 71. 
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indefinitely exceeding its bounds as nonidentity, nonessence, nonsubstance; 
granting philosophy by that very fact the inexhaustible adversity of what founds it, 
and the infinite absence of what funds it.44 

 
If the unseen pharmakon, or its intoxicating appeal, gets Socrates moving, and thus 

makes Plato�’s dialogue possible, then the conceptual pharmakon at issue in �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy�” emerges as the �“fonds sans fond,�” the fund without bottom, or the bottom 

without a source, that makes philosophy possible.  The art of Plato�’s dialogue is an image 

of the way in which the obscurity or ambiguity of the pharmakon makes possible all 

philosophy, while at the same time bringing it to closure.   

 Derrida pauses to wonder whether it is �“after all�” by chance that the association of 

writing with the pharmakon is developed in Plato�’s text, deciding that �“the intention and 

intonation are recognizably the same: one and the same suspicion envelops in a single 

embrace the books and the drug, writing and whatever works in an occult, ambiguous 

manner open to empiricism and chance, governed by the ways of magic and not the laws 

of necessity.�”45  Plato�’s smear campaign against writing/the pharmakon is systematic.  

The Phaedrus is governed by an ethical choice: control over contingency, certainty over 

ambiguity, and the laws of necessity over the ways of magic.  But writing is far from the 

only thing at stake in the Phaedrus: �“the question of writing opens as a question of 

morality.  It is truly morality that is at stake, both in the sense of the opposition between 

good and evil or good and bad, and in the sense of mores, public morals, and social 

conventions.  It is a question of knowing what is done and what is not done.�”46 Derrida 

                                                 
44 Ibid, 70, emphasis mine. 
 
45 Derrida, Dissemination, 73. 
 
46 Ibid, 74. 
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thus argues that Plato�’s choice to present writing/the pharmakon as unseemly is 

ultimately owing to an ethical commitment to the possibility of morality itself�—a debate 

made all the more pressing given his confrontation with the sophists.  The discussion of 

morality, in turn, predicates itself on the question of the nature of origins, to which we 

now turn. 

  
An Original Argument 

 Derrida observes that Socrates�’ response to the question of whether writing is 

�“seemly�” or appropriate (euprepia) is presented in myth form.  Indeed, Socrates�’ myth is 

not only a myth, but a myth that is a rumor with an uncertain origin, a mere �“heard thing�” 

(ako ).  What Derrida here observes, then, is actually an instance of Socrates�’ profound 

consistency.  The truth about writing�—its non-truth�—�“cannot be discovered in ourselves 

by ourselves.�”47 Writing, myth, and rumor are all in the realm of uncertainty and 

contingency that Derrida�’s Plato is concerned to condemn, and this is because they are all 

severed from their origin.  This is a provocative move, Derrida points out, because 

writing is later accused of repeating without knowing, and this is precisely what Socrates 

does in repeating his myth: �“One thus begins by repeating without knowing�—through a 

myth�—the definition of writing, which is to repeat without knowing.�”48 In this way 

Derrida uses the un-original basis of Socrates�’ account of writing as a launch pad for his 

discussion of original-ity as such. 

 Derrida observes that although Theuth/Thoth invents writing, its value is 

determined by the King (�“god-the-king,�” Thamus, Ammon-Ra).  This is a strange fact, he 
                                                 

47 Ibid. 
 
48 Ibid, 75. 
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notes, since �“[g]od-the-king does not know how to write;�” rather, �“this ignorance or 

incapacity only testifies to his sovereign independence.�”49 Indeed, God-the-king has no 

reason to write: he has what Derrida calls an �“undeferred�” logos: �“He speaks, he says, he 

dictates, and his word suffices.�”50 God-the-king, in the posture of the father, says what 

has value.  �“Platonism,�” Derrida avers, contains the thesis that the �“origin and power�” of 

the logos comes from its father.  Logos is an evaluating faculty, but its own value 

emanates from its origin, understood as whatever occupies the �“paternal position.�”  Thus 

both metaphorically and literally, the logos relies upon its origin for its worth. 

�“Not,�” Derrida qualifies, �“that this happens especially and exclusively in Plato.  

Everyone knows this or can easily imagine it.  But the fact that �‘Platonism,�’ which sets up 

the whole of Western metaphysics in its conceptuality, should not escape the generality 

of this structural constraint, even illustrates it with incomparable subtlety and force, 

stands out as all the more significant.�”51 At stake, then, is not merely a question of 

Platonic interpretation, but a �“generalized structure�” that informs all of Western 

metaphysics: how we speak of something as having an origin, and the normative 

significance attached to the notion of original-ity.  Take for instance, a proposition that 

comes from the history of political philosophy.  If, as John Locke argues in the Second 

Treatise, we are in a sense equal, and free by nature; if, in other words, human beings 

have freedom and equality as their original state, our system of government should reflect 

the character of the origin.  Or, put another way, the integrity of the liberal democratic 

                                                 
49 Ibid, 76.   
 
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Ibid. 
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regime advocated by Locke depends upon an account of our origins.  This generalized 

structure recurs in 20th Century liberal thinkers like John Rawls, who indeed posits an 

account of the �“original position�” as the basis for government.  Even though Rawls sheds 

the language of nature so prevalent in Locke, his logic abides by the same essential 

structural constraints as Plato.  Origins justify or dictate the value of that which issues 

forth from them: this is this �“generalized structure�” that seems to emerge from Plato that 

Derrida aims to destabilize!52 

 To return to the argument: logos, importantly, is not the father, but rather the 

origin of the logos is its father.  The father vouches for the word of the son.  Socrates 

criticizes writing precisely insofar as it lacks its father as present, living intelligence, as 

one who can respond when questioned.53 Logos is preferable to grammata because of the 

presence of its origin, the father.  This very structure is infiltrated, Derrida suggests, by 

an unexamined, or covertly inserted, ethical or political preference.  He argues that the 

effect of Socrates�’ critique of writing is to cast it in the posture of the orphan.  We pity 

orphaned writing because it lacks a source, yet we also reproach it because it ostensibly 

                                                 
52 Derrida, of course, avoids foregrounding the rather transparent critique of the 

logic of Christianity that is implied in this argument�—although it is hardly veiled at all.  
If Christ the Logos proceeds and receives authority from God the Father (the occupant of 
the �“paternal position�” par excellence), then at stake is the human logic of Christian 
Revelation as well.  Of course, the more complex Trinitarian arguments of St.  Augustine, 
among others, would pose a problem for Derrida�’s critique here.  For some of the 
applications of the basic logic of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” to Christian Scripture, see Robert 
M.  Price, �“St.  John�’s Apothecary: Differance and the Advent of Meaning,�” Biblical 
Interpretation 6, Vol.  1: 105-112; for a robust defense of the Christian literary tradition 
against Derrida�’s challenge see David Lyle Jeffrey, People of the Book (Cambridge: 
Eerdmans): 353-374. 
 

53 Ibid, 77. 
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�“achiev[es] emancipation with complacent self-sufficiency.�”54 From the perspective of 

the Father/the King, writing carries with it �“a desire for orphanhood and patricidal 

subversion.�”55 Whereas spoken words �“are their father�’s responsible presence,�” written 

words are marred by their status as intransigent outlaws, as irresponsible absence.  The 

same web of suspicion that Plato weaves around the pharmakon therefore entangles 

writing.  So the official condemnation of writing/the pharmakon reinforces the series of 

associations with the pharmakon that Derrida has already identified.  Derrida�’s Plato�—

and the entire history of so-called �“Western metaphysics�” that follows him�—chooses to 

place logos (reason or speech) in the �“paternal position.�”  This structure in turn situates 

logos or speech in a �“position�” that is logically prior to writing.  Writing is an imitation of 

logos, and thus has less essence, or is less true.  Logos is the origin of writing, and writing 

must turn to speech for its value.  This is not as remarkable in itself as it is as an 

emblematic example of an entire structure that Derrida here unravels. 

Logos is, conversely, the pious son that �“recognizes its debt, lives off that 

recognition and forbids itself, thinks it can forbid itself, parricide.�”56 But what is parricide 

in this context but suicide? What I attempt to preserve in preserving the father of the 

logos is nothing less than my self as the origin of speech.  So the question of the �“legal or 

moral�” character of the relationship that Derrida raises next is all the more alarming.  In 

saving logos, Plato attempts to save the self.  If words are, indeed, �“their father�’s 

responsible presence�” then political responsibility seems also to rely upon the structure at 

                                                 
54 Ibid. 
 
55 Ibid. 
 
56 Ibid. 
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issue.57 Derrida no doubt knows, as Aristotle observes in the Politics, that we are thought 

to be political animals on account of our distinctive capacity for rational speech.  If it is 

the case that the relationship of logos to its origin is problematic, then at issue is nothing 

less than the possibility of responsible speech, and of rationally ordered political 

community.  Is there a normative significance to the origin of a person or thing? of a 

speech? Can we speak of the human self as the origin of speech? What does this mean for 

how we live? Far from a mere analyse de texte, or disinterested ontological fantasy, 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” implicates itself in some of the central questions of political 

philosophy.58 

Derrida views the use of the �“present father�” as the foundation for privileging 

speech over writing to be, on its face, problematic.  He argues that putting logos in the 

�“paternal position�” is impossible because it is every bit as absent as writing: �“[o]nly a 

power of speech can have a father.  The paternal figure is father to a speaking�…being.  In 

other words, it is precisely logos that enables us to perceive and investigate something 

like paternity.�”59 Derrida argues that there is no �“father�” without logos.  By privileging 

the present subject in the way that is indicated by the phrase �“father of the logos,�” we are 

                                                 
57 Jacques de Ville also recognizes the implications of this particular argument for  

subjectivity and modern law in liberal democracy.  Jacques de Ville, �“Revisiting Plato�’s 
Pharmacy,�” International Journal for the Semiotics of Law 23 (April 2010): 239-242. 
 

58 I hope that it is also clear that Derrida�’s essay is consequently not reducible to  
the �“summary�” provided by Chris Mortensen, or any like it: �“1.  Plato's Phaedrus is best 
interpreted as the claim that speech is privileged over writing.  2.  This is essentially the 
same as the claim that truth excludes falsity and is privileged over it.  3.  These claims 
underly all Western metaphysics.  4.  But they are wrong.�”  Chris Mortensen, �“Plato�’s 
Pharmacy and Derrida�’s Drugstore,�” Language and Communication 20 (2000): 329-346, 
334. 
 

59 Ibid, 80.   
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not �“preserving�” the father or logos; we instead define the father with reference to and 

with the logos�—the very thing to which he is by definition prior.  �“Father of the logos�” is 

a problematic locution, Derrida maintains, because while at once privileging presence, 

the trope �“father of the logos�” says nothing about the father himself, referring essentially 

to his relationship to logos.  As Michael Naas puts it: �“The son is the father of the father, 

the father already an effect of the son.�”60 We prefer logos because of its present father, 

but the logic of the locution is actually ambiguous because the father is defined only in 

reference to the thing to which he is logically prior: to wit, there is no �“father�” without 

logos.  The criterion for preferring logos to grammata is thus called into question since 

spoken logos is every bit as much defined by absence�—�“orphaned�”�—as writing. 

Through the issue of identifying the �“father�” of speech and the metaphysics of 

presence assumed in such a configuration, the logic of the Platonic text thereby brushes 

up against the issue of �“origin-ality�” as such.  Derrida traces this issue across several 

more Platonic dialogues, finding that in every instance the origin of the beings or the 

ideas to be somehow obscured: �“of this origin of value and of appearing beings, it is not 

possible to speak directly.�”61 One cannot, in effect, speak of that which enables us to 

speak.  Yet Derrida, here referring to the image of the sun in Book 7 of the Republic, 

recognizes that this is not an esoteric metaphysical issue, but one that pertains to the 

possibility of authority, order, and hierarchy as such: �“One has to turn away toward logos 

when the sun seems to withdraw during its eclipse.  Dead, extinguished, or hidden, that 

                                                 
60 Naas, Taking on the Tradition, 12-13. 
 
61 Ibid, 82. 
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star is more dangerous than ever.�”62 Just as in the preface on prefaces, writing introduces 

itself as an unlikely �“snag�” in the Hegelian system, so too in Platonism does writing play 

a crucial, unacknowledged role.  The privileging of speech over writing is really an 

irrational preference for presence, authority, the individual, speech, and hierarchy.  And 

this preference remains embedded in all those logical structures which seem to rely upon 

having recourse to the original to justify the image, or the progeny.  As Derrida shows the 

ties that bind absence to presence, he complicates our ability to identify and depend upon 

origins to explain images.  But what makes possible the slipping and sliding from image 

to original and back? What allows Derrida to say that absence is always implicated in 

presence? Nothing less, we shall see, than the very writing/the pharmakon that this 

�“metaphysics of presence�” renders marginal. 

  
Derrida�’s Egyptian Speech 

In the third part of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” called, �“The Filial Inscription,�” Derrida 

unearths the extent to which the myth of writing in the Phaedrus is �“actually supervised 

and limited by rigorous [historical and cultural] necessities.�”63 Derrida shows how Plato 

abides by the same essential structural laws as �“Egyptian, Babylonian and Assyrian 

mythology.�”64 Through an examination of this mythology, Derrida exposes an �“original 

                                                 
62 Ibid, 84.  Stanley Rosen observes that this move requires an almost willful  

misreading of the context of these images in the Phaedo and in the Republic, �“Derrida�’s 
two theses are rooted in the antecedent hypothesis that Plato is a failed ontologist in the 
Heideggerian sense of the term�…There are two different suns here, and their conjoint 
message is non-Derridean�” (Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 68).  We will return to this 
in Chapter Five on the Phaedrus. 
 

63 Ibid, 85. 
 
64 Ibid.  In Hermeneutics as Politics, Stanley Rosen suggests that Derrida�’s  

analysis goes wrong at this point, insofar as he misunderstands the significance of 
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kind of logic�” that ties the issue of the father/the origin to writing/the pharmakon in yet 

another provocative way.65 The figure of Thoth in these myths is frequently opposed to 

his father, Ra; not directly opposed, however, but opposed as a trickster and an imitator: 

�“that which at once supplements and supplants.�”66 Thoth, therefore, does not represent an 

absolute other or exteriority to that which he opposes; rather, he opposes by imitating the 

original.67 In this mythology, Thoth frequently confounds Ra by passing himself off as 

his father, the original.  Derrida concludes that Thoth is, consequently, the god of 

�“absolute passage between opposites.�”68 Thoth�’s twists and turns make him the god of 

nonidentity, who �“cannot be assigned a post in the play of differences�….one who puts 

play into play.�”69 Thoth�—who corresponds roughly to the Greek god Hermes�—is also 

known as the god of writing, the god of death and medicine, of science and the occult.  

Thoth, Derrida finds, is the god of the pharmakon, and treated with the same suspicion, 

and the same ambiguity as Plato treats writing/the pharmakon in his dialogues. 

 Having surveyed the use and abuse of the pharmakon in the Phaedrus and 

beyond, Derrida makes his case: in both Plato�’s text and Plato�’s historico-cultural horizon 

more broadly, writing/the pharmakon reliably emerges as an image, copy, or alien force 

                                                                                                                                                 
Socrates using an Egyptian myth.  According to Rosen �“there is no logos among the 
Egyptians,�” so an Egyptian god could not understand writing as an imitation of logos.  
Stanley Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989): 
58. 
 

65 Ibid, 92. 
 
66 Ibid, 93. 
 
67 Ibid. 
 
68 Ibid. 
 
69 Ibid. 
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that supplants the original through (dis)simulation rather than direct opposition.  �“The 

word pharmakon,�” he says, is both �“caught in a chain of significations�” and �“has seemed 

extremely apt for the task of tying all the threads of this correspondence together.�”70 But 

what is it, and why does Derrida think it is so important?  

When in Socrates�’ Egyptian tale, he reports that Thoth presents writing to Thamus 

for judgment he touts it as a �“pharmakon�” for wisdom and memory.  As noted above, 

pharmakon has a variety of meanings in Greek, including both �“poison�” and �“cure�” like 

the English �“drug�” and the French �“drogue.�”  Derrida does not question that what Thoth 

intends is to make a persuasive sales pitch.71 What he points out is that the word 

pharmakon needs to be �“turned on an invisible pivot�” to mean anything at all.  

Pharmakon carries at least two contradictory meanings, and thus cannot simply be a 

poison or a cure.  Whenever we decide that pharmakon means either �“poison�” or �“cure,�” 

for instance, we defer one of its potential meanings, leaving others in reserve.  Drawing 

examples from dialogues other than the Phaedrus, Derrida suggests that for Plato a 
                                                 

70 Ibid, 96. 
 
71 Yoav Rinon emphasizes that since the King must mean something when he  

speaks Derrida is masking the fact that Plato�’s dialogue is ultimately a �“hierarchical text�” 
just as Derrida�’s own text is.  Rinon misses the point: Derrida does not doubt the 
�“illocutionary force�” of the utterances he analyzes, but is concerned with the ontological 
questions hiding behind language.  A word like pharmakon does not refer to anything 
before it is given context.  As Michael Naas puts it �“The question posed throughout 
�‘Plato�’s Pharmacy�’ is whether pharmakon does indeed mean �‘remedy�’ in one place and 
�‘poison�’ in another, depending on the circumstances, on the context, or whether 
pharmakon�—as what would escape yet remain unthinkable outside of any particular 
context�—can ever in fact be mastered in this way, reduced to an either/or�” (Michael 
Naas, Taking on the Tradition (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003): 10.  
Criticism of Derrida�’s work like that of Rinon and Mortensen refuses to attempt to 
understand Derrida as he understands himself.  Their focus on the question of context 
starts the discussion several stops down the line from where Derrida�’s concerns lie.  See 
Rinon, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida,�” 374, 375, 376, and Mortensen, �“Plato�’s 
Pharmacy and Derrida�’s Drugstore,�” 333. 
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pharmakon is an alien force that changes the inside: �“The pharmakon is that which, 

always springing up from without acting like the outside, will never have any definable 

virtue of its own.�”72 The ambiguous pharmakon is suspicious to Plato: �“and it is precisely 

this ambiguity that Plato, through the mouth of the King, attempts to master, to dominate 

by inserting its definition into simple, clear-cut oppositions: good and evil, inside and 

outside, true and false, essence and appearance.�”73 Plato�’s attempted domination of 

writing/the pharmakon, is undertaken �“on the basis of opposition as such,�” because 

writing/the pharmakon in all examples listed is inessential, supplementary, aneidetic, 

ambiguous.  It does not �“decide�” to be a remedy or a poison; it contains the ambiguity 

that allows oppositional logic to be decided upon in the first place.74  

 Derrida�’s Plato �“thinks of writing, and tries to comprehend it, to dominate it on 

the basis of opposition as such.�”75 That is, when we analyze an opposition, we think of it 

as containing two terms that are entirely external to one another: a poison is a not cure; a 

cure is a not-poison.  But what, Derrida asks, makes such a relation possible? What is the 

character of this relation? Isn�’t there a hidden link between the two opposed terms that 

makes the very relation intelligible? Derrida�’s tentative answer is worth quoting at length: 

                                                 
72 Derrida, Dissemination 102. 
 
73 Ibid, 103. 
 
74 This move leads Brendan Sweetman to suggest that Derrida actually privileges 

�“originary difference�” (Sweetman, �“Postmodernism,�” 14); however, the point is not that 
Derrida is privileging ambiguity or difference, but rather that in the Platonic text where 
the opposite values are supposedly accredited and affirmed, there appears to be 
something more like ambiguity than certainty that is �“foundational.�”  Derrida uses 
findings like these to promote the idea that if the �“foundation�” is ambiguous, then 
perhaps the search for the foundation is misguided. 
 

75 Derrida, Dissemination, 103. 
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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 got 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 only 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.76 

 
The pharmakon does not have being as opposition, but instead makes oppositional logic 

possible.  Through its playful slidings it represents the background condition for 

oppositional logic, it opens such logic as a possibility�—a possibility which, according to 

Derrida, Plato emphatically seizes.  Derrida�’s investigation of the pharmakon suggests 

that despite Plato�’s attempt in the Phaedrus�—and elsewhere�—to create a logical system 

that excludes writing, it in fact allows Derrida to uncover the pharmakon�’s status as that 

which allows for the very creation of this logical system.  What makes the above-quoted 

text so radical, however, is its claim that writing/the pharmakon attaches itself to the 

�“inside of the series,�” or seems to be a part of the same system that it makes possible.77 

The force of the pharmakon derives from its provenance as the part of the system of 

binary oppositions that it makes possible.  As both a source and a participant�—an 

origin(al) and an imitation�—the pharmakon suggests that the attempt to distinguish 

between an original and image is a questionable enterprise.78  

                                                 
76 Ibid, 103. 
 
77 Ibid, 104. 
 
78 Derrida does not, then, as Sweetman suggests, simply posit a type of �“originary  

difference�” in the place of the metaphysics of presence (Sweetman, 11). 
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 The pharmakon does not therefore undo or �“destroy�” so-called �“Western 

metaphysics.�”  Nor does it provide a way beyond Western metaphysics into any sort of 

post-metaphysical promised land.79 The pharmakon comes from within the system of 

binary logic and thus cannot extricate itself from this system.  Its peculiar logic permits, 

rather, a certain displacement of this system.  It appears to function like Derrida�’s 

treatment of the preface at the beginning of Dissemination.80 The pharmakon plays a role 

akin to Lysias�’ concealed speech�—which Socrates calls a pharmakon�—in the dialogue 

itself.  Just as this writing in a sense makes the dialogue possible while being a part of the 

dialogue, so does the pharmakon both authorize and participate in binary logic.   

 Derrida in turn shows the ways in which the pharmakon problematizes the 

relationship between the original and the imitation in the Phaedrus itself and beyond.  He 

points out that writing is pharmakon for memory as an apparently external impotent force 

that is complicit in corrupting the inside of memory.81 So too, is the line between 

�“Platonism and its closest other�” of sophistry blurred, as Plato�’s condemnation of writing 

actually borrows heavily from the tradition of the sophists.82 Yet, despite the problems 

with these distinctions, Plato evinces a marked preference for the �“original�” over the 

imitation.  Imitations, pharmaka, are more than merely the objects of suspicion, they are 

dangerous.  Derrida, for his part, agrees.   

 
                                                 

79 Even otherwise sensitive readings of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” like that of Jacques de  
Ville make the mistake of assuming the possibility of a truly �“postmetaphysical�” politics 
is the harvest reaped from this text.  Cf.  de Ville, �“Revisiting Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 335. 
 

80 See the section entitled: �“Dissemination Prefaces�” above. 
 
81 Derrida, Dissemination, 104ff. 
 
82 Ibid, 108ff. 



 64

Socrates�’ Birthday Party                                                                            

Derrida persistently describes the pharmakon as �‘dangerous:�’ 

Why is this surrogate or supplement dangerous? It is not, so to speak dangerous in 
itself, in that aspect of it that can present itself as a thing, as a being-present.  In 
that case it would be reassuring.  But here, the supplement is not, is not a being 
(on).  It is nevertheless, not a simple nonbeing.  Its slidings slip out of the simple 
alternative presence/absence.  That is the danger.  And that is what enables the 
type always to pass for the original.83 

 
The supplemental pharmakon neither is nor is not.  Even if it were non-being, if it were 

simply defined as the absence of a being, it would still dwell within the realm of 

oppositional logic, and would therefore be comforting.  But the pharmakon is a 

�“both/and�” and a �“neither/nor.�”  It has no stable identity of its own, and serves as the 

possibility of opposition, while also appearing in the sequence of standard oppositions.  

The origin is thus implicated in the imitations, and vice versa.  Collapsing the distinction 

between the original and the imitation is however primarily dangerous because of the 

threat it poses to moral and political order.  As Derrida goes on to say: �“[The pharmakon] 

transforms order into ornament, the cosmos into a cosmetic.  Death, masks, makeup, all 

are part of the festival that subverts the order of the city, its smooth regulation by the 

dialectician and the science of being.�”84 The pharmakon has no �“idea,�” it is the 

ambivalent medium in which opposites are opposed: �“the movement and the play that 

links them among themselves reverses them or makes one side cross over into the other 

(soul/body, good/evil, inside/outside, memory/forgetfulness, speech/writing, etc.)�”85 All 

meaningful political action must be undertaken with a view toward preservation or 
                                                 

83 Ibid, 109. 
 

84 Ibid, 142. 
 
85 Ibid, 127. 
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change, and preservation and change always imply better and worse, and thus the concept 

of the good.86  The pharmakon, the �“medium in which opposites are opposed,�” allows the 

passage between good and evil or good and bad.  In Derrida�’s view, it simultaneously 

makes possible the kinds of judgments that are the basis of political life and undercuts the 

stability of these judgments.  The pharmakon is dangerous not because once we see it, 

political judgments become impossible, or political issues become �“undecidable;�” it is 

dangerous insofar as it allows precisely such judgments of good and bad to be made, and 

only after they have been made or affirmed, does it show itself again within the series.  It 

is indeed this very characteristic of democracy that Derrida celebrates in his later political 

works, as democracy frequently demonstrates the insufficient character of its dual 

principles of freedom and equality only after they have been affirmed in a particular 

political act.87 In attempting to trace the origins of our ethical and political decisions we 

come to see their ultimate paucity of originary being as presence.   

But if there simply is no origin, why would Derrida insist on the danger 

associated with the pharmakon? Dangerous with respect to what, and in what way? Is 

Derrida merely focalizing the perspective he attempts to question? Or, on the contrary, is 

he serious about the �“danger�” he views? The pharmakon only appears �“dangerous�” from 

the perspective of the very values it seems to undermine.  Derrida does not, however, 

mean that oppositional logic is something that can be done away with, or moved beyond.  

It is precisely in pushing such logic to its limits, in attempting to see how it can ultimately 

be defended that Derrida arrives at his unsettling conclusions about the (non)nature of the 

                                                 
86 Leo Strauss, �“What is Political Philosophy,�” in What is Political Philosophy  

and Other Studies, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988): 10. 
 

87 This idea is developed at length in Chapter three. 
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pharmakon.  If the pharmakon has any significance at all, it is with respect to the very 

values�—the values that make our political life intelligible, like good and evil�—that it 

seems to render questionable.  Deconstruction demands that such values should be taken 

at their word.  What Derrida in fact unveils is that the distinction between the origin and 

the image falters on the weight of its own logic.  It is only by attempting to be purely 

original, that the origin loses its integrity.  The good political reasons we might want to 

ultimately have recourse to a concept like �“the good�” abide.  What Derrida ostensibly 

means to do is to change the way in which we relate to such ideas, or to displace our 

relationship with them.88 A problematic example of this relationship is put on display in 

his presentation of Plato�’s apparent stance toward the dangerous character of the 

pharmakon. 

 Derrida indeed shockingly proposes that it is on the very basis of the pharmakon 

that Plato stops the slidings or the ambiguous play of the pharmakon.89 Plato aims to 

neutralize the �“danger�” entailed in the pharmakon by putting �“the outside back in its 

place,�” or keeping the same as the same and the other as the other.90 Derrida calls this 

move the �“inaugural gesture of �‘logic�’ itself�” insofar as it �“accords with the self-identity 

                                                 
88 This is precisely why it is possible for critics like Iddo Landau to show the  

array of things that are �“old�” in Derrida.  While there is a certain strain of American 
�“deconstruction�” that certainly emphasizes the negative or critical strain of Derrida�’s 
thought, and seems to posit precisely the kind of �“beyond�” he so diligently resists 
accrediting, Derrida�’s own writings are so difficult precisely because they mean to 
undermine the alternative between the tradition and �“what comes after it.�”  See Iddo 
Landau, �“What�’s Old in Derrida?�” Philosophy 69 (1994): 279-290 and Christopher 
Norris, Derrida (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), Chapter 1.   
 

89 Derrida, Dissemination, 127.   
 
90 Ibid. 
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of that which is: being is what it is, the outside is outside and the inside inside.�”91 Plato 

relies upon the slidings of pharmakon to reify oppositions, to keep them opposed, thus 

providing the basis for the types of judgment that make political order possible.   

 We are now better situated to appreciate why writing is so important for Derrida 

and for Derrida�’s Plato.  Writing is suspect because it prima facie brushes up against the 

ambiguity of the pharmakon.  The criticism of writing in the Phaedrus and in other 

Platonic texts seems to be motivated precisely by the fact that writing comes close to 

revealing these pharmaceutical moves just by �“being�” writing.  The Greek language, like 

all Indo-European languages, has a phonetic alphabet which makes writing belong to the 

same family as painting: �“[the letters] were supposed to represent the signs of voice.  

They were signs of signs.�”92 Paintings and sculptures, however, do not speak: they are 

arts of silence.  Writing paints words silently and thus �“more seriously denatures what it 

claims to imitate�…[Writing] displaces its model, provides no image of it, violently wrests 

out of its element the animate interiority of speech.  In so doing, writing estranges itself 

immensely from the truth of the thing itself, from the truth of speech, from the truth that 

is open to speech.  And hence, to the King.�”93 Plato�’s attack on writing is thus a crucial 

part of his over-arching campaign against the ambiguity of the pharmakon.   

 The coup de grace in Plato�’s campaign against writing/the pharmakon occurs in 

his �“writing from out of the death of Socrates.�”  This expression does not simply mean 

that he writes against the writing that convicted Socrates, but that Plato relies on Socrates 

                                                 
91 Ibid, 128. 
 
92 Ibid. 
 
93 Ibid, 137. 
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to function as a type of pharmakon himself.  Derrida points out that the one form of this 

now infamous word that does not appear in the Platonic dialogues is pharmakos, which in 

the Greek of Plato�’s time referred to a scapegoat�—an outsider who brought inside the city 

walls to be sacrificed to purify the city.  Derrida puts it this way: �“Beneficial insofar as he 

cures�—and for that, venerated and cared for�—harmful insofar as he incarnates the 

powers of evil�—and for that, feared and treated with caution.  Alarming and calming.  

Sacred and accursed.  The conjunction�…ceaselessly undoes itself in the passage to 

decision or crisis.�”94 The ceremony of the pharmakos thus rehearses the general 

characteristics of the poison/cure that Derrida calls the pharmakon.  The ceremony was 

performed each year on the sixth day of Thargelia, which Derrida reminds us was 

Socrates�’ birthday.  Socrates, �“affectionately called the pharmakeus [sorcerer, a 

homonym of pharamkos] in the dialogues of Plato,�” if we follow Derrida in reading 

between the lines, functions as a pharmakos for Plato.   

Derrida argues that Socrates is the �“supplemental relation�” between father and 

son.95 Socrates is an imitation father; he is an element that emerges from outside of the 

family�—the basis of the political community�—and corrupts from the inside.  Socrates, 

like Theuth in the myths discussed earlier, subverts the father by imitating him.  Socrates 

upholds philosophy as the cure for what ails Athens, and does so in the posture of the 

father.  Yet his pharmakon seems to work against filial piety and the traditional gods of 

the city, and Socrates must consequently be expunged through the administration of 

another pharmakon�—the hemlock he is made to consume in the Phaedo.  Certainly in 

                                                 
94 Ibid, 133.   
 
95 Ibid, 146. 
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this sense, Socrates the scapegoat, the pharmakos, abides by the pharmaceutical logic 

exposed in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”   

But just as the word �“pharmakos�” never actually appears in the text of Plato, 

doesn�’t the logic of Derrida�’s presentation force us to see that Socrates abides by the 

logic of the pharmakon in a far more striking way as well? Socrates the atopos is put to 

death for undermining political order, by questioning, in effect, the authority of the 

father.  Yet, according to Derrida, the idea of the Good beyond being that Plato�’s 

Socrates advocates, and his attempts to uphold the living logos against dead writing, 

ultimately reinforce hierarchical order.  If this is the case, Socrates only seems to be a 

corrupting, anarchical influence on the political community of Athens.  Socrates thus 

imitates the anarchical function of the pharmakon in his function as the supplemental 

relation between father and son, as an imposing third term that fails to be captured by our 

usual expectations for the father/son relationship.  Socrates is, as Derrida says, an 

�“inverted pharmakon.�”  Socrates imitates the pharmakon by serving as a pharmakos, a 

scapegoat, in order to pull off the greatest heist in the history of philosophy: passing off 

the stability of philosophy, the careful ordering of things, the �“safety�” of oppositional 

logic that Derrida calls �“Platonism,�” as the anarchy of the pharmakon.96 What could 

make Plato�’s literary parricide more pious than to stage his teacher�’s death in the interest 

of the city? On the occasion of Socrates�’ birthday party, we see that Plato has dealt 

himself, as Derrida says, �“a stunning hand.�”97 

                                                 
96 Catherine Zuckert points out that the event of the death of Socrates also points 

toward the fact that the Socratic logos needs to be supplemented by the writings of Plato 
(Zuckert, Postmodern Platos, 222). 
 

97 It is thus not the case that Derrida, as Rinella argues, fails to visit the �“second  
room�” of the pharmacy which includes the �“pharmakon�” of political lying.  Rinella, 
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 In attempting to make a place for writing in the city at the end of the Phaedrus, 

Plato furthermore �“plays�” at saving �“play.�”98 Plato does indeed praise writing as he 

praises play in the Phaedrus, but only play �“in the best sense of the word:�” �“play that is 

supervised and contained within the safeguards of ethics and politics.�”99 This, Derrida 

says, only advances the systematic Platonic �“repression of play.�”100 Play must remain 

opposed to the serious, needs to be treated as a game, in order for it to be safe for public 

consumption.  As Stanley Rosen puts it, �“Derrida in effect accuses Plato of aristocratic 

irony and a deep cynicism based upon the recognition of the impossibility of 

ontology.�”101 Could Plato actually refuse a place for play, for writing, within the ordered 

whole of the city? The desire for hierarchical political order seems to require absorbing 

even those things, which, like writing, constitute a threat to order.  But, the entire system, 

which, to repeat, comes from the pharmakon, always leaves traces of this provenance.  

Derrida thus insists: �“This philosophical, dialectical mastery of the pharmaka that should 

be handed down from legitimate father to well-born son is constantly put in question by a 

family scene that constitutes and undermines at once the passage between the pharmacy 

and the house�” and �“�‘Platonism�’ is both the general rehearsal of this family scene and the 

most powerful effort to master it, to prevent anyone�’s ever hearing of it, to conceal it by 

                                                                                                                                                 
�“Revisiting the Pharmacy,�” 153. 
 

98 Ibid, 154. 
 
99 Ibid, 156. 
 
100 Ibid. 
 
101 Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 72; Cf., Zuckert, Postmodern Platos, 222. 
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drawing the curtains over the dawning of the West.�”102 Thus, in affirming the cosmos of 

the city to such an extent that it incorporates even those things which appear to threaten 

it�—showing, perhaps once and for all that there was never a threat to begin with�—Plato 

creates fissures just under the smooth surface of Platonism.  The attempt to make room 

for writing, for play, within the ordered whole of the city is what ultimately makes 

possible its deconstruction. 

 Derrida�’s Plato, conscious of the anarchy implied in the pharmakon or in writing, 

does everything he can to suppress it in the interest of political order, but by the forceful, 

artful weight of his efforts leaves dangling the very threads that Derrida retraces and tugs 

in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”103 Derrida thus concludes his essay with the presentation of a 

dramatic scene that delves into the psychology at play in Plato�’s suppression of the 

pharmakon.104 Derrida depicts Plato as the owner of a pharmacy who closes shop and 

takes a few steps back into the darkness, into his �“reserve.�”  Plato decides to analyze the 

pharmakon.  He sees his pharmacy, his property, reflected within the murky waters of the 

pharmakon and �“tries to distinguish between [the] two repetitions.�”105 Derrida recounts 

that �“[Plato] would like to isolate the good from the bad, the true from the false;�” but 

finds himself haunted by doubts, by his inability to distinguish image from reality, and 

                                                 
102 Derrida, Dissemination, 167. 
 
103 Notice the similarity between this claim and Derrida�’s claim in �“From a  

General to Restricted Economy�” that Hegel�’s thought is marred by that thinker�’s 
commitment to being �“conscientious.�”   
 

104 In this sense, perhaps Stanley Rosen is correct in referring to Derrida as an  
�“ontological Freud�” (Rosen, Hermeneutics, 51). 
 

105 Ibid, 169. 
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perhaps by his inability to be Plato.106 The pharmakon makes judging the good from the 

bad, the imitation from the original, impossible.  In Derrida�’s provocative sketch Plato is 

haunted by his uncertainty about Platonism.  With this closing scene Derrida artfully 

suggests that the fearfulness and uncertainty of this Plato should be juxtaposed with the 

playfulness of Derrida�’s own text.  Derrida seems to acknowledge the alienating potential 

of the play of the pharmakon if we hold on too firmly to notions of hierarchy and 

certainty as, apparently, his Plato does.  So despair comes not from deconstruction, but 

from clinging to distinctions�—right and wrong, original and image�—too firmly, when in 

fact such identities however effectively real they may seem, are ultimately fluid. 

 Derrida�’s suggestion that Plato is haunted by his own uncertainty about 

Platonism�—the decision to suppress ambiguity in the interest of order�—is an interesting 

addendum to the essay, because it foregrounds the extent to which �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is 

concerned with the almost moral or ethical relationship we have with ideas themselves.  

Derrida�’s Plato, driven by a fanatical desire for certainty, wants an absolute relationship 

with the truth.  He seems to desire what Derrida earlier called �“an undeferred logos,�” with 

a view toward preserving order and avoiding the anarchy implied in the play of identities 

enacted by the logic of the pharmakon. 

Derrida is clearly not governed by the same fear of anarchy as Plato.  But are such 

fears nevertheless warranted? Does the revelation of the problematic status of 

oppositional logic through the pharmakon indeed make political life impossible? Does 

Derrida blithely�—and irresponsibly�—recommend a kind of nihilistic anarchy or detached 

indifference as his critics allege? As argued above, in his treatment of prefaces Derrida 

                                                 
106 Ibid. 
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shows how certain structural necessities persist even as they are deconstructed.  The 

theoretical reason for this can be found in his discussion of the pharmakon.  The 

pharmakon questions the concept of an origin or a foundation insofar as it both makes 

possible the system of oppositional logic and participates in it without being exhausted by 

its logic.  Derrida�’s analysis of the pharmakon indeed seems to show that since the origin 

is itself also a part of the system, it is truly a kind of non-origin.  That is, origins or 

foundations cannot have the kind of ideal stability that Western metaphysics�—

represented first by Plato and perhaps consummately by Hegel�—wants to demand.  

Deconstruction thus cannot attempt to provide such stability by moving beyond the 

logical systems it engages, but instead involves an affirmation of the texts and concepts it 

plays within.  Like Heidegger Derrida is concerned with thinking the limits of 

philosophy, he is more interested in the structure of our engagement with certain ideas 

than in the content of such ideas.107 �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” seems to critique the issue of the 

originality, and the structural manner in which we appeal to these origins to justify 

certain ethical or political arrangements and institutions.  A Derridean approach to 

politics would therefore not be required to avoid political or foundational ideas, but to 

avoid having recourse to them in a totalizing way, to allow space for slidings, slippage, 

and play, thus displacing a fanatical attachment to certainty, not the truth itself.108 This 

                                                 
107 This is a point I share with Timothy Clark.  As Clark shows, Derrida, like  

Heidegger, is concerned with thinking the limits of philosophy, so �“[o]f course, the 
principles of noncontradiction and identity are indispensable to our thought and 
survival�…meditation on the limits of philosophy should be firmly distinguished from any 
naïve call to �‘move on�’ to �‘something else�’�” (Clark, �“Greek Limits,�” 90).  Timothy Clark, 
�“Heidegger, Derrida, and the Greek Limits of Philosophy,�” Philosophy and Literature 11 
(April 1987): 75-91. 
 

108 In this way, we might say that Derrida is very much a follower of Nietzsche.  
In the third essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche�’s criticism of the ascetic 
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reading of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” illuminates both the hermeneutical approach Derrida takes 

toward the dialogues of Plato, and provides a model of how Derridean deconstruction 

points toward a positive political program.   

  
Getting A Few Fingers Caught: Derrida�’s Hermeneutical Strategy 

 As noted in the section entitled �“Histology�” above, Derrida introduces his 

discussion of Plato�’s Phaedrus by means of a �“textile�” metaphor.  Derrida likens the 

process of textual interpretation he will undertake to the art of following a single thread 

in a complex weaving.  Approaching a text thus requires the risk of �“getting a few fingers 

caught,�” of adding �“some new thread.�”109 As I show above, Derrida situates his reading 

as a mean between the poles of capricious performativity and stale traditionalism.  Yet, 

critics have found great fault with Derrida�’s reading of the Phaedrus and other Platonic 

dialogues in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” accusing him, interestingly, of both the excesses he 

claims to avoid.110 I have muted some of the hermeneutical issues that Derrida 

(frequently) raises in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” until this point because I take seriously 

Derrida�’s injunction that one must�—�“in a single gesture�…but doubled�”�—read and 

write.�”111 In this case I take this to mean that Derrida�’s own activity of reading Plato 

involves the substantive issues at stake in his essay as well.  This makes sense on the 

surface: if one of the substantive philosophical issues astir in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is the 

                                                                                                                                                 
ideal seems to be the manner in which it has been traditionally espoused by the Western 
tradition.  Cf., Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans., Walter Kaufmann 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1989) 
 

109 Ibid, 63. 
 
110 Supra FN 32. 
 
111 Ibid, 64. 
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issue of writing itself, then it would seem to be consistent of Derrida to allow his own 

writing to reflect what he discovers about writing in his discussion of Plato.  

 In �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” we learn that writing/the pharmakon is that which 

introduces a snag into the attempted ordering of the politico-philosophical whole by 

making questionable the relationship between the original and the image, and thus 

oppositional logic as such.  The problems with origins extend, we have seen, to the issue 

of the relationship of a subject to his or her speech/writing in general�—the possibility of 

being present in the �“paternal position.�”  If this is the case, then the attribution of certain 

arguments to �“Plato�” seems at least questionable.  Derrida addresses this difficulty 

throughout his text, but his answers seem unclear, even contradictory.  He says first, 

against the �“grossly insensitive�” critics who allege that the Phaedrus is merely badly 

composed, the product of excessive youth or age: �“The hypothesis of a rigorous, sure, 

and subtle form is naturally more fertile.  It discovers new chords, new concordances; it 

surprises them in minutely fashioned counterpoint;�”112 while later asserting: �“We do not 

in all rigor believe that there exists a Platonic text�…�”113 Each time the issue of Plato�’s 

intention arises, moreover, Derrida appears to equivocate, providing reasons both for and 

against the use of such a hermeneutic.  I want to suggest that although critics are correct 

in pointing out that Derrida�’s reading of the Phaedrus and the other Platonic dialogues he 

addresses in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” falls victim to an uneven application of close reading, 

that this does not mean that Derrida�’s reading of Plato is, as others allege, arbitrary or 

                                                 
112 Derrida, Dissemination, 67. 
 
113 Ibid, 129.   
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contradictory.114 �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is in fact a profoundly consistent essay: it enacts in 

its reading of Plato a kind of �“doubled�” structure that in its relationship to the Platonic 

text shows us how to relate to ideas in a way that is in accordance with the critique of 

Western metaphysics undertaken in this essay.  Derrida�’s reading of the Phaedrus 

requires in its first gesture the assumption of authorial intent, but what such a reading 

appears to produce is precisely the set of ideas retraced above that seem to call the use of 

such a device into question.  Thus, just as the pharmakon is only �“dangerous�” upon 

affirming the same values it will ultimately displace, so does �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” engage 

in a parallel displacement of Plato�’s texts.       

 As mentioned above, Derrida claims to uncover the �“hidden thread�” of writing 

that runs throughout the Phaedrus�—a theme, he says, that is �“rigorously called for�” from 

one end of the dialogue to the other.115 The argument revolves around the fact that 

writing�—deemed a pharmakon for wisdom and memory by Theuth�—appears to be 

treated with the same barely-concealed ambivalence as pharmaka.  Such a reading is 

reinforced by the way in which Plato peppers his dialogue with �“pharmaceutical words,�” 

all of which are treated with the same connotation.116 In the course of this investigation, 

Derrida notices several important ways in which the poetic elements of the Phaedrus 
                                                 

114 I shall indeed myself offer an interpretation of the Phaedrus that takes issue 
with that of Derrida in Chapter Five. 
 

115 Ibid, 67.  I agree with Drew Hyland that despite the carefulness of some of his 
readings of some of the passages of the Phaedrus he addresses, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” has 
little claim on actually providing a comprehensive reading of the dialogue.  Indeed, 
Stanley Rosen is correct to point out that Derrida fails to discuss the interconnected issues 
of eros and madness that are also central to Plato�’s dialogue.  Despite this shortcoming, 
however, Derrida�’s essay still makes an undeniable contribution to philosophical 
discourse in its treatment of origins, and the political program that Derrida�’s Plato enacts 
in the dialogue, and it is worth seeing what this contribution might be on its own terms. 

 
116 See infra pages 16-18. 
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reinforce these associations.117 Early on in his discussion, Derrida remarks that the 

relationship between writing and the pharmakon �“still seems external; it could be judged 

artificial or purely coincidental�” before reaffirming that �“the intention and the intonation 

are recognizably the same: one and the same suspicion envelops in a single embrace the 

book and the drug.�”118 Derrida, however, appears to change his mind again, saying that 

the �“beckoning of writing to the pharmakon�” (and vice-versa) has an �“effectiveness that 

is quite discrete and perhaps after all unintentional.�”119 And again: �“The word 

pharmakon is caught in a chain of significations.  The play of that chain seems 

systematic.  But the system here is not, simply, that of the intentions of an author who 

goes by the name of Plato.  The system is not primarily un voloir-dire.�”120 The question 

of Plato�’s intention is in this way deferred, although Derrida appears to be making cases 

for both sides.  He shows at once the systematic character of the treatment of writing/the 

pharmakon in Plato�’s text, and the extent to which the suspicion extends beyond Plato to 

the broader culture, language, and mythology of his day.     

As the essay progresses, however, the question of Plato�’s intention does come to a 

head.  It does so twice, in fact.  Derrida begins by stressing the extent to which Plato does 

not control the play of the pharmakon in his text, before suggesting a problem with the 

very terms of the debate: 

Then again, in other cases, Plato can not see the links, can leave them in the 
shadows or break them up.  And yet these links go on working of themselves.  In 
spite of him? thanks to him? in his text? outside his text? but then where? between 

                                                 
117 See infra pages 15-16. 
 
118 Derrida, Dissemination, 73. 
 
119 Ibid, 73. 
 
120 Ibid, 95. 
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his text and the language? for what reader? at what moment? To answer such 
questions in principle and in general will seem impossible; and will give us the 
suspicion that there is some malformation in the question itself, in each of its 
concepts, in each of the oppositions it thus accredits.121 

 
The question of intentionality, Derrida tells us, accredits the voluntary/involuntary binary 

with respect to writing, and therefore to dwell on it is only to give credence to what is a 

problematic way of understanding the relationship between author and text in the first 

place.  �“This reason alone,�” Derrida continues, �“should already suffice to prevent us from 

reconstituting the entire chain of significations of the pharmakon.  No absolute privilege 

allows us absolutely to master its textual system.  This limitation can and should 

nevertheless be displaced to a certain extent.�”122 Thus any absolute denial of our ability to 

come to terms with the text would be as questionable as the view that its mastery is 

possible.  Despite the emphasis of academic critics on only one side of Derrida�’s critique 

(i.e., that one cannot fully master the text), Derrida aims to reach a model of textual 

commentary that exceeds or slips between the master/slave binary that �“dissemination�” 

aims to complicate.123 Derrida here so much as tells us that he is attempting to displace or 

defer the question of Plato�’s intention, and this would account for what we might be 

tempted to call the �“dialectical�” way in which he deals with attribution.   

And indeed, this is not Derrida�’s final word on the question.  Toward the end of 

the essay he raises it again: �“Plato does not make a show of the chain of significations we 

are trying progressively to dig up.  If there were any sense in asking such a question, 

which we don�’t believe, it would be impossible to say to what extent he manipulates it 

                                                 
121 Ibid, 96, emphasis mine. 
 
122 Ibid, emphasis mine.   
 
123 See, for instance Robert M.  Price, �“St. John�’s Apothecary,�” 105-7. 
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voluntarily or consciously, and at what point he is subject to constraints weighing upon 

his discourse from �‘language.�’�”124 Even this statement is itself qualified, as Derrida is 

unwilling to use historicism, in this instance, as a way to place constraints upon Plato�’s 

discourse: �“to follow the constraints of a language would not exclude the possibility that 

Plato is playing with them.�”125 Plato thus has the potential to be conscious of the 

constraints of his language.  Regardless, however, the distinctions between voluntary and 

involuntary, freedom and constraint, conscious and unconscious cannot be of use in this 

analysis of the pharmakon because: �“[i]t is in the back room, in the shadows of the 

pharmacy, prior to [these] oppositions�…that these textual �‘operations�’ occur.�”126 By 

affirming the category of the voluntary in producing this reading of Plato�’s text, Derrida 

suggests, we discover that such a possibility is foreclosed by the text.  That is, we assume 

Platos�’s intention, but if what that intention shows us is the possibility that the distinction 

collapses, what then? Derrida can do nothing other than to explain how the pharmakon 

functions in Plato�’s text, and how it might change our expectations with respect to 

meaning in a text, in keeping the question of Plato�’s intention open, in showing it is both 

necessary and compromised as a category, Derrida�’s hermeneutic remain true to the 

problematic of writing he uncovers in the Phaedrus.  In sum, �“Derrida practices 

throughout his work a double reading, one that works within the corpus, within the 

Platonic oppositions of a text, and another that works not outside the text or those 

                                                 
124 Ibid, 129 

 
125 Ibid. 
 
126 Ibid. 
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oppositions but at their limit, intervening within the text in order to produce a 

displacement.�”127 

The substantive collapsing of oppositional logic that occurs under the banner of 

the pharmakon in fact leads us to recognize that from affirmation comes a 

problematization of the initial categories we would affirm.  So, too, in affirming Plato�’s 

intention Derrida must become skeptical of the absolute integrity of a Platonic text.  This 

is why he appears to equivocate or hedge, the type of relationship at which he now aims 

in light of the pharmakon is to loosen the fanatical drive for certainty.  This, we now see, 

is why even though Derrida says �“In a word, we do not believe that there exists, in all 

rigor, a Platonic text, closed upon itself, complete with its inside and its outside.  Not that 

one must then consider that it is leaking on all sides and can be drowned confusedly in 

the undifferentiated generality of its element.�”128 Perhaps Derrida�’s are a hermeneutics of 

moderation after all. 

  
Pharmaceutical Democracy? 

 Derrida�’s writing about Plato, then, is itself a kind of pharmakon.  It is a textual 

supplement that emerges from the outside and compromises not only the integrity of the 

�“inside�” of Plato�’s text, but the distinction between inside and the outside itself.  

Derrida�’s attitude toward Plato�’s intention thus illustrates a deconstructive posture that 

appears to be the appropriate response in light of the relationship of the pharmakon to 

oppositional logic.  But does Derrida�’s reading of Plato in a certain sense provide a 

tentative solution to the more vexing political questions that are raised by his text? It is 

                                                 
127 Naas, Taking on the Tradition, 16. 
 
128 Ibid, 130. 
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fairly standard to assert that it does not.  Derrida is taken as advocating nothing more 

substantial than irresponsible or nihilistic play.  But Derrida�’s own writing in �“Plato�’s 

Pharmacy�”�—and in the Outwork to Dissemination�—models the very openness that 

follows from the problematic relationship of oppositional logic to political order that has, 

in Derrida�’s estimation, characterized the West since Plato.  Derrida enacts this openness 

by both using the category of intentionality and suggesting its limitations.  By affirming 

this category but recognizing that such an affirmation appears to undercut the 

assumptions needed to produce the initial reading, Derrida does not disregard 

intentionality, but rather attempts to plumb its limits in a way that reveals some very real 

problems in the nature of the idea of intentionality.  Derrida thus does not jettison the 

concept of intentionality altogether, but pushes it to its limit.  That limit, in turn, requires 

that intentionality be embraced in an uncertain and playful rather than totalizing manner, 

and that the category might not ultimately be as useful as it appears to be on its face.  

Derrida instead remains open to the variety of pathways the text may potentially offer.  

Such openness seems to be, in its essence, democratic.129  

 On the issue of democracy the form and content of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” appear to 

intersect.  Just as Derrida�’s writing seems to evince a kind of democratic openness, 

Derrida aligns democracy with those things that are marginalized in Plato�’s suppression 

of writing in favor of oppositional logic and hierarchical order.  Derrida suggests that the 

trial of writing he finds in the Phaedrus could be easily compared to the �“trial of 

democracy�” that takes place in the Republic.130 In that text, democracy is as errant and 

                                                 
129 Derrida will eventually go even further suggesting it is not �“democratic�” but  

rather �“democracy�” itself. 
 

130 Derrida, Dissemination, 145. 
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anarchic as writing/the pharmakon; the democrat has every regime present in his 

character and �“simulates everything at random and is really nothing.�”131 Democracy, 

Derrida tells us, is written on the sidewalk, readable to all.  It seems that the 

destabilization of identities that occurs in the analysis of the pharmakon appears most at 

home in democracy, where identities are fluid.  Furthermore, the structure of affirmation 

and displacement that we here called �“pharmaceutical�” and that Derrida�’s text models in 

its treatment of prefaces and of Plato�’s intention bear strong resemblance to the structure 

of Derrida�’s key political insight of �“democracy to come.�”  As we shall see, the openness 

of Derrida�’s writing mirrors the openness required of democracy to come.132 The 

affirmation of the systems to be deconstructed that has persisted from our opening 

discussion of prefaces through our analysis of Derrida�’s relation to Plato�’s intention, thus 

also demonstrates how it is consistent for Derrida to defend �“democracy�” in his later 

political writings.133 So although �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” appears to offer little more than 

critique, we see that it in fact erects the superstructure of Derrida�’s idea of democracy to 

come, to which we now turn.   

                                                 
131 Ibid. 
 
132 In a recent article Jacques de Ville recognizes the relevance of �“Plato�’s  

Pharmacy�” to Derrida�’s political writings, although he does so in the context of law.  My 
emphasis on the congeniality of the reading advanced here with �“democracy to come�” is 
novel.  Cf. de Ville, �“Revisiting Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 336. 
 

133 This demonstrates, crucially, the consistency of Derrida�’s attempts to put  
forward a positive political program despite the ostensibly �“critical�” character of 
deconstruction.  Cf. supra FN #3. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Democracy to Come 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Chapter two explored Derrida�’s political critique or Plato in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 

suggesting that in both its form and content, it models a type of openness that responds to 

the limitations of Western metaphysics exposed by deconstruction.  While it is 

consequently true that deconstruction has always been �“political,�” from the late 1980s 

until his death in 2004, Derrida�’s writings turned unequivocally to the questions and 

themes of political philosophy, making explicit what was largely implicit in his early 

work.1 As noted in the Introduction to this dissertation, reception of Derrida�’s political 

thought by scholars of political theory has, however, been remarkably negative.  Scholars 

are skeptical that Derridean deconstruction can provide a satisfactory basis for political 

action2 or consistently justify allegiance to a specific vision of politics without implicitly 

                                                 
1 In Rogues Derrida denies that there was a �“political turn�” in deconstruction in 

the 1980s and 1990s.  Cf.  Jacques Derrida, Rogues: Two Essays on Reason, trans.  
Pascale-Anne Brault & Michael Naas (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005) 

 
2 Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida  

(Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 1987); Catherine Zuckert, �“The Politics of 
Derridean Deconstruction,�” in Polity 23, no.  3 (1991), also Postmodern Platos (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998); Richard Bernstein, �“Serious Play: The Ethical-
Political Horizon of Derrida,�” in ed.  Richard Bernstein, The New Constellation: The 
Ethical-Political Horizons of Modernity/Postmodernity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1992); Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction, (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue 
University Press, 1999); Mark Lilla, The Reckless Mind: Intellectuals in Politics (New 
York: New York Review of Books Press, 2001); David C.  Durst, �“The Place of the 
Political in Derrida and Foucault,�” Political Theory 28, no.  5 (2000); and, François 
Cusset, French Theory: how Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, & Co.  transformed the 
intellectual life of the United States, trans.  Jeff Fort (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008). 
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undermining its own critiques of the Western metaphysical tradition.3 Indeed, even the 

most enthusiastic defenders of Derrida�’s political works are remarkably hesitant to 

espouse any concrete idea of political organization on his behalf.4 It is part of the burden 

of this chapter to demonstrate how these critiques crucially misinterpret the substantive 

political goals of Derrida�’s democracy to come. 

Aside from this critical task, however, the purpose of this chapter is twofold.  

First, it explores Derrida�’s political philosophy, showing how his notion of �“democracy 

to come�” (la démocratie à venir) responds to the political problematic unveiled as our 

Platonic legacy in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�”�—a legacy that Derrida suggests has become 

nihilistic.  Second, although I am sympathetic to the need for a response to the political 

problem of modern nihilism as formulated by Derrida, I also lay the groundwork for a 

Platonic response to Derrida�’s political thought, suggesting some shortcomings in 

                                                 
3 Richard Wolin, The Seduction of Unreason (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University  

Press, 2004); Thomas McCarthy, �“On the Margins of Politics,�” The Journal of  
Philosophy 85, no.  11 (November 1988): 645-8; Brendan Sweetman, �“Postmodernism, 
Derrida, and Différance: A Critique, International Philosophical Quarterly 39, no.  1 
(1999): 5-18; Yoav Rinon,�“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida I: �‘Plato�’s Pharmacy,�’�” The 
Review of Metaphysics 46 (Dec.  1992): 369-386, and, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida 
II: Phaedrus,�” The Review of Metaphysics 46 (March 1993): 537-558; Gregory Bruce 
Smith, Between Eternities (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2008); and most recently 
Paul W.  Ludwig, �“Without Foundations: Plato�’s Lysis and Postmodern Friendship,�” 
American Political Science Review 104, no.  1 (February 2010): 134-50. 
 

4 See especially Richard Beardsworth�’s groundbreaking study Derrida & the  
Political (New York: Routledge, 1996): Conclusion; and A.J.P.  Thomson, 
Deconstruction and Democracy: Derrida�’s Politics of Friendship (New York: Continuum 
Publishing, 2005), Chapters 9-12.  There are some notable exceptions, however, in 
Bonnie Honig�’s Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1993); John P.  McCormick�’s excellent 2001 article �“Derrida on Law; 
or, Poststructuralism gets Serious,�” Political Theory 29 (2001): 395-423, and Geoffery 
Bennington�’s �“Demo�” in The Politics of Deconstruction, ed.  Martin McQuillan (Ann 
Arbor, MI: Pluto Press, 2007), 17-42.  See also William W.  Sokoloff, �“Between Justice 
and Legality: Derrida on Decision,�” Political Research Quarterly 58, no.  2 (June 2005): 
341-353. 
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Derrida�’s approach that point to the ongoing relevance of Platonic political philosophy to 

contemporary politics. 

 In particular, this chapter investigates Derrida�’s idea of �“democracy to come�” as it 

develops in three of his important political writings: �“Force of Law,�” The Politics of 

Friendship, and Rogues.  The conjoint hypothesis emerging from these works is that 

Western political philosophy constitutes an attempt to neutralize the heterogeneity of the 

other, and that this neutralization occurs at the very basic level of the traditional 

conceptualization of the self as �“ipseity,�” opening out to the catastrophic possibility of the 

closure of the future.  Derrida�’s account of the neutralization of the future represents a 

novel formulation of the problem of modern nihilism, and is in this respect similar to the 

accounts of Nietzsche and Heidegger, although diverging significantly on account of the 

specifically democratic political response he recommends.  Derrida claims that 

democracy is at the heart of deconstruction�’s engagement with the Western metaphysical 

tradition.  Indeed, Derrida�’s arguments show that democracy�’s special status as the �“autos 

[self] of deconstructive self-delimitation�” means that its very logic makes possible a 

deconstructive opening of the future; his politico-philosophical headline thus reads: �“no 

democracy without deconstruction; no deconstruction without democracy.�”  5 That is, the 

extent to which democracy resists ever being completely reified as presence means that 

both in theory and practice democracy enacts the deconstructive project of allowing the 

future as absolute unknown to come to be.  In positioning his response to the problem of 

modern nihilism as a type of openness, Derrida thus diverges with the tradition of 

                                                 
5 Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship, trans.  George Collins (New York:  

Verso Books, 1997): 105.  Hereafter abbreviated �“PoF.�” 
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enacting a �“closure�” of philosophy in the interest of politics�—a tradition Derrida himself 

identifies as our Platonic legacy in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”   

The three works under investigation here approach politics through three different 

optics: �“Force of Law�” through the relationship between law and decision in justice; The 

Politics of Friendship through the relationship between self and other in friendship, and 

Rogues through the relationship of equality and freedom in democracy.  Despite the 

breadth of Derrida�’s investigations, he identifies a central analytical structure that unites 

his political thought and a central issue conditioning the possibility of democracy to 

come.  In each case, Derrida argues, it is the �“limit between the conditional�…and the 

unconditional�” which most clearly reveals the deconstructive potential of democracy and 

the democratic potential of deconstruction.6 Although Derrida negotiates this limit in 

diverse ways, it is friendship�—and the concept of the self implied in the �“dominant�” 

Western understandings of friendship�—that is central to his task because of its peculiar 

relationship to democracy.  It is unclear, however, that the �“tradition�” speaks as 

univocally on the subject of the self and its relationship to friendship as Derrida suggests, 

and in the conclusion of this chapter I point toward some of the ways in which the very 

Platonic dialogues which constitute the basis of Derrida�’s narrative might also provide a 

way of approaching the self and the friend which resist absorbing the self into the other 

and vice versa, and present a model of openness that may (perhaps) allow the future to 

come to be.   

 

 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
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The Apology of Jacques Derrida in �“Force of Law�” 

 Derrida�’s �“Force of Law�” was initially composed as the keynote address for a 

conference at Cardozo Law School titled: �“Deconstruction and the Possibility of 

Justice.�”7 For the first time in his career, Derrida thus addresses the questions of politics 

generally�—and justice in particular�—in a direct way.  Despite its �“serious�” political 

content, however, �“Force of Law�” is thoroughly performative; indeed, as John P.  

McCormick observes, it rehearses many of the dramatic elements of Plato�’s Apology of 

Socrates.8 Like Socrates, Derrida finds it necessary to defend himself and his 

philosophical activity before the questions of politics; and in the face of the charge that 

deconstruction is unjust, Derrida shockingly suggests that �“deconstruction is justice.�”9 By 

the end of �“Force of Law�” he even goes so far as to suggest that the aporiai emerging 

from politics make possible and indeed seem to require philosophy understood as 

deconstruction.  This conclusion represents a radical divergence from the approach to the 

problem of philosophy and the city ascribed to Plato in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” while at the 

same time setting the stage for Derrida�’s eventual insistence on the coincidence of 

deconstruction with democracy (and vice-versa).10 �“Force of Law�” thus at once recalls 

                                                 
7 Jacques Derrida, �“Force of Law: The �‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,�’�” trans.   

Mary Quaintaince, in Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice, eds.  Drucilla Cornell 
et al.  (New York: Routledge, 1992): 3.  Hereafter abbreviated �“FoL.�”  �“Force of Law�”  
was originally published in French with a facing-page translation in the Cardozo Law 
Review.  See Jacques Derrida, �“Force of Law: The Mystical Foundation of Authority,�”  
trans.  Mary Quaintance, Cardozo Law Review 11 (1989-1990): 920-1045.  I have cited 
the later version, verifying it against the French original in the Cardozo Law Review 
article. 
 

8 McCormick, �“Derrida on Law,�” 395. 
 
9 Derrida, �“Force of Law,�” 15, emphasis added. 
 
10 In Chapters Four and Five, however, I argue against attributing this position of  
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the conflict between philosophy and the city by echoing Socrates, but at the same time 

points toward a novel resolution to the conflict through deconstruction.  One of the ways 

that Derrida aims to address this conflict is by showing the incommensurability of law 

and justice.  By demonstrating that justice requires the conjunction of the calculable with 

the incalculable, Derrida introduces elements of the �“problem of number�” that is so 

pivotal in The Politics of Friendship.  In this way, �“Force of Law�” points the way to 

Derrida�’s thought on friendship and democracy to come. 

 Derrida opens �“Force of Law�” by noting that the conference theme�—

�“Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice�”�—contains an implicit accusation or 

reproach.11 The word �“and,�” he remarks, is a defiant conjunction, forcing together 

otherwise sundry words and concepts.  �“Deconstruction�” and �“the possibility of justice,�” 

it is assumed, do not go together.  Derrida helpfully exposes the questions most likely 

hiding behind such a stance: �“does deconstruction insure, permit, authorize, the 

impossibility of justice?�” and �“[d]o the so-called deconstructionists have anything to say 

about justice, anything to do with it? Why, basically, do they speak of it so little? [...] 

Isn�’t it because, as certain people suspect, deconstruction doesn�’t in itself permit any just 

action, any just discourse on justice and the conditions of its possibility?�”12 This series of 

questions seems to put Derrida in a situation in which he both cares about justice too little 

                                                                                                                                                 
philosophical decisionism to Plato�’s Socrates; this is, rather, a ground for significant 
agreement between Derrida and Plato�—notwithstanding their obvious differences on 
other matters. 
 

11 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 3.   
 

12 Ibid, 4.  This is, essentially, the criticism advanced by Derrida�’s more 
vituperative critics, Wolin and Lilla.  Cf., Wolin, Seduction of Unreason; Lilla, 
Reckless Mind. 
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by ignoring it, and pays too much attention to it by undermining its foundations.  A 

�“double bind�” indeed.   

By foregrounding the implicit accusation of injustice in the conference theme, 

however, Derrida recalls Socrates�’ complaint in the Apology that before addressing his 

official accusations, he is obliged to address the �“unofficial�” accusations against him�—

those popularized �“by a certain comic poet.�”13 It is almost as if Derrida�’s critics allege 

that �“[he] does injustice and is meddlesome, by [deconstructing] the things under the 

earth and the heavenly things, and by making the weaker speech the stronger, and by 

teaching [college students] these things.�”14 The Socratic analogy suggests that such a 

characterization resembles the Derridean Derrida as little as the Aristophanic Socrates did 

the Platonic one.  Upon referencing the fact that the conference occurs at night, Derrida 

also points out that in asking him to deliver the keynote address, the conference 

organizers have effectively forced him to speak directly about justice; recall that it was in 

much the same way that Polemarchus and Adeimantus similarly force Socrates into the 

famous nightlong conversation on the same topic in the opening scenes of the Republic.15 

Derrida moreover draws our attention to another subtle piece of coercion�—the imposition 

                                                 
13 Plato, The Apology of Socrates, trans.  Thomas G.  West and Grace Starry West, 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998): 18b-c  
 

14 Ibid., 19b-c.   
 
15 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 7; Cf., Plato, Republic, trans.  Allan Bloom (New York: Basic 

Books, 1991): 327c-328a.  McCormick observes several other important details pointing  
to Book 1 of the Republic, like Derrida�’s allusion to an �“ill-tempered speaker�” who might 
say that �“no rhetoric�” can put deconstruction and justice together: a clear reference to 
Plato�’s Thrasymachus�—an ill-tempered rhetorician (McCormick, �“Derrida on Law,�” 
397). 
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of having to deliver an address in English, a language that is not his own.16 This too 

recalls Socrates�’ observation that during his trial he must speak a foreign language�—the 

language of the courts.17  

 While the opening sections of �“Force of Law�” acknowledge the many scholarly 

critics who have viewed deconstruction as irresponsible or otherwise problematic for 

politics, Derrida�’s Socratic performance also signals an engagement with the history of 

Western political thought in general, and with the problem of philosophy and the city in 

particular.18 As we saw in Chapter Two, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” provides an account of 

Plato�’s complex negotiation of this problem.  Faced with the anarchy of the pharmakon, 

Derrida�’s Plato suppresses it in the interest of hierarchical order.  Insofar as Plato�’s 

Socrates dies in the name of �“Platonism,�” however, he is far from a subversive figure, but 

instead lends credence to concepts that underwrite the careful ordering of the ethical life 

of the polis.19 In precipitating his own �“trial,�” Derrida seems to have a different�—

although equally ambitious�—objective in mind; a rapprochement between philosophy 

and politics, which amounts to a fundamental rethinking of both.   

 

 

                                                 
16 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 4.  McCormick points out that despite this �“imposition�”Derrida 

reverts back to French frequently in this address�—including at the end of the very 
paragraph in which he announces the coerciveness of being made to speak English.   
 

17 Plato, Apology, 18a. 
 
18 McCormick points out that this address was given in the midst of what is  

known as the �“Affair de Man,�” in which Yale professor and follower of Derrida, Paul de 
Man, was revealed to have been a wartime Nazi sympathizer in Belgium.  For a thorough 
account of this scandal see Cusset, French Theory, 178ff. 
 

19 See Chapter Two for this argument. 
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The Mystical Foundation of Authority 

Having thus set the stage for his discussion, Derrida nevertheless admits that it is 

understandable that deconstruction would be thought to undermine justice, noting that 

any investigation that starts by �“destabilizing or complicating the opposition between 

nomos and physis�” as his does �“is through and through a problematization of law and 

justice.  A problematization of the foundations of law, morality, and politics.�”  20 Derrida 

nevertheless observes that the act of questioning foundations as he does is �“neither 

foundationalist nor anti-foundationalist;�” rather we should insist that one questions the 

status of foundations not because one either wishes to accredit or discredit them, but 

because one wonders about them.21 Derrida wants to hold open the possibility of a justice 

that �“exceeds and contradicts�” law, that may have �“no relation�” to law as it is usually 

understood.22 If justice is not a �“foundational�” issue (because justice is never �“founded�”) 

it remains untouched by a deconstructive critique that problematizes the distinction 

between convention and nature.  The same, however, cannot be said of law (droit).  

Indeed, the same isn�’t said about it; rather, Derrida points out that deconstruction is a 

problem for politics only if one understands law and justice to be identical.  If it 

nevertheless appears that deconstruction is not interested in addressing justice, this is 

because the topic cannot be approached directly �“without immediately betraying justice, 

                                                 
20 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 8.  In Natural Right and History Leo Strauss notes that the  

distinction between �“physis and nomos�” is �“coeval with the discovery of nature and hence 
philosophy.�”  If this is the case, then Derrida�’s destabilization of the opposition between 
the two could also be taken as a �“problematization�” of philosophy as it has been 
traditionally understood.  Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1953): 90.   
 

21 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 8.   
 
22 Ibid, 5. 
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if not droit [law, right].�”23 Derrida significantly claims one does not necessarily betray 

�“droit�”�—the French word that means both �“law�” and �“right,�” (like the German 

�“Recht�”)�—by approaching it directly.  He also maintains that inasmuch as it approaches 

justice obliquely, deconstruction has �“done nothing but address it.�”24 Hence Derrida 

begins by invoking the conflict between philosophy and the city through his restaging of 

the Apology and the Republic, but also subtly changes the terms of the debate: the notion 

that deconstruction is bad for politics depends upon a questionable equivocation between 

justice and law, and misconceptions about the nature of justice itself.  As Derrida 

proceeds, he continues to approach justice �“obliquely�” by means of a discussion of law 

and its foundations. 

Derrida opens his analysis of the relationship between law and justice by 

exploring the notion of �“the mystical foundation of authority.�”  Both Pascal and 

Montaigne use this slogan to ironically describe how �“custom�” is the fundamental ground 

for the authority of law.25 For them, the term �“mystical�” is meant to deride Enlightenment 

liberalism�’s account of the provenance of law and authority, which, in their view, is just 

as credulous and arbitrary as the natural law tradition it critiques.  Derrida, however, 

argues that the word �“mystical�” is actually an appropriate descriptor of the way that all 

foundings occur�—greatly expanding the contentions of Pascal and Montaigne both.    

                                                 
23 Ibid, 10.   
 
24 Ibid.  This comment leads us to wonder about the status of Derrida�’s remarks  

here, given his previous suggestion that he has been forced into addressing justice 
directly.  Is this the case? If one cannot speak directly about justice, why is Derrida 
attempting to do so here? Is being forced into discussing justice the same thing as 
speaking about it directly? 
 

25 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 10-12. 
 



 93

Foundings, Derrida shows, are always quite literally �“before the law,�” they 

amount to a �“coup de force�…[an] interpretative violence that is neither just nor unjust 

and that no justice and no previous law with its founding anterior moment could 

guarantee or contradict or invalidate.�”26 While the law must always be �“enforced�” and 

thus has an external relation to violence or force, Derrida also shows that the law 

maintains �“a more internal, a more complex relation with what one calls force, power, or 

violence.�”27 A founding is self-authorizing, it cannot be justified with recourse to any 

extant law, but comes to be through a radically singular act of violence.28 But beyond 

even this violence, there is something in the very performative nature of the founding act 

that exceeds description; indeed, if in a founding words reach (and transcend) their limit, 

�“a silence is walled up in the violent structure of the founding act.  Walled up, walled in 

because silence is not exterior to language.�”29 And since the origin, foundation, or ground 

of law does not rest on anything but itself, it is a radically particular act of self-assertion: 

�“a violence without ground.�”30 This �“violence without ground�” and the silence �“walled 

                                                 
26 Ibid, 13. 
 
27 Ibid. 
 
28 Ibid.  Derrida�’s observations here recall those of Thomas Hobbes whose  

Leviathan tells us that there is neither justice nor injustice in the state of nature prior to 
the foundation of civil society.  Far from an escape from the violence of the state of 
nature, however, Derrida shows that foundings are complicit with a far more basic 
violence.  He thus seems to be taking the tradition of modern political philosophy in its 
Hobbesian liberal variant to task for assuming that the founding of civil society actually 
represents an escape from violence. 
  

29 Ibid, 14.  This formulation recalls Derrida�’s insistence in �“Différance�” that  
silence is not external to speech.  Cf., Jacques Derrida, �“Différance,�” in Margins of 
Philosophy, trans.  Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982): 9.   
 

30 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 14. 
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up�” around it escape the categories of just and unjust, legal and illegal, and are, for 

Derrida, most aptly described as �“mystical.�” 

This mystical character of authority produces a structure �“in which law (droit) is 

essentially deconstructible, whether because it is founded, constructed on interpretable 

and transformable textual strata�…or because its ultimate foundation is by definition 

unfounded.�”31 This recalls the logic of the pharmakon in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”  In that 

text, the ultimate paucity of originary being as presence made evident in the pharmakon 

produced the essentially deconstructible character of oppositional logic, and facilitated 

slidings between the original and the image.  Here, the silence walled up around the 

founding act, its hyperbolic singularity and heterogeneity, mean that law is similarly 

constructible and thus deconstructible.  The fact that the law is deconstructible, Derrida 

says, is �“not bad news;�” quite conversely, it is a �“stroke of luck for politics, for all 

historical progress.�”32 Why this is the case can be appreciated only after Derrida 

addresses another paradox: �“it is this deconstructible structure of law (droit), or if you 

prefer of justice as droit, that also ensures the possibility of deconstruction.  Justice in 

itself�…outside or beyond law, is not deconstructible.  No more than deconstruction itself, 

if such a thing exists.  Deconstruction is justice.�”33 So deconstruction is justice, but 

justice is also the possibility of deconstruction; further, the deconstructibility of law 

makes deconstruction possible, but the undeconstructibility of justice also makes 

deconstruction possible.  Deconstruction thus seems to exist as the space between law 

and justice.  Despite his opening complaints about the colloquium�’s title, Derrida has 
                                                 

31 Ibid. 
 
32 Ibid, 14. 
 
33 Ibid, 14-15. 
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given the conference organizers exactly what they asked for: a fabulous account of 

�“deconstruction and the possibility of justice.�”  He thus playfully notes that the 

conference should perhaps be re-titled: �“justice as the possibility of deconstruction...the 

foundation of the self-authorization of law (droit) as the possibility of the exercise of 

deconstruction.�”34 The result: �“deconstruction takes place in the interval that separates the 

undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of droit [law, right, justice as 

law].�”35 What this means is anything but clear�—a fact that Derrida playfully 

acknowledges by next wondering aloud: �“Why does deconstruction have the 

reputation�…of treating things obliquely, indirectly�…? Is this reputation deserved?�”36 It is 

only once the relationship between law and justice (as Derrida understands it) comes 

more clearly into view that we can better understand these seemingly paradoxical 

formulations. 

  
Justice as an Experience of the Impossible 

 Derrida once again reflects on the conference title�—�“deconstruction and the 

possibility of justice�”�—suggesting that it generates �“infinite problems.�”37 The problems 

arising from that syntagm, as we have seen, produce paradoxical or aporetic reflections 

and are infinite because �“they require the very experience of aporia that is not unrelated 

to what I just called the �‘mystical.�’�”38 An �“experience�” of aporia is a strange idea.  The 

                                                 
34 Ibid, 15. 
 
35 Ibid.   
 
36 Ibid., 16. 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 Ibid. 
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concept of experience implies that I have passed through something in time, whereas 

�“aporia�”�—from the Greek pera  (�“I pass through�”)�—literally means �“no passage.�”  

Experience finds a way through; aporia blocks the path.  If justice involves an experience 

of aporia Derrida is consequently correct to conclude: �“justice is an experience of the 

impossible.�”39 To delineate his concept of �“impossible�” justice more fully, Derrida 

vigorously distinguishes it from law.  When we make a good decision or when we 

correctly apply an established rule to a particular case, Derrida says, we have accounted 

for the law, but not for justice.  Whereas law is �“the element of calculation,�” justice is 

�“incalculable.�”  It is just that there should be law, but justice requires an experience of 

aporia: those experiences �“as improbable as they are necessary, of justice�…of moments 

in which the decision between just and unjust is never insured by a rule.�”40 Whereas an 

element of stability and �“programmicity�” inheres in law, every instance of justice, 

Derrida says, must be a radically unforeseeable, incalculable event.  Despite its 

singularity, however, justice also requires universality and unconditionality: �“How are we 

to reconcile the act of justice that must always concern singularity, individuals, 

irreplaceable groups and lives, the other or myself as other, in a unique situation with 

rule, norm, value, or the imperative of justice which necessarily have a general form, 

even if this generality prescribes a singular application in each case?�”41 How, in other 

words, do we relate the universal to the particular? Derrida resists a Hegelian solution in 

which universal and particular reach mutual recognition: the field is more dissymmetrical 

                                                 
39 Ibid, 16. 
 
40 Ibid. 
 
41 Ibid, 17. 
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than Hegel allows.  The distinction between law and justice would indeed be simple if it 

merely consisted of a mutually exclusive dichotomy between calculation and the 

incalculable.  But this is not the case: �“droit [law/right] claims to exercise itself in the 

name of justice and�…justice is required to establish itself in the name of the law that 

must be enforced.�”42 Deconstruction, which �“always finds itself between these two 

poles,�” is the only way to extricate justice from law, and Derrida attempts to do so by 

thinking through three aporiai of law. 

  
The Aporiai of Law 

 
 The first aporia of law is what Derrida calls the �“epokh  [a check or pause] of the 

rule.�”  Derrida argues that in order for a decision to be just, we must assume that the 

person making the decision does so freely and responsibly.  If someone is not truly free to 

decide, or if he or she is not a responsible agent, then we would not consider such a 

person capable of a just choice.  If I merely apply a pre-established rule or a law, Derrida 

argues, I am actually behaving in a way that has been decided or programmed in the past, 

and no actual decision has been made.  Simple adherence to a rule abstracts from the 

radically temporal character of decision.  A decision or judgment worthy of the name 

respects the law and is therefore conservative; however, inasmuch as I must consider a 

particular case in its radically novel specificity, it is also revolutionary.  A decision must 

in this way be both regulated and without regulation: �“it must conserve the law and also 

destroy or suspend it enough to have to reinvent it in each case, rejustify it, at least 

reinvent it in the reaffirmation of the new and free confirmation of its principle.�”43 A true 

                                                 
42 Ibid, 22. 
 
43 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 23.   
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decision presupposes an absolutely heterogeneous case�—why else would we need 

judgment in the first place? Inasmuch as law contains an element of universality�—

evident, for example, in the principles of standing and precedent�—it tends toward the 

nullification of this absolute heterogeneity and thus the conditions of both decision and 

justice.  To ignore the law, however, would be to reduce justice to tyrannical assertions of 

the will: we are thus left with an aporetic situation that on the one hand requires 

calculation and conservation and on the other requires the incalculable and radical 

change.  It is consequently impossible for a decision to be simultaneously responsible 

(calculable) and free (incalculable).  Derrida therefore concludes that no decision and no 

person could ever be just in the present tense, as this would require the impossible 

conjunction of freedom and responsibility.  Justice in this sense seems to gesture to the 

�“to come,�” and significantly anticipates Derrida�’s notion of democracy to come, as the 

self-inadequation of democracy means that democracy is always �“to come�” and therefore 

essentially historical in character.   

 The second aporia of law�—�“the ghost of the undecidable�”�—is a form of the first, 

and clarifies it to an extent.  Derrida�’s counterintuitive argument is that the �“undecidable�” 

is a necessary moment in every genuine decision.  Thus whereas the first aporia of law 

reveals the extent to which both the calculable and the incalculable are a part of a just 

decision, the second aporia explores the effect this structure has on decision itself.  In the 

first aporia of law, Derrida focuses on the role of justice in a �“just decision,�” while in the 

second he explicates �“decision�” itself.  Derrida argues that a decision which did not pass 

through the �“ordeal�” of the undecidable would not actually be a free decision, instead 
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remaining �“a programmable application or unfolding of a calculable process.�”44 The 

�“undecidable�” is not, however, merely the state of being trapped between two possible 

decisions�—between two difficult but finally calculable options, like deciding between 

Margarita and Barbeque Chicken pizza at a restaurant�—but involves the �“beckoning�” of 

the incalculable (justice, for instance) to the calculable (law).45 Derrida does not delight 

in the moment of the undecidable as some critics allege;46 he rather uses it as an 

opportunity to show how justice requires the recognition of the absolute heterogeneity of 

the elements of the decision, their utter uniqueness.  One must �“pass through�” the 

moment of the undecidable, rupturing the attempt of a rule to program�—and thus 

nullify�—decision.  Once the decision has been made, Derrida says, the rupture of the 

undecidable has been sealed, and it again becomes a part of the law or rule.  But since the 

moment of the undecidable is necessary in the structure of the decision itself, there is no 

present moment that can be called fully just.  Justice is thus never available as present-

being because of the aporetic structure of decision as well as the aporetic structure of 

justice itself. 

 These first two aporiai emphasize the irruptive particularity of justice over and 

against the tendency of rules or laws to program an outcome in advance.  Both aporiai 

                                                 
44 Ibid, 24.   
 
45 A better example of the �“undecidable�” is perhaps represented by Antigone�’s  

decision between divine and human law, or by Abraham�’s decision between obeying God 
and sacrificing Isaac.  On the latter consider Johannes de silentio�’s �“A Tribute to 
Abraham�” in Kierkegaard�’s Fear and Trembling.  Cf., Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, 
eds.  C.  Stephen Evans and Sylvia Walsh (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2006): 12-20. 
 

46 See Lilla, Reckless Mind, 190; and Wolin, Seduction of Unreason, 236.  For a  
robust defense of Derrida on decision see Sokoloff, �“Between Justice and Legality,�” 
343ff.   
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furthermore derive from the �“infinite�” character of justice.  The account of justice that 

has been developing throughout �“Force of Law�” is articulated more directly when 

Derrida clarifies that justice is infinite �“because it is irreducible, irreducible because it is 

owed to the other, owed to the other before any contract, because it has come, the other�’s 

coming as a singularity that is always other.�”47 Such an idea of justice is hyperbolic, 

without reciprocity, and beyond calculation: �“[it is] without reason and without 

rationality.�”48 Derrida even calls it �“a madness,�” noting: �“deconstruction is mad about 

this kind of justice.�”49  

Derrida also claims that the ability to see justice as deconstruction in this way is 

peculiar to our historical moment, because, as Hegel observed, in late modernity we are 

for the first time able to see the very principles inherent in the unfolding of history 

itself.50 Derrida seems to interpret this historical movement in terms of the ongoing 

irruptive openings of deconstruction as justice.  But for Derrida, even though there is no 

�“end of history,�” there remains the possibility�—to borrow a phrase from Nietzsche�—of 

nausea: �“[we now stand] at a brink where vertigo threatens to seize us�…from this point 

on we always run the risk�…of no longer being, as they say, �‘in the running.�’�”51 The very 

privileged historical position from which deconstruction derives its strength involves a 

                                                 
47 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 25. 
 
48 Ibid. 
 
49 Ibid. 
 
50 G.W.F.  Hegel, �“Preface,�” Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed.  Allan  

W.Wood, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 22. 
 

51 Ibid, 25-6. 
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very real risk of the neutralization of positions feared by its critics.52 What is novel about 

Derrida�’s response is his claim that the very method of analysis (deconstruction) that 

harbors the risk of neutralization also contains within it the necessary momentum to keep 

us in the race.  He discusses this in the third aporia of law: �“the urgency that obstructs the 

horizon of knowledge.�” 

Derrida confronts the notion that deconstruction fosters a dangerous neutralization 

of justice�—if not politics itself�—more directly in the third aporia of law than he has 

previously in �“Force of Law.�”  The second aporia confronts us with a puzzle: why would 

or should we not remain paralyzed by the moment of the undecidable that is required for 

every genuine decision? How does Derrida resist the charge that his work fosters 

Schmittian decisionism or vitalism?53 Derrida�’s answer introduces the notion of the �“to 

come�” that is central to our investigation of �“democracy to come�” in this chapter.  So far 

Derrida has been dealing with the idea of a �“just decision.�”  Such a decision, Derrida 

points out, does not wait: we always need justice urgently, if we need it at all.  The very 

idea that there is something like justice which seems to upset the way things are and 

change them in the direction of the good has in the analytical structure of its concept a 

type of necessary precipitation.  Even if reflection were infinite, if we could furnish 

ourselves with �“infinite information and unlimited knowledge,�” the moment of decision 

as such remains ineluctably finite.54 A just decision must �“rend time and defy dialectics,�” 

                                                 
52 See supra FN 2.    
 
53 Cf., for example, Wolin, Seduction of Unreason, 236ff. 
 
54 Derrida, �“FoL,�” 26. 
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because the structural nature of decision is itself an interruption of prudent calculation.55 

Derrida describes decision as a �“moment�” because its temporality cannot be protracted: I 

cannot, technically, spend a long time �“deciding,�” but I can take as long as I please in 

�“attempting to make a decision,�” or in �“trying to decide.�”  Emphasizing the irruptive 

character of the decision would appear to expose Derrida to the familiar charges that he 

advocates a nihilistic abdication of the political, or a reduction of all decisions to arbitrary 

acts of will.  But far from a foray into irresponsibility, the just decision is always marked 

by a break with and reinstitution of law, rules, the programmed and the programmable.  

We could not make a decision without prudent reflection, or without the structural 

reinstitution of the rule prior to the decision, but prudence and law are alien to the 

moment of the decision itself.  Decision requires passage through the undecidable 

because it is only through the undecidable that we come to acknowledge the nature of the 

decision as such.  Implicit in Derrida�’s formulation here, moreover, is the notion that the 

true nihilism lies in not recognizing the radical incommensurability of decision, so 

Derrida�’s response to his critics is that they cannot fault him for his account of decision, 

as without deconstruction they have been unable to truly grasp what is required for 

deciding.   

�“Force of Law�” also demonstrates the extent to which Derridean deconstruction 

gives full weight to the implications of the temporal character of human thought.56 

Derrida�’s three aporiai of the just decision do not abstract from temporality, but �“slow 
                                                 

55 Ibid. 
 
56 Beardsworth calls this Derridean insight the �“irreducibility of time to logic,�”  

and even before the publication of many of Derrida�’s political works, was able to write 
Derrida & the Political with this aporia in mind.  Cf., Beardsworth, Derrida & the 
Political, xiv-xv. 
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down�” our thinking on the decision; that is, by isolating the moments and the 

preconditions of the just decision, they force (?) us to consider the fact that a decision 

isn�’t a thought.  Thought thus learns to treat decision as the other, to recognize its 

heterogeneity.  Deconstruction in this way creates a rupture between thinking and 

decision that reveals them as absolutely different from each other.  Like justice, which is 

the introduction of the incalculable into calculation, Derrida�’s own method of providing 

us with an experience of aporia�—which we above determined to be impossible�—

conditions the possibility of a decision that isn�’t a thought.  Deconstruction, like justice, 

is an experience of the impossible. 

  
Justice and the Possibility of the �“To Come�” 

The same deconstruction that submits us to the �“epokh �” of the rule, and the 

ordeal of the �“undecidable,�” reveals that the structural character of the just decision 

always requires precipitation.  From the brink of paralysis, then, Derrida�’s investigation 

of these three aporiai opens the only radical possibility of deciding.  The structural 

urgency of the just decision has another important effect: insofar as its singularity breaks 

with the element of �“programmicity�” inherent in law, justice makes possible the �“to 

come�” (à venir).  The �“to come�” is not quite the same thing as the �“future�” (l�’avenir) 

because the latter always contains the possibility of reiterating the present.57 Justice has 

no presence, but it may have a to come: �“Justice as the experience of absolute alterity is 

unpresentable, but it is the chance of the event and the condition of history.�”58 Law has 

                                                 
57 Derrida nevertheless wants to reimagine the �“future�” as the �“to come�” and  

therefore occasionally retains use of the word. 
 

58 Ibid, 27. 
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the potential to neutralize justice, but there is also the risk of this same neutralizing 

tendency in the case of the future itself.  Justice facilitates the opening of the future as the 

�“to come,�” because it frustrates any attempt to place it in the present.  Justice infinitely 

slips out of our grasp, but in so doing points toward the possibility of a to come that is not 

nullified by the predictable stability of rules or the law.  But just as justice opens up the 

possibility of the future as a �“to come,�” so too does its madness make it �“very close to the 

bad.�”59 Not every revolution is a good one, and the arational infinity of justice means that 

it can �“always be reappropriated by the most perverse calculation.  It�’s always 

possible.�”60 And so, Derrida says, the just always points us back to the law: �“incalculable 

justice requires us to calculate.�”61 In a remarkable dialectical inversion, Derrida, who has 

worked mightily in �“Force of Law�” to separate mad justice from sober law, 

acknowledges that the structure of justice requires deconstruction to return to the 

mundanities of law and politics.  Despite the space that he has cleared for the future, 

Derrida thus nods toward our own Western history: �“Nothing seems to me less outdated 

than the classical emancipatory ideal.�”62 In Derrida�’s writing�—as Stanley Rosen observes 

in a somewhat different context�—the promise of the Enlightenment is for the first time in 

fact realized, as Derrida outlines the conditions of possibility for a progressive unfolding 

of a more just �“to come.�”  63 

                                                 
59 Ibid, 28.   
 
60 Ibid. 
 
61 Ibid.   
 
62 Ibid.  Cf., McCormick, �“Derrida on Law,�” 404. 
 
63 Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 50. 
 



 105

So why, in the last analysis, is deconstruction justice? As Derrida�’s discussions of 

law and justice demonstrate, politics as a field generates philosophical aporiai that are 

nevertheless a central part of our experience.  Justice is never present or presentable; it 

always differs from the rule and defers itself indefinitely, while precipitating its own call 

with endless urgency.64 In so doing it performs the essentially deconstructive function of 

opening the to come.  As we have seen, every deconstructive intervention involves the 

same double movement that has been here described as justice.  In �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 

for instance, the affirmation and suspension of the origin appears to make possible the 

slippage of the pharmakon.  The hyperbolic raising of the stakes of the origin is precisely 

the same function that justice demands in the arena of politics.  The operation of justice is 

thus identical to the operation of deconstruction.  Derrida opens �“Force of Law�” by 

hinting at a possible rapprochement between philosophy and politics.  The argument of 

�“Force of Law�” indicates that our basic experiences of political life will appear to lead to 

aporetic paralysis and violent injustice without the aid of deconstruction.  In so doing, 

Derrida appears to attempt a reversal of the Platonic closure of politics as described in 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”  There, the existence of such aporiai necessitates �“stopping�” or 

suppressing unhindered philosophical inquiry in the name of political order.  In �“Force of 

Law,�” by way of contrast, Derrida reopens some of the political aporiai and indicates that 

they, in turn, open the way to deconstruction. 

 �“Force of Law�” also identifies another source of the closure of politics.  Through 

his account of justice in �“Force of Law,�” Derrida shows that law has the tendency to 

program our decisions such that it leads us to attempt to neutralize the radically irruptive 

                                                 
64 In this sense we might say that deconstruction is justice because justice  

functions�—precisely�—as the différance of politics. 
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character of justice.  In an aside to the main argument of �“Force of Law,�” Derrida touches 

on another version of this problem that seems in many ways more elemental, and which 

does indeed becomes central to The Politics of Friendship.  As we have seen, since 

�“Force of Law�” was initially composed as a keynote address, it makes frequent reference 

to the fact that the speaker is speaking English, which is to him the language of the �“the 

other.�”  On the one hand, Derrida observes, addressing oneself in the language of the 

other seems �“the condition of all possible justice;�” however, on the other hand it also 

seems impossible to do because I cannot speak the language of the other except insofar as 

I appropriate it �“according to the law of an implicit third.�”65 Any connection between self 

and other, even in a case where both speak the �“same language�” implies an implicit 

assimilation of the other into the self, and thus the neutralization of the other qua other.  

Derrida calls this tendency to neutralize the alterity of the other �“the logic of 

fraternization�” in The Politics of Friendship, and it is revealed to be central to the 

problem of modern nihilism, as he understands it.  It is the task of The Politics of 

Friendship to explicate this problem more fully, as well as to show the way in which the 

idea of justice put forward in �“Force of Law�” finds its fullest expression in the syntagm: 

�“democracy to come.�”   

The Politics of Friendship and the Problem of Modern Nihilism 

 A little less than halfway through The Politics of Friendship, Derrida�’s lengthiest 

work of political philosophy and the only one of his books to contain the word �“politics�” 

in the title, there is a marked change in tone as Derrida describes what we might call the 

�“crisis of modernity,�” or the �“problem of modern nihilism�”.  The change in tone is 

                                                 
65 Ibid. 
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perhaps precipitated by his subject matter: Nietzsche, a thinker most concerned with this 

problem.  The texts �“signed Nietzsche,�” Derrida observes, appear to mark �“a mutation in 

the field of the political and of community in general.�”66 This mutation has ushered in a 

world which �“suddenly no longer holds together, which has split asunder, [and] no longer 

closes.�”67 We belong to the time of this mutation �“which is precisely a harrowing tremor 

in the structure or the experience of belonging.�”68 We consequently �“belong�” to an 

experience of not belonging.  The lack of a constitutive horizon has had a decentering 

effect such that we no longer even know �“what dangers and abysses�” exist, let alone how 

to avoid them: �“We avoid one only to be thrown into one of the others.�”69 Whereas 

Nietzsche announced the end of truth as a value for Western civilization, while aware of 

the implications such a revelation might have for our future, in his wake we are faced 

with a more catastrophic possibility as value itself is now in question: �“darkness is falling 

on the value of value and hence on the desire for an axiomatic, a consistent, granted or 

presupposed system of values.�”70 The problem of modern nihilism has thus intensified 

since the writings of Nietzsche, and unlike Nietzsche we cannot even call for the creation 

of new values, because the very concept of value is now thrown into question.  If value 

has indeed lost its value, then any kind of axiomatic closure attempting to create horizons 

will necessarily fail.  Thus insofar as Nietzsche and even Heidegger assume the necessity 

                                                 
66 Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 79. 
 
67 Ibid, 80. 
 
68 Ibid. 
 
69 Ibid. 
 
70 Ibid.  Cf.  Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans., Walter  

Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1989) 
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of closed horizons for overcoming nihilism their solutions are no longer�—if indeed they 

ever were�—sufficient to the task of finding a way to live now.  The tradition of closing 

off philosophical questioning in order to create an ordered horizon for politics�—as 

Derrida says that Plato does in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�”�—has not only been overcome, but is 

no longer replicable as a politico-philosophical strategy.  To wit, Derrida�’s response to 

the problem avoids both the Nietzschean creation of new noble values and the 

Heideggerian attempt to foster Dasein�’s role as the shepherd of Being.  In so doing, 

Derrida aims to create a kind of openness that stands in stark contrast to the nefarious 

politics sometimes associated with his predecessors.   

But why is darkness falling on the value of value? And what does this mean for 

us? As we shall see, part of Derrida�’s purpose in The Politics of Friendship is to 

demonstrate how the limit between the commensurable and the incommensurable�—

navigated as the limit between law and justice in �“Force of Law�”�—is also present in the 

most basic interactions between self and other, and has been central to the traditional 

Western theorization of friendship.  This neutralization of the alterity of the other 

culminates in an attempt to program the very possibility of the future.  Derrida�’s task in 

deconstructing friendship thus opens out to the greater task of facilitating the possibility 

of the �“to come,�” and the democracy to come (la démocratie à venir). 

  
The Logic of Fraternization 

 In the foreword to The Politics of Friendship, Derrida says that the book 

�“resembles a lengthy preface,�” if not necessarily a �“primal scene.�”71 This seems true in 

several ways: first, Derrida focuses primarily on the historical problem of the �“logic of 

                                                 
71 Derrida, PoF, viii. 
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fraternization�” rather than his alternative to it (although he does develop this alternative 

as well); second, even though Derrida explores the concept of �“democracy to come�” more 

thoroughly in this book than he had previously, The Politics of Friendship nevertheless 

approaches democracy obliquely, by means of its relationship to the titular �“politics�” of 

friendship; and third, The Politics of Friendship seems in many ways to prepare us for the 

more specifically political account of democracy to come in Rogues.  Despite its 

�“prefatory�” character, however, The Politics of Friendship is a crucial part of Derrida�’s 

political philosophy because of its thorough articulation of the problem of modern 

nihilism, and the particular ways in which it links this problem to our tradition of thinking 

about friendship and aims at a resolution through democracy to come.  In this way, The 

Politics of Friendship forms a crucial link between Derrida�’s account of justice in �“Force 

of Law�” and his fuller account of democracy to come in Rogues.    

In The Politics of Friendship Derrida takes aim at the �“logic of fraternization�” he 

sees as endemic to the Western accounts of friendship and democracy.  He argues that in 

canonical accounts of friendship the friend always enters onto the scene �“with the 

features of the brother.�”72 A potential friend is infinitely other, and infinite in potential 

number; however, as soon as I name some �“other�” my friend, I neutralize the alterity by 

recasting him in an image of myself.  By recasting the friend as the particular �“other�” that 

most resembles the self�—i.e.,the brother�—the logic of fraternization obscures the 

absolute alterity or heterogeneity inherent in the concept of friendship by naturalizing the 

bond.  This is part of the reason why Derrida chooses to name the political problem at 

stake in The Politics of Friendship as he does.  The other stated reason is that this same 
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logic apparently operates in the �“androcentric�” scheme of modern political thought and 

practice.  Despite the attempts of modern politics to move beyond patriarchy, Derrida 

observes, one would be hard pressed to find �“any republican motto�” that is determined 

�“in the absence of confraternity or brotherhood.�”73 The overthrow of a patriarchal 

political order, especially through violent revolution, does not guarantee that the one 

replacing it will expunge patriarchy; especially if patriarchy is more thoroughly 

embedded in the way we think and act than is immediately apparent.74 Patriarchy, 

Derrida says, �“always begins with the dreams of brothers of patriarchy�’s demise.�”  

Derrida in this way reminds us that the defeat of a monarchical system that is replaced by 

a republican government espousing �“fraternity�” as a founding principle is a pyrrhic 

victory that merely repeats and defers the logic of patriarchy.  75 Reliance on �“fraternity�” 

as a principle of unity for politics signals the same disregard for the alterity of our fellow 

citizens that Derrida identifies in traditional �“fraternalistic�” understandings of friendship.   

The logic of fraternization and the patriarchy that is coeval with it should be 

resisted not only in the name gender equality, however, but also because patriarchy is in 

itself destructive.  Patriarchy causes the �“one�” or the self to do violence to him or herself 

                                                 
73 Ibid.  This occurs most prominently the French Revolutionary motto, �“Liberté,  

égalité, fraternité,�” which is conspicuous in its absence in The Politics of Friendship. The 
tradition of linking �“confraternity�” to political life might go back even further than this, 
as is evinced in Socrates�’ use of the �“myth of the metals�” in Plato�’s Republic.  The myth  
bases political community on the �“noble lie�” that all of the city�’s members are family in a 
primeval way.  Cf., Plato, Republic, 412b-416d.   
 

74 Indeed, Derrida is extremely critical of such logic in his more �“metaphysical�”  
writings.  In Chapter Two we saw the extent to which Derrida�’s account of deconstruction 
as dissemination attempts to distance itself from the model of oppositional logic which 
frames all relationships in terms of overcoming. 
 

75 Derrida, PoF, ix. 
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and to guard against the coming of the other.76 Patriarchy, rehearsed through the logic of 

fraternization that characterizes both the tradition of thinking about friendship and 

modern political thought (including democratic thought) thus creates a situation in which 

the self injures itself, and closes itself off to the responsibility implied in the existence of 

the other as absolutely other.77 The logic of fraternization damages both individuals and 

the political community as a whole by failing to facilitate the opening of the self to the 

other.  But as suggested above, though this logic is on its face problematic for Derrida, it 

signals the far more serious political problem of modern nihilism.  This development 

emerges through the genealogy of the philosophy of friendship that constitutes the rest of 

The Politics of Friendship. 

  
�“O My Friends, There is No Friend!�” 

Derrida opens The Politics of Friendship by quoting a vocative phrase, which, 

though apocryphally attribution to Aristotle, has been used by an extraordinarily diverse 

group of thinkers in their investigations of friendship: �“O my friends, there is no 

friend.�”78 This phrase serves as a loose organizing theme for The Politics of Friendship, 

as the thinkers he treats in the book all take it up into their own writings on friendship in 

different ways.  Derrida surveys the thought of Cicero, Aristotle, Montaigne, Kant, 

Nietzsche, Carl Schmitt, Heidegger, Maurice Blanchot, and Jean-Luc Nancy all of whom 

make reference to this paradoxical phrase in their thoughts on friendship and politics.  

The phrase is paradoxical on its face, Derrida says, because while speaking to friends in 
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77 Derrida develops this idea further in his concept of �“ipseity�” in Rogues. 
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its first clause, it denies the possibility of the friend in its second.  It is perhaps precisely 

because of this paradoxical character that it has shaped an informed the problematic and 

paradoxical tradition of the philosophy of friendship 

 Derrida first looks at Cicero who invokes �“O my friends, there is no friend�” to 

distinguish between friendship in general, and the kind of exemplary friendship that earns 

friends immortal fame.79 As opposed to the majority of so-called friendships which 

matter only for those involved, the exemplary friendship Cicero describes is a type of 

friendship that at once exceeds and gives meaning to the type.80 Derrida locates within 

this desire for perfect friendship a perverse longing for immortality.  The Ciceronian 

friend is one�’s ideal double, �“the same as the self, but improved.�”81 When we look into 

the eyes of the friend, Cicero says, we see him keeping our own image in his eyes; 

Derrida, however, argues that when we look into the eyes of the friend in the Ciceronian 

mode, what we are actually searching for the chance of survival borne of a longing to 

transcend the limits of natural death.  The logic of fraternization thus extends beyond an 

attempt to neutralize the other, but shines its �“ecstatic light�” onto the �“absolute future.�”  

The desire for immortal fame through friendship amounts to an act of réssentiment 

toward the past and the future insofar as they do not include the subject or the self.  

Friendship is thus not merely �“enlightened self love,�” but a kind of narcissism, which, 

dissatisfied with the present and past, looks imperially upon the future.  What begins as a 

neutralization of the other thus opens out to a desire to neutralize the possibility of 

alterity as such through an overcoming of the future itself. 
                                                 

79 Ibid, 2-3. 
 
80 Ibid, 4. 
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Derrida finds a similarly problematic logic at play in the Aristotelian conception 

of friendship: beginning with Plato, and emerging more forcefully in the Aristotelian 

texts on friendship, the dominant strain of Western thought has concluded that it is better 

to love than to be loved: �“An activity carries it away, it prevails over passivity.�”82 It is 

possible to be loved (passive voice) without knowing it, but in order to love (active voice) 

one must always also know that one is doing it.  It is impossible to love without knowing: 

�“science and self-consciousness�” thereby find themselves on the side of loving.83 This 

leads to a strange logic where those things proper to friendship can be thought or lived 

without any reference to the beloved, or the lovable in general.  We might object that 

such a characterization of Aristotle seems inaccurate insofar as Aristotle�’s account of 

friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics famously emphasizes the reciprocity that is 

required for friendly love.  Friendship (philia) in fact is distinguished from romantic love 

(eros) primarily because the former requires reciprocity while the latter does not.  In 

anticipation of such an objection, however, Derrida notes that what we call �“reciprocity�” 

is based upon an unverifiable presumption about the thoughts or love of another.  We can 

never actually be certain whether reciprocity, in fact, exists: we can only have knowledge 

of our own active loving.  Friendship must consequently begin with the friend-who-loves, 

as Aristotle�’s presentation of it seems to do.   

The emphasis on active loving therefore produces dissymmetry in friendship�—the 

love that aspires to equality and reciprocity.  The fact that we continue to love our friends 

even after they die�—a love that Aristotle singles out as particularly praiseworthy�—brings 
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the lopsided character of loving in friendship into relief.  The dissymmetry inherent in 

Aristotle�’s account in this way brings friendship in proximity to death, just as Cicero�’s 

account does.  Such dissymmetry asserts itself most starkly in the figure of the 

Aristotelian God who is pure act: �“he is the absolute desirable or desired, analogically 

and formally in the position of the beloved, therefore on the side of death�…Now in 

contrast to what takes place in friendship, no one will contest that this absolute object of 

desire is also found at�…the summit of the natural hierarchy, whereas He does not allow 

himself to move or be moved by an attraction.�”84 The First Mover does not love since 

loving implies lack.  The First Mover is, nonetheless, pure act�—the very thing on behalf 

of which loving is preferred to being-loved.  We prefer active loving, but at the peak of 

all conceivable activity, active loving recedes, leaving only that which is loved.  Such 

dissymmetry threatens the reciprocity at work in Aristotle�’s account of friendship, but he 

maintains his support of loving over being-loved because active loving is superior to 

passive loving in the same way that knowing is better than being-known.  Knowing and 

being-known�—as energeia and pathos�—are irreducibly different, they share only the 

existence of a finite subject in common.  For a finite being, Derrida argues, knowing and 

being-known�—or loving and being-loved�—can thus never coincide.  I can love being-

loved, or I can know how to be lovable, but knowing and loving are inescapably prior to 

�“suffering�” love: �“The structure of the first must remain what it is, heterogeneous to that 

of the other.�”85 Derrida remarks that the preferential status of action over passivity, of 

knowledge over ignorance, of loving over being-loved, is the very principle that permits 
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privileging as such.  To wit, the irreducibility of the difference between activity and 

passivity �“is that which counts and permits counting.�”86 The priority of activity makes 

counting possible because it implicitly determines a �“one�” (i.e., the self) to which 

everything else is posterior.87 So in Derrida�’s analysis the activity of counting both 

implies and denies singularity.  This means that in the tradition of Western metaphysics 

the other will always be determined only in its relation to the self.  The structure of the 

relationship between self and other violates the absolute alterity that any �“other�” must 

possess in concept.  The �“law of the implicit third�” to which Derrida alludes in �“Force of 

Law�” is here shown to be nothing other than the priority of self-ish activity.  The logic of 

fraternization thus affects even our most fundamental conceptualizations of self and 

other. 

The logic of fraternization is also, to an extent, a part of democracy.  Just as 

friendship requires the impossible or dissymmetric conjunction of loving and being-

loved, so does democracy attempt to weave together singularity with community, or the 

calculable with the incalculable.  This comes out most clearly as Derrida explains the 

basic question astir in The Politics of Friendship, the question of the citizen or the subject 

�“as a countable singularity.�”88 Derrida terms this question the �“problem of number:�” 

number is a problem for democracy because democracy emerges from the notion that 

each individual is incalculably singular, but also equal to all others, thus introducing an 
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element of calculation.  89 There is no democracy, Derrida says, without respect for the 

�“irreducible singularity or alterity�” of the individual, but there is similarly no democracy 

without the  �“community of friends, without the calculation of majorities.�”90 The citizen 

is thus�—paradoxically�—a �“countable singularity,�” requiring the conjunction of the 

calculable with the incalculable.  Democracy is a kind of community that works against 

the idea of community in its recognition of the absolute singularity of individuals.  

Whereas democracy demands the complete integrity of each citizen�—that the citizen be 

irreducibly other, and thus incommensurable with the whole�—it also requires the 

neutralization of this integrity in the very act forming a whole, in �“counting.�”91 In his 

understandings of both friendship and democracy then Derrida shows a concern for our 

tendency to �“count�” irreducibly singular human individuals.  As indicated above, Derrida 

shows how the Aristotelian logic of friendship prioritizes activity in a way that permits 

counting; in democracy, despite its manifest gestures in the direction of recognizing 

absolute alterity, the logic of counting again emerges as a force that threatens the 

integrity of the individual.  In both instances we see the tendency to neutralize the alterity 

of the other as such, but in both democracy and friendship there are also resources to 

resist such neutralization.  Therefore, even though Derrida calls these two �“laws�” of 

democracy �“[t]ragically irreconcilable,�” he adds that this scene �“bears the chance and the 

future of a democracy whose ruin it constantly threatens but whose life, however, it 

                                                 
89 Ibid. 
 
90 Ibid. 
 
91 Ibid. 
 



 117

sustains.�”92 And, as we shall see, this problem of number, far from undermining 

democracy, in fact signals its greatest virtue.  It is indeed because of the impossible 

character of democracy that it is uniquely situated to open the possibility of a future 

(avenir), or, as Derrida prefers to call it, the �“to come�” (à venir). 

  
�“Foes There Are No Foes!�” 

 Having established the pervasive character of the logic of fraternization in 

Western political thought, Derrida then turns to Nietzsche, who seems to prepare the way 

for Derrida�’s insights.  In Human All Too Human, Nietzsche joins in the tradition of 

invoking �“O my friends, there is no friend,�” although his use of it also introduces a 

�“rupture�” into this tradition:  

Perhaps to each of us there will come the more joyful hour when we exclaim: 
�‘Friends there are no friends!�’ thus said the dying sage;  
�‘Foes there are no foes!�’ say I, the living fool.�’�”93 

 
 For Derrida, Nietzsche�’s appropriation of this strange phrase is wrought with 

significance.  Nietzsche describes his possible friends who will both refer to and correct 

the apocryphal Aristotelian saying.  The counterintuitive conjunction of friends with foes, 

moreover, points toward the underlying similarity between the two relationships.  

Whereas friends are generally understood to stand in opposition to enemies, the logic of 

Nietzsche�’s recasting of the saying pulls them together.  In so doing, Derrida observes, 

Nietzsche suggests that both �“friends�” and �“enemies�” need to be understood as relations 

involving a self and an incommensurable other.  In Nietzsche Derrida thus finds an 
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anticipation of his own emphasis on the category of absolute alterity.  A more life-

affirming stance toward the other, Nietzsche suggests, would be one that acknowledges 

the radical character of difference, and its radical non-coincidence with the self or the 

same.  The recognition that there are no remaining �“foes�” more adequately expresses the 

fact that modern politics attempts to homogenize alterity in a most elemental way 

because we more readily see the foe as the other than the friend.   

 Derrida also makes much of the fact that Nietzsche introduces his rendition of �“O 

my friends, there is no friend�” with the word �“perhaps�” because �“there is no more just 

category for the future than that of the �‘perhaps.�’�”94 �“Perhaps�” shows friendship to the 

future, it �“open[s] on to the coming of what comes.�”95 Just as in �“Force of Law�” Derrida 

shows how a decision worthy of the name must pass through the undecidable, Derrida 

here suggests that the possible�—to truly be the possible�—must likewise give its due to 

the impossible.  If an event is deemed �“possible,�” and it is possible with certainty, then, 

strictly speaking, it is actually more than possible; indeed, the event has already been 

programmed in advance, belonging to a process of cause and effect that is already in 

operation.  Possibility should not tip the scales in favor of an event either occurring or not 

occurring.  Just as the law has the potential to program decision, so too does a possibility 

which abstracts from the radical chance of impossibility that is expressed with the word 

�“perhaps�” program the future in advance: �“a surely possible and certainly possible, 

accessible in advance, would be a poor possible, a futureless possible, a possible set 
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aside, so to speak, life-assured�…a process without an event.�”96 Derrida therefore thinks 

of Nietzsche�’s famous �“philosopher of the future�” from Beyond Good and Evil not as a 

philosopher who comes in the future, but the philosopher who is already �“capable of 

thinking of the future, of carrying the future, which his to say, for the metaphysician 

allergic to the perhaps, capable of enduring the intolerable, the undecidable, and the 

terrifying.�”97 The philosopher of the future is a philosopher capable, as Derrida does here, 

of recognizing the unknowable, incommensurable character of future time, and of having 

the courage to allow it to come to be.  Perhaps. 

 Derrida points out that Nietzsche�’s recognition of the relationship of the future to 

love in The Gay Science as well.  In that text, Nietzsche claims: �“Our love of our 

neighbour�—is it not a lust for new possessions? And likewise our love of knowledge, of 

truth, and altogether any lust for what is new?�”98 Derrida thus employs this Nietzschean 

insight to state the problem of the future with more lucidity than he has heretofore done: 

�“If �‘new�’ always means...  to appropriate the other for oneself, the truth, being, the 

event�…what can still take place anew?...What remains to come?�”99 As we have seen even 

in �“Force of Law,�” the appropriation of the other into the self finally becomes a kind of 

violence aimed at the future itself.  This is so because the self projects itself into any 

thought of the other, effectively appropriating the other for itself.  One way forward from 

this aporia, Derrida notes, is to emphasize the figure of the enemy, and this opportunity is 
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emphatically seized�—though in different ways�—by Nietzsche and by Carl Schmitt.   For 

Nietzsche this means that one needs the courage to see in the enemy the possibility of 

friendship as the above-quoted selection from Human All Too Human enacts as a 

possibility.  Specifically, Nietzsche emphasizes the enemy because an enemy can hear the 

proper name in its singular significance, �“...if [the enemy] addresses me, my myself, he 

respects me, at hate�’s distance, me beyond me, beyond my own consciousness.  And if he 

desires my death, at least he desires it, perhaps, him, mine, singularly.  The declared 

friend would not accomplish as much.�”100 The enemy can thus become my enemy �“for 

friendships sake, out of friendship for friendship.�”101 It is therefore only by reintroducing 

the enemy as absolute hostility that we can begin to approach the problem of absolute 

difference or alterity in friendship.  In so doing, as mentioned above, Nietzsche creates a 

�“harrowing tremor in the structure or the experience of belonging.�”102 Nietzsche�’s 

contribution to the history of the politics of friendship is a strategic one that assaults the 

logic of fraternization by emphasizing antagonism rather than harmony; however, one 

effect of this achievement is a new risk to community.  It is in this context that Derrida, 

controversially, turns to the texts of Carl Schmitt, the thinker for whom the atavistic 

friend/enemy distinction produces the �“political�” as such.103  
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�“O Carl Schmitt, There is No Carl Schmitt!�” 

 Derrida�’s inclusion as Carl Schmitt as a central figure in The Politics of 

Friendship (and in the second half of �“Force of Law,�” for that matter) has drawn 

significant criticism.  Mark Lilla, for instance, feels vindicated that in at least appealing 

to Schmitt, Derrida reveals his �“latent decisionism.�”104 Derrida himself admits that an 

appeal to the undecidable like his runs the risk of turning itself over to the �“logic of the 

enemy,�” i.e. to a logic that views the other as hostile, and thus to a certain Schmittianism; 

however, as we have seen in Derrida�’s discussion of decision in �“Force of Law,�” the 

undecidable is only one moment in Derrida�’s thinking of the just decision.  As we 

furthermore saw in Chapter Two, Derridean deconstruction requires both critique and 

affirmation, and in decision this critical moment occurs by means of the passage through 

the undecidable.  In this way, Lilla�’s charge of decisionism reveals his understanding of 

Derrida�’s work as inescapably negative.  Richard Wolin, moreover, takes the prominence 

of Carl Schmitt in The Politics of Friendship to signal Derrida�’s admission that his prior 

commitment to the metaphysical critique of deconstruction does in fact undermine the 

possibility of just political action, revealing the irresponsible nihilism that underlies 

Derrida�’s political thought.  Paul Ludwig mistakenly attributes Derrida�’s strategic use of 

Schmitt as an endorsement of the latter�’s thought.  Ludwig consequently argues that 

Derrida attempts to ground an account of friendship in �“absolute hostility,�” in a way that 

recalls Schmidt�’s extreme friend/enemy distinction.105 According to Ludwig, these 

negative foundations allow Derrida to critique traditional Western metaphysics while 
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covertly slipping in new Derridean ontology to replace what he has deconstructed.  Not 

only problematic in their understandings of Derrida�’s overarching project, these scholars 

do not give adequate attention to the context in which Derrida brings Schmitt onto the 

scene. 

 Derrida has just finished demonstrating how Nietzsche�’s transformation of the 

Aristotelian vocative �“O my friends, there is no friend,�” reveals the neutralization of the 

other endemic to Western thought on friendship and politics.  In so doing, Nietzsche 

seems to deliberately intensify the problems of Western culture by creating a �“rupture�” in 

our sense of belonging to community�—i.e., by saying that in order to be truly friendly, 

one must behave as the enemy and consider the other as other.  Schmitt�’s The Concept of 

the Political arises out of the context of this Nietzschean insight, and is at once 

antagonistic and profoundly indebted to it.  The Concept of the Political bemoans that the 

universalizing spirit of modern liberal democracy risks the neutralization of the political 

as such, because the political depends on the friend/enemy distinction.106 The universal 

community of humankind erases the friend/enemy distinction, causing a crisis for the 

political.  Against this worldwide vision of friendship Schmitt thus reasserts the 

importance of the enemy.  The enemy is not a personal enemy (ekthros) but an 

impersonal or formal societal one (polemios), which carries with it the very real 

possibility of a struggle to the death.  While Schmitt consequently responds to the 

Nietzschean rupture of community by means of his emphasis on the friendship found in a 

properly political community, he is at the same time profoundly indebted to Nietzsche 
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insofar as he shows this friendship to depend upon the existence of an absolutely hostile 

other�—the enemy.   

 Schmitt, in Derrida�’s view, responds to the demise of value that constitutes 

modern nihilism�—�“depoliticization�”�—with �“the energy of a last ditch effort.�”107 Schmitt 

inhabits the dream of a certain, stable enemy, where oppositions are still clear-cut and 

ambiguous.  Only the revitalization of such oppositions can withstand the assault of late 

modernity.  And, perhaps predictably, Derrida shows that in his insistence that 

oppositions be so pure, they in fact emerge as �“fragile�” and �“porous.�”108 Schmitt�’s 

insistence on the friend/enemy distinction as referring to a public or collective 

phenomenon that is highly formalized leaves open the possibility of a �“semantic slippage 

and inversion�” arising from the very simple fact that a Schmittian enemy could also be a 

(private) friend.109 The ideas of the friend and the enemy could thus ceaselessly change 

places, almost showing friendship for each other, upsetting the stability of the distinction 

the moment we attempt to apply it to human life as it actually exists.  At bottom, Derrida 

says, Schmitt�’s friend/enemy distinction is an attempt to �“defend itself�” to �“wall itself up�” 

against �“what is to come,�” against the other.110 It is in a sense the culmination of the logic 

of fraternization and the problem of number that Derrida identifies as operative 

throughout the history of the politics of friendship.  In Schmitt�’s insistence on the 

absolute hostility between the friend and enemy, he in a sense does justice to the other in 
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recognizing the extent to which he or she must be absolutely heterogeneous to the self.  

Yet with the same gesture Schmitt also attempts to retrench the logic of fraternization and 

the problem of number through the reestablishment of the friend as the brother or the 

same.  In this way, more than any other thinker, Schmitt �“struggles against the future with 

a prophetic and pathetic energy.�”111 

 Derrida thus sees in Schmitt an attempt to address the mutation of political life 

induced by Nietzsche�’s politico-philosophical project that in an important respect owes 

some theoretical debts to Nietzsche as well.  In recognizing the role of absolute alterity in 

moving beyond the aporiai generated from Nietzsche�’s apparent attacks on the traditions 

of friendship and politics, Schmitt�’s project resembles Derrida�’s own; however, at the 

same time, Schmitt�’s strong collapsing of the proper integrity of citizens in a political 

community into �“friends�” creates a closure to politics that ends up undermining the 

deconstructive potential of his work.  As a result, Schmitt closes off the other to come, 

and thus the future, more radically than most of the other thinkers addressed in The 

Politics of Friendship.  Derrida uses the opportunity that is in a sense opened by Schmitt 

to launch his own account of the democracy to come in the final sections of The Politics 

of Friendship. 

  
In the Name of a Democracy To Come 

We have thus turned a corner.  Derrida positions �“democracy to come�” around the 

same Nietzschean problematic�—need we say modern?�—as Schmitt.  He recognizes the 

same process of �“depoliticization�” identified and made an enemy by Schmitt, but sees in 
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it the chance of a reconstruction of the political that differs radically from Schmitt.112 In 

other words, Derrida affirms the crisis of modernity, and that this crisis has a peculiar 

relation to political life, and to the end of metaphysics that was announced by Nietzsche.  

Derrida thus aligns himself with an entire tradition�—most often associated with the 

postwar Right�—of attempts to think through the crisis of modernity.113 Would it be too 

much to say that Derrida thus shows a sort of friendship for Schmitt? Could there be any 

�“other�” whose differences with Derrida were more striking than Carl Schmitt? Perhaps 

not. 

Emerging from his encounter with Schmitt, Derrida thus asks: �“What remains or 

still resists in the deconstructed (or deconstructible) concept of democracy which guides 

us endlessly? Which orders us not only to engage in deconstruction, but to keep the old 

name? And to deconstruct further in the name of a democracy to come?�” and �“Is there 

another thought of calculation and of number, another way of apprehending the 

universality of the singular which, without dooming politics to the incalculable, would 

still justify the old name of democracy?�”114 Derrida thus aims to raise the stakes of the 

depoliticization observed by Schmitt.  Through this activity one seeks not a neutralization 

of the political but to �“interpret and implement another politics, another democracy.�”115 

The way in which Derrida aims to do this, as is perhaps by now clear, is by a 
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�“deconstruction of the genealogical,�” confronting it �“[w]herever it commands in the name 

of birth, of the national naturalness which has never been what it was said to be.�”116 Such 

an undertaking does not �“wage war on [these things]�” and does not �“see evil therein�” but 

rather represents an attempt to think and live �“a politics, a friendship, a justice which 

begin by breaking with their naturalness or their homogeneity, with their alleged place of 

origin.  Hence, which begin where the beginning divides (itself) and differs, begin by 

marking an �‘originary�’ heterogeneity that has already come and that alone can come, in 

the future, to open them up.�”117 In Chapter Two we saw that Derrida�’s account of the 

pharmakon destabilizes the relationship between the origin and the image, which was 

discussed in terms of fathers and sons�—genealogically.  Derrida identifies a similar logic 

at play in politics, suggesting that the appeal to origins in thought is inseparable from an 

unjust valorization of ideas like the location of one�’s birth as a significant origin in 

determining who �“counts�” in political life.  In �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” Derrida indeed shows 

how origins are unable to bear their own conceptual weight, a deconstruction of the 

genealogical as such would attempt to demonstrate the irrelevance of originary concepts 

to political life.  An appeal to origins is an attempt to anchor political life to a reified 

location or concept; when we put such weight on an origin we attempt to implicitly erase 

the alterity present in any community.  This, Derrida shows, is an especially problematic 

approach to democratic politics.  His thinking of the democracy to come is an attempt to 

begin by thinking of heterogeneity, perhaps even only as a temporary gesture, rather than 

the homogeneity implied in a focus on common origins.  Thus if in his earlier work 
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Derrida shows us how origins inevitably fail to bear their own conceptual weight, The 

Politics of Friendship represents the thinking through what such a failure might mean for 

politics.  As Derrida notes, he is not attempting to demonize a concept like the origin, but 

to allow us to rethink what our relationships to origins�—our genealogical relationships�—

should be.  He does this through the affirmation of another concept that is deconstructed 

but not cast aside: democracy.   

 Given the demonstrated complicity of democracy in the logic of fraternity, does it 

make sense for Derrida to maintain this old Greek name of democracy? Derrida replies in 

the affirmative: democracy more than any other regime allows for self-reflection and 

questioning, and thus for deconstruction.  He thus announces his great politico-

philosophical headline: �“no deconstruction without democracy, no democracy without 

deconstruction.�”118 Deconstruction and democracy are intimately, inextricably linked.  

This is so because the �“limit between the conditional�…and the unconditional�” is 

inscribed as a �“self-deconstructive force�” within democracy.119 Democracy carries within 

itself the possibility of its own self-delimitation; in other words, it has the ability both to 

identify its own limitations, and to negotiate ways around such limitations.  In this way it 

resembles deconstruction, which routinely embraces and passes through aporiai, the 

limits of thought.  Earlier in The Politics of Friendship Derrida shows the limit between 

the unconditional and the conditional in both friendship and democracy; as we have seen 

earlier in this chapter, he also shows its presence in the relationship between law and 

justice.  It is democracy�’s ability to function as the �“autos�” or �“self�” of deconstructive 

self-delimitation that gives it a horizon of �“indefinite perfectibility,�” but with singular 
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urgency.  That is, because democracy always questions its own principles and displaces 

them, and because there is no �“democracy�” without the completion of such a �“turn�” of 

principles (to look ahead to the language of Rogues), democracy is always open to its 

own completion and thus to the future while at the same time precipitating its own to-

come without programming it in advance.  The deconstructive character of justice in this 

way recurs in democratic politics.  As we shall see, Derrida expands his thoughts on the 

deconstructive character of democracy in Rogues, but for the remainder of The Politics of 

Friendship, he attempts to extricate democracy from fraternalistic understandings of 

friendship. 

  
�“O My Democratic Friends�…�” 

 Derrida at last launches his own account of a friendship that escapes the logic of 

fraternization toward the end of The Politics of Friendship.  He fittingly advances his 

own interpretation of the Aristotelian vocative that has heretofore provided a loose 

structure for his text.  Derrida wonders if �“O my friends, there is no friend,�” does not 

represent a denunciation of, so much as a plea for, friendship.  The very existence of such 

a vocative, Derrida points out, could never be itself neutral or objective.  Such a judgment 

is necessarily oriented toward a reader or a listener.  Aristotle�’s�—or the tradition�’s�—

attempted movement beyond the �“theoretico-reportive sphere�” could not fail �“to be a 

project: a project of friendship or of enmity�…and a project of the corresponding political 

community, one of singularity or multiplicity�…such a project is irrepressible.�”120 In this 

context Derrida reveals the great �“temptation�” of his book, asking whether �“beyond all 

the dialectics whose ineluctable experiences we multiply, beyond the fatal syntheses or 
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reconciliations of opposites, the dream of an unusable friendship survives, a friendship 

beyond friendship, and invincible before these dialectics?�”121 In an act of profound 

friendship to the tradition, Derrida continues to wonder whether the existence of such a 

minimal friendship could be said to stem from �“�‘Aristotle.�’�” Aristotle, at least, asked the 

other to hear him, even to consider him as a friend, as �“a friend, qua the friend of a 

promise of friendship.�”122 �“O my friends, there is no friend,�” can thus be interpreted as a 

plea and hope�—perhaps even a prayer, which, Aristotle himself reminds us, can be 

judged neither true nor untrue.  Derrida considers the possibility that such a request could 

be �“an inflexible hyperbole of philia,�” not inflexible in the sense of rigid, but �“because its 

featherweight vulnerability would offer no foot for a reversal of any kind.�”123 Derrida 

finishes by asking: �“And if politics were at last grounded in this friendship, this one and 

no other, the politics of this hyperbole, would this not be to break with the entire history 

of the political, this old, tiring, tired, exhausted history?�”124 In response to his own 

question Derrida remarks: �“Temptation indeed.�”125 Yet even though such a vision of 

minimal friendship is the temptation of The Politics of Friendship, �“this same book owes 

itself to resist, owes itself a time of resistance.�”126 Such a resistance does not �“deny, 

exclude or oppose,�” but rather keeps the temptation as a �“perhaps,�” and thus in no way 

programmed or certain.   Derrida points out that he does not precisely mean to ground a 
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politics on the �“virtue of a �‘perhaps,�’�” because just because one speaks does not mean 

that one even wishes to be immediately understood.  Even beyond such a desire, there 

always remains the possibility of being misunderstood, which must haunt any such 

appeal.  The possibility of the failure of an appeal to potential friends, of the 

�“featherweight vulnerability�” in fact being breached, must remain a part of even 

deconstructed friendship, in much the same way that the undecidable remains a part of 

the just decision.  But the act of making an appeal to potential friends, of addressing 

someone or the future, must remain a dissymmetrical act of radical openness.  When one 

says �“Je t�’aime�” (�“I love you�”)�—which in French has a meaning encompassing both eros 

and philia�—one exposes oneself to disproportion, one makes a gift that does not 

guarantee the possibility of exchange, it is a non-assurance that carries the risk of 

misunderstanding.127 Friendship thus presupposes �“a force of the improbable�” insofar as 

it represents a phenomenon �“of an appeased symmetry, equality, reciprocity between two 

infinite disproportions as well as between two absolute singularities.�”128 Such an 

understanding of friendship, a friendship that resists the logic of fraternization, evinces an 

openness to the other and thus to the �“to come,�” that is not at odds with democracy.  

Derrida thus notes that having made a �“sort of history of friendship,�” in which he 

introduces �“separation and infinite distance into a Greek philia which did not tolerate but 

nevertheless called for them,�” his remaining task is to show precisely the same 

�“dissymmetrical curving and�…infinite heterogeneity�” at work in democracy.129 
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Democracy to come emerges in The Politics of Friendship as a conception of 

alterity that avoids the problem of hierarchical difference�—or �“counting�” and �“the 

problem of number�”�—which is at the root of democracy.130 Derrida thus aims to �“free�” 

democracy from an account of equality rooted in the logic of fraternization.131 This 

project is perhaps a strange one given his insistence that he claims �“nothing against the 

brother.�”132 Derrida nevertheless maintains that the �“temporary conclusion�” of The 

Politics of Friendship should take the form of the following question: �“is it possible to 

think and to implement democracy, that which would keep the old name �‘democracy,�’ 

while uprooting it from all these figures of friendship�…which prescribe fraternity: the 

family and the androcentric ethnic group? Is it possible�…to open out to the future, or 

rather, to the �‘come,�’ of a certain democracy?�”133 For democracy, Derrida insists, remains 

to come.  It no doubt remains �“infinitely perfectible�” hence always self-delimiting and of 

a piece with the future.  Derrida thus wonders whether it is possible �“to open up to the 

�‘come�’ of a certain democracy which is no longer an insult to the friendship we have 

striven to think beyond the homo-fraternal and phallogocentric schema? When will we be 

ready for an experience of freedom and equality that is capable of respectfully 

experiencing that friendship, which would at last be just, just beyond the law, and 

measured up against its measureleness?�”134 When, in other words, will there be a 
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democracy of the future? The answer is at once never and always.  Derrida thus 

concludes The Politics of Friendship with an incomplete iteration of his own vocative 

phrase: �“O my democratic friends�…�” Derrida does not go so far as to say that there are 

no democratic friends�—even though the possibility of such a friendship in the present 

tense has been frequently and fervently resisted.  Derrida�’s closing prayer to the 

democratic friends of the future thus signals an essential openness to their possibility.  

The task of articulating the democracy to come in more concrete political terms abides, 

and is undertaken only in Rogues. 

  
Freewheeling: �“Ipseity�” and Democracy 

 In Rogues Derrida articulates the democracy to come with more specificity than 

he does elsewhere, including The Politics of Friendship.135 Derrida points out that in 

failing to begin his discussion of �“democracy to come�” by providing a definition of 

�“democracy�”�—let alone �“democracy to come�”�—he could be accused of purposeful 

obscurantism.136 He claims, to the contrary, that he cannot provide a definition of 

democracy because �“we do not yet know what democracy will have meant nor what 

democracy is�” because �“democracy does not present itself; it has not yet presented itself, 

but that will come.�”137 Notwithstanding this difficulty, he enjoins us in the meantime to 

�“not stop using a word whose heritage is undeniable even if its meaning is still obscured, 

                                                 
135 The failure of Thomson�’s Deconstruction and Democracy to address Rogues  

signals its status as an incomplete account of Derrida on democracy.   
 
136 Derrida, R, 8. 
 
137 Ibid., 9. 



 133

obfuscated, reserved.�”138 But before Derrida does get around to providing a more 

concrete explanation of these claims, he articulates a concept he calls �“ipseity�” which he 

does explain, and which is related to democracy as he understands it. 

He begins by observing that the concept of democracy is �“unthinkable�” prior to 

the advent of the wheel.139 As amusing as the notion of a Cro-Magnon democratic 

assembly might be, Derrida�’s point is not a historical one.  He rather supposes that 

democracy requires the existence of a concept of the self as oneself, and thus circularity 

or rotation as the �“return to self, toward the self and upon the self.140 In the discussion of 

the Aristotelian prioritization of activity above, we noted that the priority of activity 

marks the creation of a �“oneself�” which permits counting.141 Derrida thus cannot imagine 

democracy without a conception of the �“autonomy of the self,�” of the �“ipse.�”  By 

�“ipseity�” Derrida means: �“some �‘I can,�’ or at the very least the power that gives itself its 

own law.�”142 Ipseity is the idea that there is a self through which activity is made 

possible; such activity is �“self-authorizing�” and thus, in Derrida�’s view, sovereign.  Prior 

to the sovereignty of the state, then, Derrida views the very analytic structure of the 

concept of �“ipseity�” to determine the individual autos or self as sovereign.143 Ipseity thus 

involves a kind of �“turning:�” �“the turn around the self�—and the turn is always back to the 
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141 See supra page 29. 

 
142 Derrida, R, 11. 
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possibility of turning round the self, of returning to the self or turning back on the self, 

the possibility of turning on oneself around oneself.�”144 Understanding the self as 

�“ipseity�” is thus at once that which permits counting, but also that which generates the 

�“self-centered�” motion of thought.  It is the tendency to relate all concepts back to the 

self, and to be unable to think of them except by means of this relation.  It is the 

authorization of activity that always references the sovereignty of the self.  Derrida�’s 

description of ipseity is thus meant to demonstrate the extent to which the neutralization 

of alterity is a part of even the most basic philosophical formulations of Western thought, 

and thus to point towards the political significance of a philosophical discourse like 

deconstruction that allows us to think such concepts differently.   

The sovereign turning, �“this circularity or spherical rotation,�” in the form of the 

turn or return upon the self, can take either the �“alternating form of the by turns, the in 

turn, the each in turn�…or else the form of an identity between the origin and the 

conclusion, the cause and the end or aim, the driving cause and the final cause.�”145 

Derrida links ipseity to politics not only through the ipseity assumed in the modern notion 

of state sovereignty, but also by citing Tocqueville�’s Democracy in America.  There 

Tocqueville notes the way in which democracy also seems to reproduce the logic of 

ipeseity: �“the people�…reign over the American political world as God rules over the 

universe.  It is the cause and the end of all things; everything rises out of it and is 
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absorbed back into it.�”146 Derrida deploys this reference to democracy and ipseity in 

Tocqueville as a means of broaching a question that �“tortures [him]:�”  

a particular axiomatic of a certain democracy, namely, the turn, the return to self 
of the circle and the sphere, and thus the ipseity of the One, the autos of 
autonomy, symmetry, homogeneity, the same, the like, the semblable or the 
similar, and even, finally, God, in other words everything that remains 
incompatible with, even clashes with, another truth of the democratic, namely the 
truth of the other, heterogeneity, the heteronomic and the dissymmetric, 
disseminal multiplicity, the anonymous �‘anyone,�’ the �‘no matter who,�’ the 
indeterminate �‘each one.�’�”147 

 
In the language of The Politics of Friendship: it is the question of the �“the citizen as the 

countable singularity.�”148 The democracy to come is thus structured around a 

confrontation between the incommensurable elements of democratic politics.  Democracy 

seems to revolve around the notion of the self as ipseity that Derrida identifies as at the 

heart of the Western theoretical preference for activity over passivity in The Politics of 

Friendship.  At the same time Derrida also emphasizes the irruptive elements of 

democracy�—the truth of the other, or �“dissymmetry�”�—which appears first on the scene 

in his discussion of justice in �“Force of Law.�”  The account of democracy to come in 

Rogues thereby represents a culmination of Derrida�’s political thought.  Otherwise put, 

democracy to come is a negotiation between the traditional understanding of the self as 

ipseity at issue in The Politics of Friendship, and the radically singular character of 

justice emphasized in �“Force of Law.�”  Democracy as it exists, and as it has always 

existed, is a concatenation of these elements, and it is this unlikely conjunction, occurring 

at the limit between the commensurable (the self as ipseity) with the incommensurable 
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(justice) that makes democracy deconstructive and thereby provides the chance of a 

future that resists the closure endemic to modern politics and thought.   

  
Democracy in Turn 

 One of the ways in which this limit occurs most notably in democracy is in the 

relationship between freedom and equality.  Derrida notes that there has always been the 

thought of power inherent in our conceptions of freedom.  This means that the old Greek 

name �“democracy�”�—literally demos, the people and thus �“ equality�” taken together with 

kratos, power and thus �“freedom�”�—has always been understood as an ambiguous idea.  

But freedom and equality�—democracy�’s twin origins�—are mutually exclusive, and while 

it is the case that democracy cannot be thought without either one, taken together they 

represent a tension that cannot be resolved without a concomitant collapse of the integrity 

of democracy.  But democracy�’s antinomian origins are not bad news for democracy; 

rather, since �“[t]he absolute freedom of a finite being�…can be equitably shared only in 

the space-time of a �‘by turns,�” freedom and equality are reconcilable only in this space of 

the �“by turns.�”149 A �“freewheeling�” regime, democracy refers back to its coupled origins 

in turns, forbidding the reification of either one.150 If these �“turnings�” are constitutive of 

                                                 
149 Derrida, R, 24. 
 
150 Derrida observes that this quality has been present since the formulations of  

Plato and Aristotle.  In Plato we see that democracy is aneidetic�—without an eidos or 
�“form�”�—whereas Aristotle emphasizes the extent to which democratic rule occurs �“in 
turn�” or �“in part�” (en merei).  See Plato, Republic, trans.  Alan Bloom (New York: Basic 
Books, 1991): Book 8; and, Aristotle, The Politics, trans.  Carnes Lord (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1985): Book 6.  For an ingenious reconstruction of the logic 
of democracy to come working directly from the treatments of democracy in the texts of 
Plato and Aristotle, see Geoffery Bennington�’s �“Demo�” in The Politics of 
Deconstruction, ed.  Martin McQuillan (Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press, 2007), 17-42.  
Bennington oddly does not note that Derrida himself makes many similar points in 
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democracy then it can never be fully present in space or time.  Democracy does not 

consist in a particular principle or in a configuration of governing or being governed, but 

in the actual process or turning of principles and rule.  No single �“moment�” of democracy 

completely represents it as self-same presence, but democracy exists only in the active 

interplay of both moments in ongoing circulation.  Derrida thus does not attempt to 

establish deconstructive politics on novel Derridean anti-foundations, as some critics 

allege, but in affirming democracy he discovers its relationship to its own origins is 

prima facie problematic.  The circular character of democracy does not simply lead 

Derrida to cast it aside in the name of a messianic future, but the existence of democracy 

�“by turns�” requires its on-going affirmation.  In any given affirmation or assertion 

democracy will thereby show the extent to which one of its origins is an insufficient 

foundation, and must be supplemented by the other.  In democracy, then, any kind of 

absolute recourse to origins fails in precisely the way Derrida suggests they might in 

�“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”    

Democracy, which produces torque more than motion, is characterized by �“[t]he 

absence of a proper form, of an eidos, of an appropriate paradigm, of a definitive turn, of 

a proper meaning or essence and, at the same time, the obligation to have only turns, 

rounds, tropes, strophes of itself: that is what makes democracy unpresentable in 

existence.�”151  In Derrida�’s French �“la démocratie à venir�” (democracy to come) is a 

homonym of �“la démocratie avenir�” (future democracy).  This instance of linguistic play 

reflects the fact that democracy is never in fact �“present.�”  Democracy, Derrida 

                                                                                                                                                 
�“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” and Rogues. 
   

151 Derrida, Rogues, 74. 
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concludes, is historical in a fundamental way because it lacks presence: it is always 

looking toward the �“to come�” or the future, to its next turn.   

Democracy can never moreover meet the demands of perfect democratic justice 

because such justice would require the impossible conjunction of calculation with the 

incalculable�—it is not only impracticable, but also impossible in concept.152 In both 

�“theory�” and �“practice,�” democracy thereby asks us to recognize the failure of origins to 

meet the demands we make on them in terms of stability.153 In political practice this 

facilitates the on-going affirmation and eventual critique of democracy�’s origins 

(freedom/individuality/unconditionality vs.  equality/friendship/conditionality).154 

Generating critique and affirmation by turns democracy captures both moods of 

deconstruction in politics.  These possibilities alternate: �“they can be addressed to you by 

turns, or else they can haunt one another, parasite one another in the same instant, each 

becoming by turns the alibi of the other.�”155 Deconstruction is thus consistent with 

                                                 
152 In this way, Derrida�’s presentation of democracy tracks well with his  

discussion of justice in �“Force of Law.�”  Cf.  Derrida, �“Force of Law,�” 1-29. 
 

153 Cf.  Honig, Political Theory, 210.  By way of contrast we see than appealing to  
either freedom or equality as a reified principle, deconstruction facilitates the same active 
interplay between them that democracy requires in democratic theory and practice.  But 
insofar as the origin of this deconstructive structure of democracy cannot be pinned to 
either �“theory�” or �“practice,�” democracy blurs the line between the two activities in a 
way that is recognizably Derridean: there is no �“outside-the-text�” after all.  The relevance 
of this characteristic of deconstruction has been thoroughly explored by Catherine 
Zuckert (Zuckert, �“The Politics of Derridean Deconstruction,�” 336). 
 

154 As Pheng Cheah argues, for Derrida even the �“very compromises, suspensions, 
and destructions of democratic freedom indicate a democracy to come because they 
derive from democracy�’s structural noncoincidence or inadequation to itself�” (Pheng 
Cheah, �“Democracy�’s Untimely Secret,�” in Derrida and the Time of the Political, ed. 
Pheng Cheah et al., [Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009]: 79).   

 
155 Derrida, Rogues, 91. 
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democratic politics because it is the only philosophical discourse that actively enables 

democracy�’s need to critique and, in turn, affirm its origins; it indeed departs from the 

tradition of Western political philosophy because in so doing it allows us to speak 

democratically about democracy. 

Democracy is a regime that recognizes its own self-inadequation.  Democracy is 

the only regime to be able to work through the limit between the commensurable and the 

incommensurable by means of its on-going negotiations between freedom and equality.  

But even beyond the �“active and interminable [self] critique�” through which democracy 

can defer itself and remain open to the future, democracy has a unique character that 

makes it similar to the Derridean idea of minimal friendship.  Derrida�’s exposition of this 

quality is worth quoting at length: 

Democracy is the only system, the only constitutional paradigm, in which, in 
principle, one has assumed the right to criticize everything publicly, including the 
idea of democracy, its concept, its history, and its name.  Including the idea of the 
constitutional paradigm and the absolute authority of law.  It is thus the only 
paradigm that is universalizable, whence its chance and its fragility.156     

 
Such freedom, Derrida says, also allows for existence of irony in the public space, and 

thus a space for the nonpublic within the public.  An ironic statement conceals the 

meaning of the speaker, creating an irruption of undecidability in discourse.  This 

undecidability is consequently, like freedom itself, made possible by democracy, and 

undecidability is for Derrida, as we have seen, the �“only radical possibility of deciding.�”  

In this way democracy more than any other regime encourages the kind of reflection, and 

permits public irony in a way that provides �“an experience of freedom, however 

ambiguous and disquieting, threatened and threatening, it might remain in its �‘perhaps,�’ 
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with a necessarily excessive responsibility of which no one may be absolved.�”157 For 

Derrida, deconstruction is not only consistent with democracy, but far more radically, 

democracy itself opens out to deconstruction, and in its practices evidences a way of life 

that seems joyful in the face of the metaphysical problems it unveils.  Deconstruction is 

consequently not alien, but, somewhat like the pharmakon, arises precisely out of that 

which seems most safe or domesticated: democracy.  In revealing the deconstructive 

character of democracy and the democratic character of deconstruction, Derrida 

completes a kind of rapprochement between philosophy and politics that is launched in 

�“Force of Law.�”  The closure of philosophy to political life�—apparently inaugurated by 

Plato�’s cynical suppression of philosophy�—is structurally the same as the very �“politics 

of friendship�” that leads to the destruction of the other as such, and of the neutralization 

of the possibility of a future that is not merely the programmed consequence of past 

decisions.   Derrida thus shows, both against his contemporary critics, and in sharp relief 

against the background of his own interpretation of the tradition that a politics open to the 

�“to come�” requires deconstruction, and that deconstruction, in turn, requires these same 

democratic politics.   

  
Conclusion 

 In this chapter we have examined Derrida�’s notion of �“democracy to come,�” as it 

was articulated across �“Force of Law,�” The Politics of Friendship, and Rogues.  In each 

case Derrida deploys an investigation of the limit between the calculable and the 

incalculable or the commensurable and the incommensurable and shows how the 

problems of justice, friendship, and democracy at once reveal this limit, and how these 
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concepts are transformed to become more inclusive of the other through deconstruction.  

Derrida shows how the ipseity of the self generates a field in which the alterity or 

heterogeneity of the other is neutralized by a turn or return to the self in every concept�—a 

logic most strikingly in evidence in the history of the politics of friendship.  A 

transformation of friendship through the restoration of the friend as absolutely other, and 

a �“feather weight�” openness to this alterity is the first step in bringing about the 

democracy to come, which alone is able to resist the nihilistic closure of the future.  

Democracy, we learn, is itself the �“autos�” of deconstructive self-delimitation, and thus 

evidences a way of life that addresses political aporiai without recourse to the cynical 

closure of philosophy that we saw was enacted by Plato, but also implicit in the history of 

our thought on friendship and democracy.  Democracy is deconstructive, deconstruction 

democratic.   

 Derrida�’s democratic confrontation with the crisis of modern nihilism is 

admirable indeed.  The political philosophy of Jacques Derrida is notable because despite 

his great philosophical debts to Nietzsche and Heidegger, he avoids the attempts to create 

closed horizons for political post-modernity in a way that frustrates the tyrannical 

impositions that have been inspired by the efforts of his forebears.  Derrida�’s critics have 

heretofore attempted to accuse him of inconsistency or of an attempt to neutralize 

political life.  As Part 1 of this dissertation has demonstrated, Derrida�’s arguments for the 

democratic character of deconstruction�—and the deconstructive character of 

democracy�—are internally consistent, and the criticisms of many of Derrida�’s detractors 

simply misunderstand the basic philosophical commitments of deconstruction.  Any 

criticism of Derrida�’s political thought must therefore begin, as we have done here, with 
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an attempt to understand Derrida as he understands himself.  I specifically think there is 

room to take issue with Derrida�’s somewhat one-dimensional characterization of Western 

conceptions of the self as �“ipseity.�”  While it is possible that this is indeed Derrida�’s 

intention, his emphasis on alterity seems to come at the expense of a thorough conception 

of the self.  Derrida demonstrates the extent to which a certain traditional conception of 

the self seems to lead to an imperial neutralization of the other, and thus calls for a more 

just openness to the other, but his account really leaves open the question of what this 

openness means for the self.  Does the alterity of the other have meaning or significance 

in the absence of the self? Or can a conception of the self as ipseity ever actually facilitate 

the requisite openness to the other, and thus to the future, that is envisioned in democracy 

to come? The question of the self is therefore a considerable philosophical lacuna for 

Derrida�’s political philosophy.  In order to supplement this lacuna, Part 2 of this 

dissertation will return to Plato, whose depiction of Socrates provides an account of the 

self as in need of discovery and recovery�—a discovery that is made possible only through 

particular others in friendship.  In so doing, we will also challenge Derrida�’s notion that 

Plato views philosophy and political life to be fundamentally irreconcilable, 

demonstrating the extent to which crucial elements of Derrida�’s political thought are 

anticipated by Plato, and why Plato might be another resource through which we can 

resist the tyrannical closure of the future that is the threat of modern nihilism.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Stranger than Derrida: Plato�’s Vindication of Socrates in the Sophist 
 
 

Interlude: The Argument of Part 1 

Chapter Two examines Derrida�’s essay �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” arguing that his 

reading of Plato culminates in an examination of the relationship of politics to 

philosophy.  Plato, in Derrida�’s view, chooses to suppress the aporiai generated by 

philosophical questioning in order to insulate the political community from the anarchic 

implications of the groundlessness of being and the good.  Plato thus chooses political 

order over philosophical consistency, effectively closing off politics from the subversive 

insights of philosophy.  Chapter Three in turn analyzes Derrida�’s discussion of 

�“democracy to come,�” situating it, in part, as a response to this traditional closure of 

politics to philosophy.   Derrida characterizes unjustified philosophical decisions like the 

decision to close politics off from philosophy as a kind of violence without ground.  Such 

violence similarly comes into view in the way that Western political thought has 

supervised the systematic philosophical posture of closure of the self toward the other in 

the traditional analyses of the self, friendship, democracy, and law.  This closure, Derrida 

argues, necessarily ties politics to hierarchy through its implicit need to �“count,�” and thus 

to establish the priority of the self to all others.  At bottom, Derrida suggests, is an 

attempt to neutralize the �“otherness�” or �“incommensurability�” of the other by defining it 

with reference to the self or commensurability.  The neutralization of the tout autre�—the 

�“absolutely other�”�—culminates in a stance of resistance against future time, which is by 

its very nature absolutely unknowable and unpredictable, and thus not commensurable 
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with any present or past.  The traditional philosophical emphasis on the self as primary to 

all others thus runs the risk of destroying the future by treating it as an �“other�” bound to 

the �“self�” of the present.  This understanding of the future precludes a future that does not 

include oneself, generating the belief that the future can be programmed in advance, or 

sufficiently comprehended as a link in a chain of cause and effect.  The neutralization of 

the other�—while damaging in itself on account of its implicit suspicion of the other�—also 

imperils the emergence of all future time, including, crucially, a more just future.  Derrida 

concludes that a world lacking the possibility of a more just �“to come�” is the culmination 

of the �“crisis�” of the West: the problem of modern nihilism. 

Derrida�’s alternative to modern nihilism is �“democracy to come�” (la démocratie à 

venir).  The democracy to come leverages the very political problem Derrida examines�—

the limit between the commensurable and the incommensurable�—with a view toward 

creating a politics of openness that is receptive to the �“to come.�”  Democracy, on the one 

hand, appears to be harmed by the necessarily antagonistic relationship between the 

principles of equality and freedom, an antagonism that produces what are on the surface 

intractable political controversies.  On the other hand it is the very �“wounding�” and 

�“tragic�” nature of democracy that provides the possibility of escaping the perils of 

modern nihilism.  Indeed, insofar as democracy cannot be fully understood with reference 

to either freedom or equality alone, it is never fully present.  Democracy rather requires 

that each of its principles be asserted and subsequently displaced by the other.  

Democracy lacks a stable identity, remaining forever �“to come.�”  The way in which 

democracy requires on-going critique and affirmation, which demonstrates its own lack 

of selfsame presence, is deconstruction.  Derrida�’s politco-philosophical headline thus 
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reads: �“no democracy without deconstruction; no deconstruction without democracy.�”  1 

Since democracy requires the persistent displacement of the limit between the 

commensurable and the incommensurable, it both creates and fosters precisely the kind 

of openness required to allow the absolute alterity of the future to come to be.  The 

tensions of democratic political life are deconstructive in character, the philosophical 

tensions of deconstruction, political, and furthermore, democratic.  In order to generate 

the conceptual �“space�” essential to allow the future to come to be, politics needs to 

become philosophical, philosophy political.   Chapter Three thus shows how out of the 

radical juncture between the commensurable and the incommensurable Derrida creates a 

surprising unity of philosophy and politics, and the possibility of a more just future.  

Derrida�’s political thought thus provides an answer to the challenge implicit in his 

reading of Plato: whereas Plato and the tradition of Western thought pursuant to him have 

suppressed the aporetic character of philosophy in the interest of politics, Derrida shows 

that in our historical moment, it is only by acknowledging aporia and allowing the 

boundaries between philosophy and politics to blur that a more just and more democratic 

vision of political life can indeed come to be. 

 Derrida�’s political thought does not represent a radical break with the history of 

political philosophy but engages in a sustained�—even passionate�—conversation with the 

questions animating that tradition.  Despite his obvious engagement with such questions, 

however, Derrida�’s approach is evidently mediated through the writings of Nietzsche and 

Heidegger.  Like Nietzsche and Heidegger, Derrida wrestles with the problem of modern 

nihilism, locating its genesis in the Western philosophical tradition.  Derrida�’s political 

                                                 
1 Jacques Derrida, The Politics of Friendship, trans.  George Collins (New York:  

Verso Books, 1997): 105.   
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philosophy articulates a deconstructive strategy to work against the problem of nihilism 

that at once accepts a version of the metaphysical critique advanced by Nietzsche and 

Heidegger while at the same time avoiding the undemocratic political ideas sometimes 

associated with them.2 Such a democratic alternative to Nietzsche and Heidegger is 

surely a welcome intervention for democratically inclined scholars of contemporary 

Continental philosophy; however, as indicated above, many other scholars question the 

practical efficacy of Derrida�’s political thought.  Such criticism is accepted more readily 

than it should be in part because of Derrida�’s difficult rhetoric.  Extant criticisms of 

Derrida�’s political thought nevertheless miss the mark, and their misunderstandings of the 

aims and background of Derrida�’s interventions into politics make them inattentive to the 

interesting contributions he does make.3 In what follows, based on the argument of part 

one, I will outline some of the heretofore-unappreciated contributions of Derrida�’s 

thought to contemporary political theory. 

 

                                                 
2 In this regard, Derrida may also be fruitfully compared with Leo Strauss.  Of  

course Strauss�’ actual position on the appropriate response to the problem of modern 
nihilism is the subject of some debate.  While on the one hand critics of Strauss like 
Shadia Drury who understand him to promote the creation of a philosophical elite who 
construct noble lies for the many might see Derrida as responding to a specifically 
Straussian problematic; more sympathetic critics, like Thomas Pangle and Michael and 
Catherine Zuckert, on the other hand, might be inclined to point out that Strauss�’ 
insistence that the vitality of the Western tradition requires the fruitful tension between 
faith and reason or Jerusalem and Athens.  If the vital tension Strauss meant to preserve 
was indeed the relationship between faith and reason, then Strauss, like Derrida, seeks to 
resist any attempts to bring final closure to politics and philosophy.  Cf.  Shadia Drury, 
The Political Ideas of Leo Strauss (New York: Palgrave & MacMillan, 2005); Thomas 
Pangle, Leo Strauss: An Introduction to His Life and Thought (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2006): 27ff; Catherine Zuckert and Michael Zuckert, The 
Truth About Leo Strauss (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006) 65ff.   
 

3 For an overview of these criticisms and the problems therewith see Chapter 
Three. 
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Derrida�’s Political Thought Resists the Notion that Politics is a Domain that can be 
Overcome or Neutralized. 
 

As Bonnie Honig argues in Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics, 

following Kant there has been a distinctive and focused attempt by modern liberal 

politics to �“settle�” political questions in a final way, to �“displace�” politics understood as 

the agonistic give-and-take of agents in the public sphere.4 Such a concern, in Honig�’s 

view, underlies much contemporary liberal political theory, a tradition first and most 

thoroughly articulated by John Rawls.  Central Rawlsian ideas like the idea of a �“basic 

structure�” and the idea of �“public reason�” represent attempts to create a liberal language 

in which reified political goods�—�“justice,�” for instance�—can be established in a way that 

justifies the allegiance of most or all rational agents in a liberal political order.5  

Derrida�’s insistence on the irruptive character of democracy and its contradictory 

origins is a potent pharmakon against the belief that politics, especially democratic 

politics, can ever �“settle�” controversial problems in a final way.  Derrida convincingly 

shows that these attempts to reify answers to the �“problems�” of politics in fact reiterates a 

posture of closure toward the other, implicitly bringing about undemocratic ramifications 

of attempts to reify even democratic principles.  That is, from Derrida�’s perspective, 

Rawls�’ attempt to construct a reified liberal democratic vocabulary for political theory 

would in fact represent a threat to democracy, because democracy consists of 

contradictory moments that cannot be reconciled with the finality implied in Rawlsian 

analysis.  Since Derrida argues that democracy is inherently unstable and, indeed, 

                                                 
4 Bonnie Honig, Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (Ithaca, NY:  

Cornell University Press, 1993): Introduction and Conclusion.   
 

5 John Rawls, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2000).   
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deconstructive, any attempts at a democratic justification of a reified order can be subject 

to deconstructive displacement as a part of the turnings of democracy to come.  This 

means, perhaps counter-intuitively on account of his sometimes-messianic rhetoric, that 

inasmuch as Derrida resists the possibility of final solutions to political problems, his is 

the thought of a political realist.  Derridean political realism involves a theoretical 

defense of the idea that politics can never get anything �“right�” in a permanent or enduring 

sense: if Derrida�’s democracy to come appears progressive in rhetoric, it is emphatically 

�“conservative�” in its skepticism of permanent political solutions.   

  
Derrida�’s Emphasis on the Alterity Inherent in the Concept of �“the other�” Defends 
against the Homogenizing Tendencies of Modern Technological and Mass Society 
 
 A common anxiety of observers of modern political life is that technological 

convergence and increasing globalization will facilitate a homogenization of human 

individuality, through the imposition of centralized political power in the name of social 

and technological progress.6 In a related way, fears that the exigencies of economic 

interdependence facilitate the destruction of local cultures in the name of economic 

progress are common both to left wing critics valuing multiculturalism and conservative 

defenders of tradition.7  

                                                 
6 Derrida himself reflects on some of these themes in The Other Heading and  

Specters of Marx, yet earlier statements on these themes can be found in the essays of 
Strauss and Kojeve in On Tyranny, much of which was inspired by Heidegger�’s The 
Question Concerning Technology.  For a comprehensive comment on Strauss, Kojeve, 
and Heidegger on technology and the �“universal and homogenous state, see George 
Grant, Technology and Empire, (Toronto, ON: House of Anansi, 1996).   
 

7 With respect to the former see Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans.   
Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2004), and for the latter, see Wendell 
Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom, and Community (New York: Pantheon Books, 1993) 
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 Against these threats to the integrity of the individual, Derrida�’s emphasis on the 

absolute alterity of the other represents a powerful attempt to show how, at the most basic 

philosophical level, any attempts to neutralize difference are destined to undermine 

themselves.  Attempts to neutralize the difference of the other, through the life-denying 

accounts of modern science, through the reduction of human beings to economic units, 

through social engineering, or in the interest of political order more generally, all issue 

from the basic attempts of the self to naturalize its relationship to the other.  Derrida 

issues a philosophical challenge to allow the other to be precisely that�—even at the basic 

level of friendship.  Emanating from this basic insight is the moral imperative that to 

respect the other in concept we need to allow others to be seen not in relationship to 

ourselves, but as the other who comes, always unexpectedly.8 Derrida shows how the 

attempt to fashion community out of a �“feather thin�” relationship of self and other is 

difficult, but ultimately, in his view, more just and more theoretically consistent.  Derrida 

suggests that by attempting to �“think�” the other in a genuine way, we are better situated 

to recognize the needs for incommensurable justice to resist the programatizing thrust of 

modern politics, and to leverage the powerful theoretical tools of deconstruction to 

�“justify�” such irruptions.   

  
Derrida Attempts to Revitalize the Questions and Themes of the Tradition of Western 
Political Philosophy, and Suggests the Architectonic Status of Political Philosophy 
 

Derrida attempts to achieve this ostensibly �“postmodern�” politics through a turn 

to the Western tradition of political philosophy�—a move especially prominent in Force of 

                                                 
8 Derrida also explores some of these ideas in Psyche: Inventions of the Other and  

On the Name.  Cf., Jacques Derrida, Psyche: Inventions of the Other, ed., Geoffrey 
Bennington (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press: 2008); Ibid, On the Name, ed., 
Thomas Dutoit (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press: 1995).   
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Law, Politics of Friendship, and Rogues.  Derrida takes seriously the questions and texts 

of the history of political philosophy: his attention to such perennial questions as the 

relationship between philosophy and politics, the philosophical foundations of 

democracy, the relationship between law and justice, or friendship to politics, does much 

to show the abiding relevance of such issues to contemporary political life, and the 

necessity of returning to the classic texts in which these questions are given voice again 

and again.  It is precisely out of the perennial philosophical tensions inherent in these 

issues�—tensions Derrida attempts to draw our attention to, and to keep alive�—that 

Derrida aims to bring about a more just future through democracy to come.  Derrida 

consequently helps make the case for the abiding relevance of the study of primary texts 

in the Western philosophical and literary traditions to the discipline of political science, a 

discipline increasingly inclined to abstract from its humanistic roots in favor of 

quantitative or more broadly empirical analysis.  The need for a defense of such an 

approach is urgent indeed, as the role of humanistic textual studies within political theory 

has been questioned openly within the pages of publications of the American Political 

Science Association.9 Derrida is consequently an unlikely ally of the apparently 

�“conservative�” advocates of the abiding relevance of the study of political philosophy and 

its important place in the modern academic discipline of political science. 

Derrida also issues a foundational challenge to the distinction between political 

theory and political practice.10 Deconstruction playfully loosens our allegiance to ideas in 

                                                 
9 Andrew Rehfield, �“Offensive Political Theory,�” in Perspectives on Politics, Vol.   

8.2 (May 2010): 465-486. 
 

10 Alex Thomson develops this notion of the blurring of the lines between  
political theory and political practice in Derrida�’s work.  He does not interpret it as a 
primarily theoretical construction as I do here, but instead considers the ways in which 
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a consummately democratic way; and yet, at the same time, democracy itself lacks a 

stable organizing principle, creating the playful relationship to these ideas that can only 

be described as deconstructive.  Derrida shows that beneath even the most prosaic 

transactions of our common life together dwell radical aporiai that challenge our 

common-sense philosophical beliefs in provocative ways, but he also shows that the 

outrageous discourse of deconstruction is ultimately most at home in the mundane 

parlance of democracy.  He in this way demonstrates to democratic politics why it needs 

philosophy, and shows philosophy why it needs to become political, affecting a 

rapprochment between these two domains that undermines traditional efforts to keep 

them apart.  Derrida�’s ability to question the distinction between political theory and 

political practice affords him consistency, as he is able to show the nearly symbiotic 

relationship between deconstruction and democracy, and thus how deconstruction evades 

the charge that its metaphysical claims undermine its political commitments.  

Deconstruction furthermore demonstrates that allegiance to democracy can be defended 

without recourse to unexamined assumptions about human nature or appeals to tenuous a 

priori assertions about the nature of our political world.11 Derrida�’s political philosophy 

provides a powerful justification for the abiding importance of the study of political 
                                                                                                                                                 
Derrida�’s various public addresses, his works of scholarship, and his philosophical works 
have themselves acted upon the domain of politics in a way that constitutes a political 
�“intervention�” via theory.  See AJP Thomson, Deconstruction and Democracy, (London: 
Continuum Books, 2005): 55-100. 
 

11 This runs counter to the contention of critics like Richard Rorty, who argue that  
developments in postmodern philosophy�—and indeed, the work of Derrida himself�—
means that we must content ourselves to simply decide in favor of modern liberal 
democracy rather than expecting arguments in its favor.  Rorty articulates this view most 
forcefully�—including his contention that Derridean deconstruction is supportive of his 
views�—in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989).     
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philosophy to political practice, as well as the need to root these investigations in the 

traditional texts and questions of political philosophy.   For all of these reasons, there is 

much to admire and much to think about in Derrida�’s political thought.   

  
The Problem of Historicism 

Existing critiques of Derrida�’s political thought have inadequately appreciated its 

potential contributions to political theory.  Despite the failure of critics to date, however, 

significant problems remain with Derrida�’s political thought.  It is precisely by 

considering some of the strengths of Derrida�’s political thought that its shortcomings 

come most clearly into view: the most significant limitation of Derrida�’s political thought 

is in fact the means by which it purchases its impressive consistency.  Derrida�’s political 

thought is consistent with deconstruction as metaphysical critique insofar as it resists the 

temptation either to negate the metaphysical concepts of the tradition of Western thought, 

or to try to move beyond them.  Derrida�’s affirmation of democracy, in this case, arises 

from the fact that democracy is always inadequate to itself: democracy lays bear, rests 

upon, and indeed celebrates the paucity of originary being that Derrida holds to be 

characteristic of all philosophical thought.  But the decision to have recourse to 

democracy�—just like the decision to have recourse to the Western tradition as a way of 

approaching democracy and philosophy in general�—arises out of the fact that there is 

nothing else, at bottom, than this history.  Faced with the apparent completion of the 

Western metaphysical tradition in late modernity, Derridean deconstruction attempts to 

extend this tradition in a way that does not merely repeat its problematic logic, by playing 
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within it.12 Derrida is thus consistent in continuing to have recourse to the ideas and texts 

of the Western tradition, in affirming them, while at the same time showing their 

limitations and how these limitations can be displaced in the interest of future time.   

The limitations of Derrida�’s historicism emerge most forcefully in his political 

thought in view of his emphasis on the self/other dichotomy as the specific problematic 

through which deconstruction can facilitate democracy.  Ipseity, as discussed in Chapter 

Three, is the notion that the self is absolutely prior to the other, and that all references to 

the other require an implicit reference to the self.  Derrida affirms this account of the self 

as necessary to democracy, because the freedom and equality given to individuals in 

democracy make sense only in light of a stable, autonomous self, yet Derrida does not 

attempt to demonstrate the truth of this assertion apart from his indications that it emerges 

from the history of Western political thought.  Derrida�’s response to modern nihilism 

relies upon a historically determined account of the self that he takes to be the 

unexamined, univocal assumption of the Western tradition.  By assuming a simplistic and 

reified (because historically fated) notion of the self, Derrida�’s political thought leaves 

unexamined and abstract the question of what a self is apart from its apparent historical 

emergence as the first which is in relation to the other.   The self is, after all, just an other 

I�’ve already met.  Thus for all of his attention on the character of the other, Derrida pays 

relatively little attention to the character of the self except as a logical construct, because 

that is how he thinks it has always been conceived. 

                                                 
12 For a fuller account of the metaphysics of deconstruction see Chapter Two; for  

a fuller account of how democracy models deconstructive metaphysics see Chapter 
Three. 
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Despite the highly self-reflexive character of Derrida�’s writing, then, his 

historicist assumptions about the nature of the self, and his persistent account of the self 

as an abstract concept available only in speech, powerfully undermine the persuasiveness 

of his case.  This perhaps points to the true limitation of the historicism that forms the 

foundation of Derridean deconstruction.  Derrida works within the givens of the Western 

tradition�—as well as those elements of it that have been pushed to the margins, excluded, 

erased, or left only as �“traces,�” to be sure�—but there is a real sense in which the 

conviction that there is no �“outside-the-text�” leads to an assumption that the text itself has 

been understood.  Derrida assumes that his vision of the self as absolutely prior is 

necessarily inscribed upon�—and left unexamined by�—the history of political philosophy.  

He thereby begins by foreclosing the possibility that the self is not thoroughly already 

known, but in its nature ambiguous, mysterious or doubled; Derrida never considers 

whether the self as it appears�—as unitary, prior to the other�—marks not the end of 

thought, but rather its beginning.  He thus preemptively occludes the very question of 

self-knowledge that is the central question of, for instance, the same Platonic dialogues 

he criticizes.  This inattention to particulars is consequently literally �“self-forgetting.�”  

What seems on the surface to be admirable openness finally shows itself to be a violent 

imposition of a narrative onto the history of Western thought that forecloses the question 

of self-knowledge.   

Perhaps most seriously, on account of its abstraction democracy to come also 

refuses to foreclose any political possibilities, and is therefore literally without any 

concrete limits�—perhaps especially insofar as Derrida is persuaded that even 

abridgements of democracy can contribute to the advancement of democracy by allowing 
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the reassertion of one of its other principle to subvene.  So the election of a tyrannical 

government, an election which has happened because of democratic franchise, and thus 

on behalf of the principle of equality, is legitimately democratic insofar as it demonstrates 

democracy�’s auto-immunity, its ability to be critical even of itself, and insofar as it makes 

space for the reassertion of freedom.  But inasmuch as this shows the theoretical 

consistency of deconstruction and democracy, and allows for the dispensation of future 

time, it also demonstrates the limitations inherent in a politics derived solely from speech 

or logos, abstracted from the deeds of the political community, and the realities of 

embodied human existence as it is lived by human beings, to borrow a term from 

Heidegger, in their �“average everydayness.�”  This is a risk that Derrida acknowledges, 

and yet his a priori commitment to historicism makes it his only option.  Democracy to 

come therefore �“opens�” Derrida to charges that he facilitates the very political 

impositions he seeks to avoid.   

 Derrida�’s historicism is thus problematic precisely because it is so theoretically 

pure.  Democratic abridgements of democracy become a part of the dialectic of 

democracy to come, while human particularity�—beginning with a nuanced account of the 

self�—is sacrificed at the altar of perfect abstraction and theoretical consistency.  Insofar 

as all limitations are taken to be tyrannical, Derrida�’s political thought generates the 

problem of limitlessness, as a theoretically pure account that even purports to extend to 

the practical realm forgets its own reliance on human reality. 

 
Introduction to Part 2 

 Part 2 of this dissertation responds to the limitations of Derrida�’s political thought 

outlined above by examining some of the dialogues of Plato.  Since Derrida�’s political 
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thought moreover emerges itself as a response to Plato, the task of responding to 

Derrida�’s political thought will also engage with Derrida�’s reading of Plato.  For Plato, I 

argue, the relationship of philosophy to politics, and the relationship of the self to the 

other in friendship are intimately connected: our investigation into Derrida�’s principal 

charge against Plato�—as explored in Chapter Two�—will necessarily dovetail with the 

Platonic response to Derrida�’s political thought as described in Chapter Three.   

Notwithstanding what I think are crucial differences between Plato and Derrida, 

Part 2 of this dissertation will show that many of Derrida�’s political aims�—his attempt to 

overcome nihilism as well as his quest for a model of friendship and politics that respects 

the otherness of the other�—can in fact be justified in a way that also redeems human 

particularity and provides certain limits for politics, in the political philosophy of Plato�’s 

Socrates.  That is, Plato shares Derrida�’s aim of respecting the integrity of the other, but 

pursues this aim without undermining human particularity, and consequently the basis for 

a different sort of politics emerges; a politics that does not suffer from the limitlessness of 

democracy to come.  In Chapter Four, therefore, I first examine the accuracy of Derrida�’s 

argument that Plato ultimately supports a type of decisionism that attempts to suppress 

philosophy in the interest of political order.  I do this by examining Plato�’s presentation 

of the character of the Eleatic Stranger in his dialogue Sophist.  Our examination of the 

Sophist will serve several important functions with respect to the argument of this 

dissertation.   

First, it challenges Derrida�’s notion that Plato advocates a type of violent 

decisionism with respect to the relationship of politics to philosophy by showing how 

Plato puts forward a poetic criticism of the Stranger for holding such a view in his 
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investigation of the sophist.  Second, in the context of Plato�’s criticism of the Stranger we 

see a sustained effort to make evident the internal inconsistencies of the Stranger�’s 

abstract approach to philosophy, abstraction that produces the same kind of self-

forgetting we see in Derrida.  The Sophist therefore demonstrates how Plato both pre-

empts and rejects Derrida�’s criticism of him and Derrida�’s supposed alternative to 

�“Platonism.�”  Third, looking forward to the specific similarities and differences between 

the Stranger and Socrates, we can begin to understand why Plato�’s Socrates can be put 

forward as a corrective to both the Stranger and Derrida. 

 
The Argument of Chapter Four 

 We have so far discussed the contribution of this chapter to the overall argument 

of the dissertation.  Chapter Four, however, also advances its own argument about Plato�’s 

Sophist.  In this chapter I examine Plato�’s presentation of the words and deeds of the 

Stranger in the Sophist, arguing that while the Eleatic Stranger is presented as a possible 

alternative to Socrates, Plato ultimately suggests the superiority of Socrates.  I 

specifically argue that the drama of the Sophist depicts the failure of the Stranger�’s so-

called �“diacritical ontology.�”  Whereas the Stranger presents his own method as 

transparent, objective, and value-neutral, Plato shows that the Stranger�’s own 

unexamined commitments to manly self-sufficiency and honor�—which perhaps fuel his 

desire for an objective method in the first place�—ultimately result in the failure of his 

method.  Pursuant to the failure of his method, the Stranger takes a �“Socratic�” turn of his 

own, but resembles Socrates only superficially, as the abstract character of his 

philosophical commitments remain.  Thus the Sophist, a dialogue substantively 

concerned with the relationship of images to originals, depicts a false image of Socrates 
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in the Stranger.  The extent to which the Stranger is unable to account for his own activity 

is underscored by the fact that his identification and censure of the sophist relies upon an 

ethical or political choice that is without ground.  In a dialogue in which the Stranger�’s 

self-appointed task is to provide a definition of the sophist, it is striking that his 

definitions repeatedly fall short.  Whereas Plato�’s dialogue begins in an apparent 

presentation of philosophy divided �“like from like,�” it closes with a definitive division of 

better from worse�—in other words, the structure of the dialogue points toward a 

vindication of Socrates, the philosopher of self-knowledge, who the Stranger identifies as 

interested in dividing better from worse.13  

 

                                                 
13 Even among those commentators who take seriously the dramatic elements of  

the Platonic dialogues, there is little agreement as to how we should evaluate Plato�’s 
presentation of the Stranger in the Sophist.  The overwhelming majority of such 
commentators, including Jacob Klein, Stanley Rosen, Seth Benardete, Joseph Cropsey, 
Jacob Howland, Kenneth Dorter, and Marina McCoy view the two philosophers to be 
essentially compatible, or understand the Stranger to be essentially Socratic, the former�’s 
rather overt criticisms of the latter notwithstanding.  Other scholars like Gregory Bruce 
Smith and Ruby Blondell interpret the Stranger as an improvement over Socrates, and in 
this way mirror the �“development thesis�” of traditional interpreters, who view the Sophist 
to be Plato�’s mature attempt to move beyond the naïve idealism of his early writings.  My 
reading of the Sophist follows Catherine Zuckert, who argues the ultimate superiority of 
Socrates to the Stranger.  By sharpening Zuckert�’s critique of the Stranger I make a 
stronger case for the superiority of Socrates.  Cf., Jacob Klein, Plato�’s Triology (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1977); Stanley Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist: The Drama of the 
Image and the Original (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); Seth Benardete, �“On 
Plato�’s Sophist,�” The Review of Metaphysics 46.4 (June 1993); Joseph Cropsey, Plato�’s 
World: Man�’s Place in the Cosmos, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Jacob 
Howland, The Paradox of Political Philosophy: Socrates�’ Philosophical Trial, (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 1998); Kenneth Dorter, Form and Good in Plato�’s Eleatic 
Dialogues (Berkley: University of California Press, 1994); Marina McCoy, Plato on the 
Rhetoric of Philosophers and Sophists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); 
Gregory Bruce Smith, Between Eternities, (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefiled, 
2008); Ruby Blondell, The Play of Character in Plato�’s Dialogues (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002); Catherine Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers: The 
Coherence of the Dialogues (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
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The Arithmetical �“Prologue�” of the Sophist 

Plato�’s Sophist opens with a prologue in which Socrates, Theodorus, Theaetetus, 

�“young�” Socrates, and the Eleatic Stranger meet, as agreed upon the day before in the 

events recounted in the Theaetetus, and determine their topic of discussion (216A-218D).  

Stanley Rosen describes the Sophist as a whole as a �“mathematical drama.�”14 It is thereby 

unsurprising that in the prologue Plato makes an �“arithmetical�” flourish of multiplication 

and division.  The various characters assembled are all images of Socrates in some way, 

effectively multiplying Socrates.  We learn in the dialogue bearing his name that 

Theaetetus has a snub nose and protruding eyes, and is consequently �“ugly�” in the same 

way as Socrates.15 Theaetetus�’ erstwhile teacher, the geometer Theodorus, is old like 

Socrates.16 Theaetetus�’ friend, �“young�” Socrates, shares Socrates�’ name.17 And, finally, 

the Eleatic Stranger is presented as a philosopher, an occupation Socrates claims for 

himself in the Apology, and elsewhere.18 Given this proliferation of images of Socrates, 

moreover, the prologue begs the question: �“Who�—or what�—is Socrates?�” Yet while the 

question is introduced, Plato�’s poetry at the same time frustrates even our most basic 

attempts to respond.  Socrates can�’t be the �“ugly one with the snubbed nose,�” because 

such a description also fits Theaetetus.  Nor could he simply be the �“old guy,�” as that 

category also captures Theodorus.  We cannot even unambiguously declare: �“Socrates is 

                                                 
14 Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist, 9. 
 
15 Plato, Theaetetus, 143E 
 
16 Plato, Theaetetus, 143D 
 
17 Seth Benardete meditates at length on Plato�’s decision never to have the young  

Socrates speak with the old Socrates, and the implications this has for the unwritten 
dialogue Philosopher.  Benardete, �“On Plato�’s Sophist,�” 747-9. 
 

18 Plato, Apology, 29D.   
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Socrates,�” as in at least one important sense, Socrates is not Socrates.  We have two 

Socrateses, an old one and a young one.  It would be similarly unhelpful to reply: 

�“Socrates is the philosopher,�” as there is another viable candidate for �“philosopher�” in the 

Stranger from Elea.  We therefore learn that one�’s being is different from one�’s name, and 

that names and images or perhaps even speeches, can be ambiguous and misleading.  

What is more, the opening of the dialogue suggests that what makes Socrates Socrates is 

not easily expressed.  If Socrates�’ uniqueness is not easily reducible to words, then it 

would seem to represent a challenge to the diacritical method of the Stranger who seems 

to work primarily from speeches.  What would be needed would be a more 

comprehensive form that can capture life and motion, like a Platonic dialogue.  By 

depicting characters that all resemble Socrates in some way, the drama of the prologue 

section of the Sophist furthermore opens the question of the relationship of being to 

appearance�—a question that Socrates will soon introduce and the Stranger eventually 

takes up.19 

 The arithmetical character of the Sophist�’s prologue moreover anticipates the 

quasi-arithmetical method of division that is later employed by the Stranger, while the 

notion that Socrates is not, in a sense, Socrates, hints at the Stranger�’s eventual thesis that 

no being simply is without relation to all other beings.  Conversely, the proliferation of 

images of Socrates in the prologue also points to the radical extent to which human 

beings lack the fixed stability required for them to be fully comprehended by logos or 
                                                 

19 The Sophist�’s attempts to address the relationship between the original and the  
image has been of incredible interest to such contemporary continental philosophers as 
Martin Heidegger, Gilles Deleuze, Jean-Luc Nancy, and, of course, Jacques Derrida.  For 
a good survey of their encounters with this theme in the Sophist see Max Statiewicz, 
Rhapsody of Philosophy: Dialogues with Plato in Contemporary Thought (University 
Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009). 
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rational speech.  If this is the case, then the prologue appears to question the relevance of 

the Stranger�’s method, since it requires the use of more or less stable looks to provide an 

account of the human things. 

Plato moreover divides philosophy like from like by staging a dramatic 

confrontation between Socrates and the Eleatic Stranger.  Our initial impression of the 

Stranger marks him as distinct from Socrates in several important respects.  Whereas 

Socrates is a familiar character in the Platonic dialogues, is now living out his last days in 

Athens�—a city he left only for military service�—and who in the Theaetetus presents 

himself as the practitioner of the feminine maieutic art; the Stranger is, at least in 

Theodorus�’ telling,20 an anonymous, traveling, and �“very manly�” philosopher (d  andra 

philosopon) (216B).  And indeed the Stranger will in some ways remain himself an 

abstraction, as Blondell observes: �“The Stranger lacks not just Athenian ties�…but 

virtually all social and personal ties that serve to embed an individual in a particular 

society�…most notably the ties of family.�”21 Through both of these arithmetical dramatic 

devices Plato appears to mime the philosophical method of the Stranger, showing 

similarities and differences without explicit evaluations of better and worse.  This draws 

                                                 
20 There is, however, reason to doubt Theodorus�’ attentiveness to the  

particularities of human individuals, like names, since in the Theaetetus he is able to 
supply the name of the eponymous youth but is unable to provide any more information 
on his background than that without Socrates�’ help.  When Socrates does not inquire the 
Stranger�’s name, it leads Benardete to remark that this means Socrates cares more for 
citizens of Athens than strangers or foreigners (Benardete, �“On Plato�’s Sophist,�” 777).  
Socrates, however, already knows the information he had inquired about Theaetetus, 
since the Stranger himself will later on refer to Parmenides as his �“father.�”  It might then 
be the case that Socrates cares about the particularities of backgrounds and upbringings in 
general than names themselves, since names are subject to a degree of arbitrariness�—a 
fact reflected by the presence of two individuals named �“Socrates.�”   
 

21 Blondell, The Play of Character, 316. 
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our attention to the extent to which the method of the Stranger relies on words or 

speeches, both of which are, of necessity, abstracted from unmediated or prephilosophical 

being.  Nevertheless, insofar as the prologue produces multiplications and divisions 

without making an explicit judgment as to their quality, its deeds appear to support the 

notion that the Stranger represents an innovation on, or correction to, Socrates.  In what 

follows we examine how the Sophist as a whole responds to the questions and themes 

introduced in the prologue. 

  
Socrates and the Terms of Engagement 

Socrates has an interesting reaction to the appearance of the Stranger, wondering 

whether he is a god disguised, a �“refutative deity�” �“here to render judgment�” upon those 

who, like him, are �“poor in speeches�” (216B).  Socrates may be referring to the fact that 

he and Theaetetus were unable to define knowledge the day before, but he may also be 

signaling, as many commentators have suggested, his failure to adequately defend 

himself in his civil trial.  22 So the trial of Socrates looms large in the Sophist, and 

Socrates�’ own appraisal of his meeting with the Stranger as a potential divine test draws 
                                                 

22 The first major study of Plato�’s Sophist to mark the �“philosophical trial�” is 
Stanley Rosen�’s 1988 monograph Plato�’s Sophist: The Drama of the Image and the 
Original.  Jacob Howland�’s The Paradox of Political Philosophy develops the thesis, 
noting that the Sophist belongs to an �“octuplet�” of dialogues, which, taken together, 
constitute �“Socrates�’ philosophical trial.�”  Howland�’s thesis is that the dialogues set in 
dramatic proximity to Plato�’s Apology address the philosophical issues informing his civil 
trial, and ultimately represent a vindication of Socrates.  A similar thesis was earlier 
explored in Joseph Cropsey�’s Plato�’s World, although Cropsey focuses less sharply on the 
�“philosophical trial�” than does Howland.  Gregory Bruce Smith shares this attention to 
the dramatic setting of the Sophist as important to its politico-philosophical meaning in 
his chapter on the Sophist in Between Eternities, as does Catherine Zuckert who in 
Plato�’s Philosophers, incorporates the philosophical trial into a broader narrative about 
the life of Socrates in contradistinction to the other philosophers of the dialogues.  See 
Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist; Howland, Paradox; Cropsey, Plato�’s World; Smith, Between 
Eternities; and Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers. 
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our attention to the potential �“punishment�” the Stranger will inflict upon Socrates.  

Theodorus, anticipating the objections of some modern commentators, resists such a 

characterization of the Stranger.  We might expect him to protest the notion that their 

visitor is a god, yet it is the �“refutative�” part of the evaluation to which he initially 

objects.  Theodorus, doubtless still displeased at being goaded into dialogue with 

Socrates the day before,23 holds that the manly Stranger is �“more measured�” than 

Socrates �“whose zeal is devoted to contentiousness�” (216B).  The geometer nonetheless 

adds that while the Stranger is not quite a god, �“he is however divine�” because he is a 

philosopher (216B-C).  Socrates, never to be outdone, points out that those who are �“in 

their being�” philosophers are probably not much easier to discern than gods, because 

philosophers, like gods, show up �“in all sorts of apparitions and haunt cities�” (216C).   

Socrates then provides a brief yet provocative sketch of the philosopher.  Socrates 

suggests that on account of the ignorance of everyone else, philosophers �“look down 

from on high on the life of those below�” (216C), sometimes �“haunting�” cities by taking 

on the apparitions of statesmen or sophists, and giving the impression to some that they 

�“altogether crazy�” (216D).  Socrates�’ description of the philosopher is strange.  On the 

one hand his decision to depict the philosopher as a detached individual who looks down 

on cities, taking on various guises to meddle in human affairs, indicates that philosophers 

are not so unlike the Homeric gods as Theodorus seems to think.  On the other hand, 

despite their perch �“on high,�” the philosophers do not appear to be attracted to 

contemplative gazing, or to discerning the movements of the heavens.  Indeed, they not 

only �“look down�” upon the affairs of cities, they involve themselves directly in the life of 

                                                 
23 Cf.  Plato, Theaetetus, 165B-184D. 
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the city, disguised as sophists, statesmen, and maniacs.  The philosopher furthermore 

resembles a poet insofar as he or she deals in false images.  Despite his or her apparent 

perch far above the city, the philosopher is a distinctly political type.24 Socrates suggests 

the singular importance of the human things in general�—and politics in particular�—to the 

activity of a philosopher.  As we shall see, such a characterization of the philosopher is 

quite different from the philosophy both described and embodied by the Stranger. 

Having provided an account of his own, then, Socrates asks the Stranger what 

those in �“that region [ton topon] were accustomed to believe and to name these things�” 

(217A).  Socrates�’ question is initially vague, a fact corroborated by Theodorus�’ request 

for clarification.  To which topos does Socrates refer? He could plausibly be referring to 

the topoi of Elea or of the philosopher�—and indeed the Stranger will eventually describe 

such a topos much later in the dialogue.25 Theodorus, however, is more interested in the 

�“things,�” not the more ambiguous �“place,�” and Socrates accordingly clarifies: �“Sophist, 

statesman, philosopher [Sophist n, politikon, philosophon]�” (217A).  After Theodorus 

requests further elucidation, Socrates says that he wants the Stranger to say whether 

�“they�” are �“accustomed to hold all these one, two, or, just as their names are, three, to 

divide their genera into three as well, and attach a name to each individually�” (217A).  

Socrates�’ question is significant because it tries to induce the Stranger to discuss opinions 
                                                 

24 It is also interesting that this sketch of the philosopher could also be something  
of a self-portrait of Socrates, as he sometimes takes on each of these guises.  In the 
Hippias Minor, and even in the Theaetetus, he appears as a sophist, while in the Gorgias 
he claims to possess the true political art (521D), making him a kind of statesman, 
whereas in the Phaedrus he praises the philosophical importance of madness (265A 
270A).  Cropsey observes that Socrates himself mistakes the philosopher for the 
statesman in his account of philosophical rule in the Republic, and the Athenians conflate 
Socrates, the philosopher, for a sophist in the Apology (Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 70). 
 

25 The Stranger describes the topos of the philosopher at 253D-E.  Cf., Howland,  
Paradox, 172. 
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or belief�—precisely the topic that Parmenides chastised a young Socrates for spending 

too much time on many years before.26 In so doing, Socrates might be attempting to see 

how much of a Parmenidean this Stranger really is, so even though he seems initially 

indifferent to the Stranger�’s name, Socrates nevertheless wants to know more about him.  

His question also has a sociological bent: Do the teachings of Parmenides have any effect 

on people�’s opinions? If so, they would be forced to admit that, despite their names, 

insofar as the sophist, statesman, and philosopher are, they are one.  The question might 

also have a more pointed query lurking beneath it: How does one make sense of the 

evident�—and seemingly meaningful�—multiplicity of human life if one ascribes to the 

doctrine that all is one? Is it truly satisfying to hold that all is merely appearance? In other 

words: can a Parmenidean defend philosophy against the charges that it is sophistic or 

political? 

 The Stranger, however, resists Socrates�’ attempt to have a conversation about 

opinion, saying it�’s �“not too difficult�” to say that �“they believed them three�” (217B).  We 

still do not know to whom this �“they�” refers.  If he means those living in Elea generally, 

then it seems that either Parmenides has had little effect on opinion in general, or else he 

has had an effect, but people in general are inconsistent in their opinions.  If he means 

�“philosophers,�” we have an early glimpse of the Stranger�’s public break with Parmenides, 

as he indicates that genuine philosophers, in contradistinction to Parmenides, would 

reject the notion that all is one and adhere to an account of the miscibility of being as the 

Stranger later reveals that he does.  In contradistinction to Socrates, who is always 

                                                 
26 Cf., Parmenides, 130E. 



 166

interested in opinion,27 the Stranger finds �“opinions�” to be unremarkable, especially 

compared to the question of what they are in their being: �“it is no small and easy work 

[ergon]�…to distinguish [diorisasthai] with clarity what they severally are [ti pot�’estin]�” 

(217B).  Socrates�’ humanistic concern for opinion is therefore set aside in favor of the 

addressing the question of being.  Catherine Zuckert notes that the move has further 

significance in that the Stranger in effect changes Socrates�’ question to a Socratic �“What 

is x?�” question.28 What this in effect suggests is that the difference between Socrates and 

the Stranger might occur at the level of deeds rather than words.  The common question 

also points to the potentially deceptive relationship between an original and an imitation.  

Such a difference might assert itself especially forcefully in speech.  The surface 

appearance of the relationship between Socrates and the Stranger therefore thematizes the 

substantive concerns of the Sophist itself. 

 Even though the Stranger has determined that they are to discuss the being of the 

sophist, statesman, and philosopher and not opinions about them, Socrates nevertheless 

attempts to persuade the stranger to take an interlocutor rather than delivering a long 

speech, noting that an elderly Parmenides once �“handled�” questions in his presence.  

Socrates implicit question seems to be how the Stranger evaluates his own philosophical 

acumen in comparison to that of his teacher.  The Stranger�’s reaction to this gentle 

challenge reveals some noteworthy elements of his character and philosophical 

commitments; indeed, he seems inclined to give a long speech rather than taking an 

interlocutor, admitting that it is easier for him if the interlocutor is tractable (217D).   
                                                 

27 In the Theaetetus Socrates is indeed at pains to convince Theaetetus to share 
his opinion in response to the question, �“What is knowledge?�” Cf., Theaetetus, 148A- 
149A. 
 

28 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 41. 
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Socrates assures him that everyone present will �“gently comply,�” significantly 

recommending Theaetetus, the young man with whom he conversed the day before.  

Socrates�’ choice of Theaetetus is especially provocative because in the events of Plato�’s 

dialogue Theaetetus, in which Socrates engages the eponymous young man in a 

discussion about the nature of knowledge.  Plato goes out of his way to demonstrate that 

the dialogue is not merely about the being of knowledge, but more specifically concerned 

with the political and human contexts in which knowledge occurs in general, and with 

respect to Theaetetus in particular.29 The centrality of Theaetetus to the broader questions 

of the dialogue is foregrounded through the dramatic frame in which Plato encompasses 

the conversation between Socrates, Theaetetus, and Theodorus: Plato presents the 

Megarian geometers Euclides and Terpsion praising the virtue of the �“good and 

beautiful�” Theaetetus, who fought bravely in battle before succumbing to dysentery 

(Theaetetus, 142B-D).  They furthermore note the praise given to the young man by 

Socrates prior to their mentioning the latter�’s death.  Plato tells us the kind of man that 

Theaetetus will become, and that �“on the basis of his association and conversation with 

him [Socrates] expressed great admiration for [Theaetetus�’] nature�” (Theaetetus, 143A).  

The conversation between Socrates and Theaetetus, however, is in part inspired by the 

question of Theaetetus�’ nature.  The young man�’s teacher Theodorus�—also present in the 

Sophist�—says he is aware of nobody else whose �“nature is as wonderfully good�” 

(Theaetetus, 144A) and that he is an exceptionally talented student, who is gentle and 

                                                 
29 This is a line of argument advanced by Jacob Howland and Paul Stern.  Cf.,  

Howland, Paradox, 53-5 and Paul Stern, Knowledge and Politics in Plato�’s Theaetetus  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).   
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mild.  Even the somewhat cranky Theodorus30 is moved to poetry in his evaluation of 

Theaetetus: �“But he goes so smoothly, so unfalteringly and so effectively to his lessons 

and investigations, and all with so much gentleness, just as a stream of olive-oil flows 

without a sound, as for it to be a cause of wonder that someone of his age behaves in this 

way�” (Theaetetus, 144B).  Theaetetus is, however, so compliant that Socrates encounters 

great difficulty as he attempts to coax his young interlocutor into sharing his own 

opinions with respect to the nature of knowledge (149A-151E).  There is some reason to 

believe that over the course of the dialogue Socrates manages to nudge Theaetetus toward 

greater self-assertion, as by the end of the dialogue the young man seems able to arrive at 

conclusions of his own, and appears to acquire a real insight with respect to nature of the 

soul.31 If this is the case, then Socrates might be attempting to educate the Stranger away 

from his stance of self-sufficiency by presenting him an interlocutor who might seem to 

have a pliant character, but who has grown in confidence through his exposure to 

Socrates�’ maieutic art.  We also know that Theaetetus becomes brave and manly, fighting 

in the defense of Athens; however, as readers of Plato�’s dialogues we have more 

information than even Euclides and Terpsion, as we know that the young man associated 

not only with Theodorus and Socrates, but with the Eleatic Stranger as well.  One further 

question therefore emerges: if Theaetetus goes on to become a truly admirable human 

being, is it because of his Socratic education, or his Eleatic one? 

Returning to the Sophist, the Stranger�’s reply to Socrates�’ offer of an interlocutor 

displays a manly concern for appearances�—or honor�—as he admits �“a kind of shame 
                                                 

30 Cf., Theaetetus, 145b-c. 
 
31 I owe this observation to Jacob Howland�’s deft analysis of the Theaetetus.   

Howland identifies Theaetetus�’ �“fruitful�” understanding of the soul as incorporeal as  
occurring at Theaetetus 150A.  Cf., Howland, Paradox, 82.   
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holds [him] in its grip,�” in his first meeting with Socrates.  Socrates�’ reputation evidently 

precedes him.  Despite his inclination toward long speech, the Stranger agrees to take on 

Theaetetus as an interlocutor, noting that it would be �“somewhat unbecoming a stranger 

and savage�” not to do so (217E-218A).  The Stranger thus takes on Theaetetus, but not 

before warning him of the possibility that he (Theaetetus) may become �“wearied and 

distressed�” by the length of the speech (218A).   

  The Stranger�’s preference for lengthy monologues rather than the back and forth 

of dialogue, as well as his belief that Theaetetus will tire before he does, indicates belief 

in his own self-sufficiency.  A belief in one�’s own self-sufficiency would be consistent 

with a concern for honor�—evidenced by the ease with which Socrates successfully 

appeals to his pride to manipulate him into taking an interlocutor despite his own 

manifest belief in the superfluity of so doing.  Theodorus�’ evaluation of the Stranger as 

�“manly�” seems accurate so far.  The Stranger�’s manly self-sufficiency moreover stands in 

obvious contrast to Socrates.  In the Theaetetus, Socrates describes himself as in the 

possession of a distinctive art of midwifery.  Apart from its traditional characterization as 

a feminine art, the maieutik  of Socrates is capable of producing no positive doctrines of 

its own, he claims, relying instead on the notions of an interlocutor.  Whereas the barren 

Socrates requires virile interlocutors, the Stranger is apparently sufficiently fecund all on 

his own.   Indeed, his self-sufficiency means that he can make due with or without an 

interlocutor, providing they don�’t get in his way.32 The Stranger and Socrates are thus 

critically different when it comes to their attitudes toward interlocutors, and Plato�’s 

                                                 
32 McCoy corroborates this characterization with her argument that the Stranger�’s  

rhetoric is designed to �“make his interlocutor more compliant and dispassionate�” 
(McCoy, Plato on Rhetoric, 140).   
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dialogue continues to develop and sharpen elements of the initial contrast between the 

two philosophers.   

   
The Stranger�’s Discourse on Method 

  Scholars have characterized the Stranger�’s method in various ways, describing it 

as �“diacritical ontology,�” �“quasi-arithmetical,�” or �“quasi-mathemtical�” in character.33 The 

Stranger himself calls it a method of diaeresis (division) and deems its perfected form the 

�“dialectical art�” (dialektik ) and �“the science of the free.�”  Before beginning their 

investigation, though, the Stranger furnishes a preliminary explanation of his method to 

Theaetetus.  The Stranger decides to begin with the sophist, providing no explanation for 

why he does so except to note that this is how it �“appears�” to him (218B).34 The goal of 

the investigation, he tells Theaetetus, is to �“make evident in speech whatever [the sophist] 

is�” (218C).  Whereas he does not justify his decision to investigate the sophist, the 

Stranger does provide a rationale for his method: �“The reason for this is that as of now 

you and I have only a name in common about him [peri tounoma monon echomen 

koinei], but we might perhaps have by ourselves in private [idiai] the work for which we 

severally call him�” (218C).  The Stranger thereby acknowledges the ambiguity inherent 

in names: just as the drama of the prologue draws attention to the lack of correspondence 

                                                 
33 Benardete, �“On Plato�’s Sophist,�” 752; Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist, 8-9; Howland,  

Paradox, 168. 
 

34 Inasmuch as Socrates mentioned the sophist first in the list of things he would  
like investigated, we might say that Plato intends this to demonstrate the extent to which 
the Stranger is beholden to Socrates in this conversation.  Since the topic has been handed 
to him by Socrates and not selected himself, this startling lack of justification may, 
furthermore, be Plato�’s way of signaling the extent to which Socratic philosophy 
essentially prior to the Stranger�’s method, that this priority derives from its ability to ask 
�“why�” questions of itself and others. 
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between things and names, so too does the Stranger�’s method appear to arise from a 

similar insight.  The Stranger continues, emphasizing that �“one must always in regard to 

anything have gained an agreement [sunomologeo] about the matter itself through 

speeches rather than only about the name apart from speech�” (218C).  They currently 

share only the name of the sophist and lack a common logos.  It is the goal of the 

Stranger to take that which they hold privately with respect to the sophist and make it 

publicly accessible.  One way we might accomplish such a goal would be to ask 

Theaetetus what, precisely, he thinks about sophists.  This would be similar to the tack 

taken by Socrates the day before, when the former asked Theaetetus opinion about 

knowledge.  If the Stranger were to ask Theaetetus what he thought a sophist was, he 

might find, as did Socrates the day before, that Theaetetus already has a significant 

number of opinions about sophists�—especially Protagoras, with whom he seemed 

especially impressed in the Theaetetus.35 The Stranger evinces a persistent disregard for 

opinions, presumably because he is committed to reaching an objective account of the 

being of the phenomenon under investigation.  There is, however, an important sense in 

which opinions should matter to the Stranger.  If he seeks to create an agreement with 

Theaetetus in speech and truly cares about the integrity of the agreement, it would be 

important to understand how his interlocutor understands the words they are using.  The 

very impetus toward clarity and transparency that provides motivation for the use of the 

method in the first place seems at the same time to compromise its integrity by leaving 

opinions unexamined.  The Stranger�’s insight into the difference between public logos 

and private belief might provide the motivation for him to investigate his interlocutor�’s 

                                                 
35 Cf., Theaetetus, 153B. 
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opinions because the insight rests upon an appreciation of the limitations of language; it 

rather inclines him to create agreement with respect to speeches about being.  Rather than 

allowing the potential discrepancies between opinions, language, and being to push him 

toward better understanding the human context in which knowledge occurs, thus 

gesturing toward the limitations of human questions, the Stranger attempts to overcome 

or transcend these limits by producing apparently transparent accounts of being which 

abstract from the subjectivity of interlocutors.  Faced with a similar problem to the one 

Socrates approached in the Theaetetus, the Stranger positions himself in a way that subtly 

opposes Socrates. 

This �“discourse on method�” is instructive in other ways as well.   Despite his 

eventual emphasis on the heterogeneity of being the explicit philosophical goal of the 

Stranger is homogeneity or conformity in speech with respect to the sophist.  Whereas 

being would seem defined by its infinite heterogeneity, speech appears to weave together 

various strands to bring stability and homogeneity to our intellectual life.  The Stranger�’s 

apparent philosophical goal is thus an attempt to bring more unity to being than strictly 

exists in nature: it is the very nature of speech to be, in a sense, false.  The goal of his 

philosophy thus seems in tension with the way things are.  And finally, by casting himself 

as a open and transparent, the Stranger casts himself as an anti-sophist in advance, since 

shadow-dealing and dissimulation become the hallmarks of the sophist�’s art as he 

presents it.  As we shall see, these initial themes and tensions move to the fore as the 

dialogue progresses.36 

                                                 
36 I consequently do not agree with Ruby Blondell�’s evaluation that pursuant to  

the �“dethroning�” of Socrates, there is an �“unmistakable movement towards blandness and 
lack of individuality in the characterization of both the dominant speaker and his  
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A Fishy Paradigm 

Having discussed his method in outline, the Stranger begins his formal inquiry, 

proposing: �“one should practice first on small and easier things before tackling the very 

biggest�” (218D).  Since the genus of the sophist is �“difficult and hard to hunt down,�” the 

Stranger wants to make a practice run of his �“method [methodos]�” on something small 

and easy (218D).37 He decides to use the �“angler�” as his paradigm, and consequently 

provides us with our first look at his distinctive method of division.  Theaetetus and the 

Stranger agree that the angler has a techn  or art, and with this agreement the Stranger 

takes a step back to look at the character of the arts in general (219A-D).  The Stranger 

and Theaetetus suppose that all the arts divide into the categories of �“acquisitive�” and 

�“poetic.�”  The Stranger chooses to pursue the angler down the acquisitive branch of the 

division, diving acquisition into �“exchange of the willing with the willing�” and 

�“mastery,�” which �“gets the better of anything in terms of deeds or in terms of speeches�” 

(219D).  He subsequently �“cuts�” mastery into two forms, dividing in terms of the 

visibility of the would-be master from the perspective of his or her quarry, resulting in 

�“open mastery as competition and all of it that�’s concealed as hunting�” (219E).  

Following the branch of the art of hunting it is, in turn, divided up according to the nature 

of the prey into the hunting of the soulless and the hunting of the ensouled.  Next, the 

Stranger breaks the hunting of the ensouled according to the habitat of the prey, revealing 

that there can be a hunting of the pedestrial animals and swimming animals (219E-220B).  
                                                                                                                                                 
interlocutors�” (Blondell, Play of Character, 316).  The Stranger certainly is not initiallyas  
flamboyant as Socrates, but he attempts to mute characteristics of his own personality in  
the service of the detachment required by his method. 
 

37 Cropsey observes that this is yet another way in which the Stranger differs  
from Socrates, who, in the Republic, looks for something small (justice in the soul) in 
something large (the city) (Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 72).   
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The hunting of the in-liquid or swimming animals is divided between �“the feathered and 

the aqueous,�” and the hunting of the aqueous is, unsurprisingly, identified as fishing in 

general (220B).  Fishing is divided according to whether it is pursued by the fisher 

passively with �“fences�” or actively by striking with either tridents or hooks (220B-C).  

The final division investigates whether the striking occurs from above moving 

downwards as it does with a trident or spear, or starting from below and moving upwards 

as it does with a hook (220E-221A).  In only nine divisions, the Stranger and Theaetetus 

thus arrive at �“an agreement not only about the name but�…also�…the speech about the 

work itself�” with respect to the art of angling (221B).   

  The Stranger�’s method distinguishes similar classes (genoi) from each other�—

dividing �“like from like�”�—rendering no judgment with respect to the superiority of one 

over the other.  A comprehensive category like �“art�” is indeed given no priority over a 

more limited one like �“angling.�”  The effect of the method is to identify the relevant 

attributes of the work of angling: angling shares a family resemblance with some 

categories more than others.  These categories, taken together, provide a 

phenomenological account of the activity of angling.  Angling is, however, a relatively 

straightforward art to understand using this method.  It is, after all, very practical with 

unambiguous ends: angling is used to catch fish.  Theaetetus�’ enthusiastic initial 

agreement that angling is indeed an art�—�“[The angler] is not in the least artless�” 

(218E)�—also reveals his familiarity with angling.  Such familiarity would incline 

Theaetetus to appreciate the phenomenological force of the Stranger�’s method of 

division, as it evidently fulfills the promise of taking the common name �“angling�” and 

creating a public account that gives meaning to the name.   
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  Despite the apparent success of the method, however, some problems reveal 

themselves upon further scrutiny.  The Stranger�’s very first division of the arts into the 

poetic or �“productive�” arts and the acquisitive arts is not obviously comprehensive.  In 

the Theaetetus, for example, Socrates describes himself as the possessor of the midwife�’s 

art or maieutik  that seems to resist classification as either making or acquisition.  The 

problem might be expanded to cover teaching in general.  If teaching is neither 

acquisition nor production, but rather the activation of potential, is it consequently not an 

art? Socratic midwifery, insofar as it involves evaluating and encouraging the potential of 

the young, is consequently not an art as Socrates claims, or else it serves to question the 

comprehensiveness of the division of the arts into acquisitive and poetic.  What this 

particular problem in fact points toward, however, is a more significant shortcoming of 

the method. 

After the completion of the paradigm, the Stranger �“notices�” something 

interesting: �“By the gods! Have we really failed to recognize that there is a kinship 

between the man and the man?�” (221D).  Theaetetus does not see the connection�—

attesting to the grasping nature of the supposed kinship�—and even after it is made clear 

that both the angler and the sophist appear to be hunters he asks: �“Of what hunting is the 

other one [i.e., the sophist]?�” (221E).  The Stranger�’s use of the art of angling paradigm 

turns out to be more than a practice run or methodological example: it participates in the 

genus of the hunter along with the sophist.  One difference, however, is that Theaetetus, 

familiar with sophistry in its Protagorean variant, is probably not as familiar with 

sophistry in general.  The Stranger seems to be exploiting this unfamiliarity in order to 

locate an easy starting point for his investigation.  If this is the case, then despite the 
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Stranger�’s rhetoric to the contrary, his method is not as transparent as he presents it to be.  

This episode draws attention to another interesting move that the Stranger has made.  

After the Stranger notices the kinship between �“the man and the man,�” Theaetetus asks, 

�“Of whom with whom?�” His confusion is owing to the fact that the Stranger has not been 

speaking about human beings, but about arts.  Whereas Socrates�’ initial formulation of 

their topic of discussion very clearly uses nominative forms�—�“sophist, statesman, and 

philosopher�”�—when the Stranger takes it up as a question, he does so by detaching the 

art from the person possessing it.  In so doing, the Stranger elides the human being and 

the art, ignoring the possibility that subjectivity broadly understood�—motivation and 

intention in particular�—could be an important part of an investigation of human activity.  

The lesson would appear to be that one is defined by one�’s activity, not one�’s motivations 

for doing the activity.   

Plato has so far portrayed the Stranger as an anonymous, manly, and self-

sufficient traveling philosopher who employs a method touted for its transparency and 

objectivity.  These details, taken together with the Stranger�’s disdain for opinion, his 

failure to capture activities involving human potential like teaching, and this last failure 

to distinguish between the human being and his or her art contributes to Plato�’s 

increasingly vivid portrait of the Stranger as an individual whose concerns gravitate away 

from the specifically human.  This pattern becomes even more pronounced as Theaetetus 

and the Stranger arrive at their first definition of the sophist. 

 
The First Four Sophists 

  In order to include the sophist in the divisions leading up to the definition of the 

angler, the Stranger recalls the category of �“pedestrial�” hunting that was left �“unsplit.�”  
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(221E).  The Stranger divides pedestrial quarry into its two �“greatest parts:�” tame and 

savage (223B).  Despite his lack of experience, Theaetetus responds to this division with 

a good question: �“Is there really a hunting of the tame?�” This makes some sense.  After 

all, if something is already tame, one presumably need not hunt it: few would speak about 

hunting a domestic house cat.  Perhaps in raising this question, Theaetetus shows himself 

to have become a little more �“wild�” than he was initially thought to be.  The Stranger 

answers that there is such a thing as the hunting of the tame, so long as we suppose, �“a 

human being is a tame animal�” (222B).  This seems like a questionable assumption.  The 

Stranger himself raised the possibility of being �“savage�” earlier in the dialogue, and in 

the Phaedrus, Socrates tells Phaedrus that he cannot decide whether he himself�—to say 

nothing of the entire genus �“human being,�”�—is �“some wild animal more multiply twisted 

and filled with desire than Typhon, or a gentler, simpler animal, having by nature a share 

in a lot that is divine and without arrogance�” (Phaedrus, 230A-B).  For Socrates at least, 

there is considerable uncertainty concerning the proposition: �“human being is a tame 

animal.�”  Just as the initial division of the arts yielded branches that did not comprehend 

Socrates�’ maieutic art insofar as it involved potential, the possibility that human beings 

have the potential to become either tame or savage is tacitly rejected.  This once again 

underscores the extent to which the Stranger has difficulty accounting for the human soul, 

which can be plausibly considered to be in a state of becoming on account of er s.  If, 

indeed, there is a kind of motion in the soul on account of er s or potentiality, the 

Stranger�’s method, despite his account of motion in being, does not seem able to provide 

an account of the human soul, and thus of the human things in general.  Despite these 

difficulties, however, Theaetetus eventually agrees that human beings are tame, and that 
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there is a hunting of the tame (222B).  Perhaps human beings in general are not tame, but 

in agreeing to so dubious a proposition as this, Theaetetus confirms his docility. 

 The Stranger next divides �“tame-hunting�” between the �“conviction producing,�” or 

�“persuasive,�” and �“violent�” types of hunting (222D).  He then divides the persuasive type 

of hunting between the kinds that proceed publicly and privately (222D-E).  Finally, the 

private type is divided between �“erotics�” and �“wage-earning�” (222E-223A).  This 

division�—in which the Stranger first locates the sophist�—is revelatory of his method and 

his general philosophical approach.  The word Benardete translates �“erotics�” is er tik , 

which might also be rendered �“erotic art.�”  This is the same word that Socrates uses to 

describe his particular knowledge of er s in both the Symposium and the Phaedrus.  

Whereas for Socrates the er tik  seems to be a special knowledge of the human soul, and 

thus a critical component of the Socratic quest for self-knowledge, for the purposes of the 

present sophist-hunt, the Stranger analyzes it only with respect to the external activity it 

produces.  The gift giving of the lover in private is consequently divided from�—and 

implicitly contrasted with�—the wage taking of the sophist.  The Stranger�’s initial 

treatment of this distinctly Socratic art once again indicates the necessary abstraction of 

his method from soul.    

  Nonetheless, with the division between the erotic and the wage-earning arts the 

Stranger and Theaetetus arrive at their first definition of the sophist.  The Stranger then 

provides a summary of the definition in which he deletes several key distinctions, 

replacing them with less controversial ones (223B).38 Unlike his first summary of the 

                                                 
38 The original definition contains the following divisions: power, arts,  

acquisition, mastery, hunting, ensouled-hunting, pedestrial, tame, persuasive, private, 
wage-earning.  The edited version goes like this: appropriation, acquisition, hunting, 
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uncontroversial art of angling, in which he summarizes in the same order in which he 

made the divisions, in the second case he begins with the sophist and works backwards.  

This strategy appears to obscure the differences between what the Stranger has done and 

what he is now presenting as having done in speech.  In particular, the Stranger removes 

the arts of mastery and persuasion, replacing them with the distinction that hunting occurs 

�“on dry land�” and that it involves �“human beings�” (223E).  Both of these additions are 

superfluous since �“pedestrial�” was distinguished from �“aqueous,�” and �“human being�” 

was comprehended by �“tame hunting.�”  The nature of the deletions is, however, of 

considerable significance because it suggests that the Stranger might not be as committed 

to the idea transparency as he initially claims. 

  By removing both mastery and persuasion from the first definition of the sophist, 

the Stranger obscures the connection between the two that is demanded by the logic of 

his method.  In the original definition, insofar as persuasion is a type of hunting, it is also 

associated with mastery.  However, the Stranger presents his method as providing a type 

of persuasion that aims to produce transparent common logos the validity of which he 

and Theaetetus both affirm.  Persuasion is thus a matter of consent.  Since this 

implication seems not to have been noticed by the Stranger the first time through, Plato 

suggests once again that there is something about the focus of this method, or perhaps 

something about the character of the Stranger himself, that leads to a type of self-

forgetting.  Faced with the realization that the connection between mastery and 

persuasion contradicts his presentation of his own activity, the Stranger�’s choice to alter 

                                                                                                                                                 
ensouled-hunting, pedestrial, tame, human beings, private, wage-earning.  Stanley Rosen 
addresses the argument of some scholars that the problems in the summaries are owing to 
manuscript corruption: �“Recourse to the unexpected is a fundamental aspect of Plato�’s 
literary style�” (Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist, 106). 
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the details of the definition seems motivated by a desire to preserve the theoretical 

integrity of his method.  He thus defends his notion of persuasion as consent against the 

findings of his own method.  In a strange twist, however, his attempt to maintain the 

integrity of the method in word is purchased through its corruption in deed, since he uses 

the account of the first definition not with a view toward reaching transparent agreement, 

but to obscure the truth from his interlocutor.  And yet it is the very methodological 

transparency of the Stranger that allows the reader of Plato�’s dialogue to see that the 

Stranger chooses to obscure some important divisions that bear upon his own theoretical 

commitments.  The Stranger�’s devotion to the principles underlying his method begins to 

undermine the method itself.  The same principles of human subjectivity from which the 

Stranger evidently attempts to abstract reassert themselves into the dialogue. 

  The shortcomings of the Stranger�’s first definition of the sophist are not, however, 

lost on him: �“among the previous remarks, an apparition suggests that it is some other 

genus and not that which we now claim it to be�” (223C).  Indeed, the Stranger confirms 

the reading given above as his deletion of mastery is repeated.  In a bit of revisionist 

history, he claims that the original division of the acquisitive art was between hunting and 

exchanging, when it was in fact between hunting and mastery: mastery is replaced with 

an art that presupposes reciprocity and consent.  The second and third definitions of the 

sophist thus begin from �“exchange.�”  In the second definition, the Stranger identifies the 

sophist as having the arts of exchange, marketing, other-selling (i.e.  selling products 

made by others), traveling, soul-merchandise, lesson-selling, and lesson-selling 

concerning virtue (223c-224d).  In this definition we get the Stranger�’s first explicit 

reference to the soul, as this sophist is a merchant of lessons for the soul that lead to 
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virtue.  The third definition of the sophist�—which is actually three divisions39�—differs 

from the second insofar as it equivocates concerning whether it matters if the sophist sells 

lessons of his own devising or not, and suggests that traveling need not be a part of his 

job description (224D-E).   

The second and third definitions raise several questions.  First, and perhaps most 

obviously, wouldn�’t it be a good thing if someone could actually sell virtue? If this were 

the case, we could all become virtuous if we had enough money.  As Socrates shows in 

the Protagoras, however, while the eponymous sophist claims to make his students 

�“better and better�” each day, he actually does nothing of the sort.40 From Socrates�’ 

perspective in that dialogue, the problem with sophistry is that while it claims to teach 

virtue in exchange for money, it in fact does so only by reimagining the �“good�” as 

pleasure.41 The sophist, in that case, is not simply a seller of virtue, but a seller of sham-

virtue.  The problem with sophistry involves not only the specific nature of what the 

sophist sells, but his motivations for doing so as well.  But understanding this distinction 

evidently requires a psychological perspective that is unavailable to the method of the 

Stranger, which abstracts from human motivation.   

Second: is there a difference between someone who both makes and sells 

something on the one hand, and someone who vends the product of someone else, on the 

other? The obvious difference is that the person selling something they have made 
                                                 

39 Jacob Howland�’s diagrams of the divisions constituting all of the Stranger�’s  
definitions of the sophist are very useful, but the diagram of sophist 3, on account of its 
complexity and its relationship to sophist 2, is particularly so.  See Howland, Paradox, 
195.   
 

40 Cf., Protagoras, 352Aff. 
 
41 For a richer account of Socrates�’ attack on Protagorean relativism in both the  

Protagoras and the Theaetetus see Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 3-61. 
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possesses the technical knowledge necessary for making it�—the relevant art.  Strictly 

speaking, the actual transaction of selling does not differ whether I make something 

myself, or whether someone else has made it: in either case, I provide someone with a 

good, and they provide me with money in exchange for this good.  It is counterintuitive, 

to say the least, to hold that it does not matter whether one possesses an art or not.  A 

great painter can surely tell us things about a painting that not even the best art dealer 

could.  And this is where it gets interesting: what makes a sophist a sophist is not merely 

that he or she sells speeches, but because there is an active intellect involved in the 

communication of these speeches.  A sophist does not merely sell a scroll of teachings�—

although they do that as well�—but as Socrates demonstrated in his ventriloquism of 

Protagoras the day before, part of what makes sophistry a formidable opponent is the 

presence of the father of the logos.  Sophistry is not dead as Socrates criticizes writing to 

be in the Phaedrus, it is rather active, involving personality as much as argument.  The 

Stranger�’s equivocation on this crucial distinction shows the radical extent to which he 

severs his philosophical investigations from any psychological accounts of human 

motivation. 

The Stranger recognizes that there is something lacking heretofore in his 

definitions of the sophist, as the fourth definition of the sophist begins from different 

branch of the angling paradigm than the first three.42 The Stranger indeed seems to notice 

the very problem with his definition identified above, and this time sophistry is depicted 

                                                 
42 The fourth definition, as the Stranger and Theaetetus initially divide it is:  

mastery, competition, combative competition, disputation (competition of speeches 
against speeches), eristics (short, private speeches), speeches with respect to the just and 
unjust things, money-making (225A-E).  The summary once again suppresses the role of 
mastery, replacing it with the �“disputative�” art.   
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as the art of engaging in verbal contests for the purpose of moneymaking.  As this 

definition develops, the Stranger comments on one of the discarded arts, noting that there 

is a kind of eristic art that fails to make money, and, �“neglects its own home affairs on 

account of the pleasure it takes in a pastime of this sort, and in its speaking is heard 

without pleasure by many of its audience�” (225D).  Such an individual is judged to be 

�“garrulous.�”  In the Crito, the eponymous character upbraids Socrates for precisely the 

type of impracticality described here, so as the Stranger advances his investigation it 

becomes clear that he is not merely looking for the sophist, but perhaps for an even more 

elusive quarry: Socrates.   

The fourth definition, unlike the first three, captures the disputative character of 

sophistry, and, interestingly, brushes up against Socrates.  However, this definition also 

seems to recognize some of the other shortcomings of the previous ones, as with the 

addition of money making the Stranger for the first time suggests the relevance of human 

motivation to his hunt for the sophist.  As the Stranger�’s definitions approach Socrates, he 

seems less able to abstract from the human soul.  Notwithstanding these innovations, 

though, the Stranger appears to perceive the failure of his method to comprehend the 

sophist, and comments to Theaetetus: �“You do see, then, that it�’s truly said that this beast 

is complex and, as the saying goes, cannot be taken [off-handedly]�” (226A).  

Accordingly, their next investigation marks a change in tone, as the Stranger appears to 

back away from his diacritical method in favor of the short speeches more characteristic 

of Socrates.  This �“Socratic turn�” also ushers in a distinctive sophist who looks a lot like 

Socrates.43  

                                                 
43 Kenneth Dorter asks why �“Plato begins the dialogue with several apparently  
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A Socratic Turn 

  For the fifth definition of the sophist, the Stranger jettisons the angling paradigm 

altogether, turning to the diakritk , or the �“art of discernment,�” and dividing it into the 

separation of �“better from worse�” and �“like from like�” (226D).  It is through his division 

of the art of division�—an activity which in itself seems to be a type of self-examination�—

that the Stranger begins to reflect seriously on his own activity.  The Stranger says that 

the division of �“like from like�” has no name, but the division of better from worse is 

called the art of purification (226D-E).  The purifying art, of course, also divides in two, 

yet Theaetetus and the Stranger pursue only one side of this division before beginning a 

fascinating digression that affords the Stranger a chance to reflect on his method. 

 As the Stranger and Theaetetus analyze �“bodily�” purification, the Stranger notes that 

under the auspices of bodily purification, there are many �“small divisions�” with 

                                                                                                                                                 
inconsequential preliminary captures of the sophist,�” supposing these definitions to fail 
because they abstract from the lower parts of the tripartite soul: eros and thumos.  Dorter, 
however, attempts to reinsert Socrates into the Stranger�’s method by suggesting the 
Stranger means to give a negative depiction of the necessity of knowledge of the soul for 
knowledge of the sophist (Dorter, Form and Good, 131).  My reading departs from 
Dorter�’s insofar as I view the Stranger�’s character to develop over the course of the 
dialogue.  We differ insofar as I understand the Stranger to be purposely abstracting from 
the soul, whereas Dorter understands it to be a pedagogical exercise for the benefit of 
Theaetetus.  Both Rosen and Howland similarly note many of the same difficulties with 
the Stranger�’s initial divisions that I do here, although they account for them in different 
ways.  Howland and Rosen both argue that the early diaeresis is meant to lampoon the 
sophist, but whereas Rosen argues that this is unrelated to the latter parts of the dialogue 
and that the Stranger will go on to recant his position in the Statesman, Howland argues 
that the Stranger is in fact practicing �“philosophical polytropism�” in order to give 
Theaetetus the experience of sophistry.  My position is closer to Rosen than Howland, 
although I diverge from both.  As we shall see, the character of the Stranger develops 
over the course of the Sophist in such a way as to draw attention to the particular 
shortcomings of his way of philosophizing.  The movement is not intended by the 
Stranger, who lacks Socrates�’ characteristic self-knowledge, but by Plato, who aims to 
show the superiority of Socrates. 
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�“seemingly laughable names�” (226E).44 When Theaetetus agrees with this evaluation, the 

Stranger scolds him: �“the pursuit of their speeches does not at all care either less or more 

for the art of bath-sponging than for the drinking of drugs, regardless of whether the 

purification they do benefits us a lot or a little�” (227B).  The pursuit of the logoi or 

accounts of things, the Stranger says, is undertaken �“for the sake of the acquisition of 

mind [nous]�” and attempts to understand �“the kinship and the lack of kinship of all arts 

and with this in mind honors all of them on an equal basis�” (227B).45 Seemingly without 

meaning to, the Stranger for the second time in a row finds himself on the other side of a 

division than the one he had been using to find the sophist.  It is ironically through his 

passionate defense of the objective, value-free character of his activity that the Stranger 

compromises his own critical distance from the object of study.  The Stranger says his 

method does not consider any arts to be more or less laughable, �“and it does not hold that 

the one who shows an art of hunting through the art of generalship is any the more august 

than the one who does it through the art of lice-killing, but it does hold him to be for the 

most part more vain�” (227B).  The Stranger thus asserts the objectivity of his method, 

vaunting its detachment from the things it investigates.  To assume the art of generalship 

to be worthy of study simply because it is important to human beings is to unduly 

privilege the opinions of the political community.  The pursuit of nous must be indifferent 

                                                 
44 Why does the Stranger ask Theaetetus such a leading question? If he is testing  

Theaetetus, then he does so in a distinctly ill-tempered way.  It is striking that the 
Stranger initially asks for a pliable interlocutor, and then becomes agitated because 
Theaetetus lives up to his billing.   
 

45 Stanley Rosen points out that just because the Stranger is uninterested in  
relations of better and worse among the arts does not mean that such relations do not 
exist, �“[h]is point is that, as diaereticians, we are to disregard these relations�” (Rosen, 
Plato�’s Sophist, 120).  The Stranger�’s account of being, however, seems to limit what we 
can know with any certainty to differences in kind. 
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to human distinctions.  The Stranger goes even further, however, suggesting that those 

who choose conventionally important topics of investigation are motivated by little more 

than vanity.  If this is the case, however, we may very well wonder how the philosophical 

practitioners of the Stranger�’s method select which topics to study if someone like 

Socrates isn�’t around to provide it for them.  Since the method does not distinguish 

between better and worse, it would need to rely upon contingency or unexamined 

prephilosophical attraction to provide its objects of investigation.     

 The Stranger�’s choice of the humble art of lice catching (phteiristik ) to serve as 

an illustration is, moreover, evocative of the scene in Aristophanes�’ Clouds in which 

students in Socrates�’ �“Thinkery�” are shown debating the bodily secretions of gnats.46 The 

natural scientists of the Phronisterion share the Stranger�’s egalitarian perspective with 

respect to their objects of study.   One important difference between the two, conversely, 

is that while the Stranger appears to have �“scientific�” commitments to objectivity, 

methodological rigor, transparency, and value-neutrality, his object of investigation is a 

human type or human art.  If the Aristophanic Socrates and the students of the Thinkery 

are analogous to modern natural scientists, the Stranger is more akin to a modern social 

scientist.  This makes it all the more clear that at issue in the Stranger�’s investigation of 

the sophist is not merely his method in particular, but the possibility of achieving 

technical knowledge about the human things in general.47 The Stranger�’s defense of his 

method draws attention to its far-reaching philosophical aspirations, but at stake is a 

question of considerable contemporary relevance.  If indeed Plato foresees the possibility 

of an arithmetical, value-free, and objective approach to understanding the human things, 
                                                 

46 Aristophanes, The Clouds, 155-165. 
 
47 Howland also makes this observation.  See Howland, Paradox, 175. 
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does he endorse it? Why or why not? The showdown between the Stranger and Socrates 

can thus be understood as a metaphor for competing accounts of how best to understand 

our human world that bears upon us even now.   

This is a dramatic moment for the Stranger to reaffirm the value-neutrality of his 

method for other reasons as well.  We have just witnessed four failed attempts to define 

the sophist, and pursuant to these failures, the Stranger has admitted to the complexity of 

his appointed task.  He has had to violate the strictures of his method in order to uphold 

the theoretical integrity of the method.  So while there is no reason to doubt that he means 

to admonish Theaetetus for the latter�’s lapse in value-neutrality, insofar as the Stranger 

has just �“found�” an image of Socrates in the previous division of the sophist, and, as we 

shall soon see, will identify Socrates as a sophist in the forthcoming definition, it might 

seem especially important to him than ever to reaffirm his commitment to the value-free 

character of the method.  To what extent do the Stranger�’s own apparent preferences 

affect his attempts at methodological rigor and objectivity, and to what extent is he aware 

of this as a potential roadblock to his success? Whereas the Stranger appears to be putting 

Socratic philosophy on trial, over the course of the investigation Plato subtly raises 

questions about the integrity of the prosecution.   

Following his recommitment to the value-neutrality of his approach, something 

strange begins to occur: the Stranger gradually moves away from his method of making 

divisions in favor of Socratic questioning and refutation (elenchos).48 Theaetetus and the 

                                                 
48 Howland has a different explanation: he supposes the Stranger to be practicing  

�“philosophical polytropism,�” as Socrates does in the Hippias Minor.  By this he means 
that the Stranger imitates a sophist in order to give Theaetetus experience of the 
phenomenon of sophistry.  I believe that since Plato gives dramatic indications that the 
Stranger�’s method seems to accord with his character, and because the Stranger�’s 
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Stranger begin anew with their division of purification, dividing it between purification 

of body and purification of soul.  The purification of the soul is called �“the removal of 

vice,�” and vice is either akin to the �“illness�” or �“ugliness�” of the soul (227E).  It is by 

means of a more direct analysis of the soul, thereby, that the Stranger appears to make his 

initial �“Socratic turn.�”  The Stranger�’s new �“Socratic�” method uses a series of questions 

in order to determine the appropriate basis for his divisions (228E-230E), consults the 

opinions of the many (228D), provides a vivid, almost poetic account of the purifier�’s 

characteristic activity (230B-E), and even contains a description of the ways in which the 

purifier�’s art may account for potentiality in the human soul, as it causes someone to 

�“grow tame�” (230C).   

  The fifth sophist, as is frequently observed, resembles Socrates in some important 

respects.  This sophist is depicted as someone who divides better from worse in�—or 

�“purifies�”�—the soul.  Like Socrates, this sophist holds that virtue is knowledge and vice, 

ignorance, so vice is removed through education.  The Stranger provocatively notes that 

such education usurps the fatherly art of admonition, so the sophist, we infer, is likely to 

provoke the ire of fathers.  Finally, by demonstrating the contradictory character of their 

opinions, the fifth sophist forces young people to �“grow tame,�” removing opinions that 

impede �“the learnings�…believing he knows just the things he does know and no more�” 

(230C-D).  The Stranger concludes by noting that the fifth sophist shares with his own 

method a certain disregard for conventional status:  

It�’s precisely because of all of this, Theaetetus, that we have to say that refutation 

is after all the greatest and most authoritative of purifications.  And one must hold in turn 

                                                                                                                                                 
ontology appears to justify his method that the Stranger�’s use of diaeresis is genuine.  Cf., 
Howland, Paradox, 176-183. 
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that whoever�’s unrefuted, even if he is in fact the great king, if he is unpurified in the 

greatest things, has become uneducated and ugly in those things in which it was fitting 

for whoever will be in his being happy to be purest and most beautiful (230D-E). 

Unlike the Stranger�’s method, which does not delineate between better and worse, 

lurking behind this type of sophistry is a desire for purity that cannot abide ignorance and 

thus vice, leading to imprudent evaluations of the powerful.  A value-free approach to the 

human things, in abstaining from sententious judgments of the souls of others, is 

naturally less likely to invoke the anger of the political community.  The Stranger here 

implicitly claims his superiority to Socrates on the basis of prudence. 

 After this unusually colorful depiction of �“Socratic�” sophistry, the Stranger 

displays some uncharacteristic hesitation: �“But what of this? Who shall we say are those 

who use this art? I for one am afraid to assert that they�’re sophists�” (231A).  The reason 

for his hesitation is that he does not want to attach �“too great an honor�” to these sophists.  

Theaetetus, who is familiar with Socrates, somewhat sardonically insists: �“But it�’s still 

the case that the present remarks do bear a resemblance to someone of the sort�” (231A, 

emphasis added).   The Stranger then (notably) makes an evaluation, deeming this 

particular brand of sophistry to be dangerous, as he is to most sophists as �“a wolf to a 

dog, the most savage to the most tame�” (231A).  The Stranger then provides an error-free 

account of the definition:  

Let there then be of the diacritical art cathartics, and of cathartics let the part that 
deals with soul be set distinctly apart, and of this part there�’s the art of instruction, 
and of the instructional art the art of education, and in the case of the educational 
art�—the refutation that deals with the vain seeming-wisdom�—let it be said in the 
speech that has now come to light sideways to it to be nothing else for us than the 
sophistics noble and grand in descent [gennaia sophistik ] (231B).   
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By channeling Socrates, in both word and deed, the Stranger produces his richest account 

of sophistry to date.  The turn to Socrates furthermore introduces a crucial distinction 

between being and seeming into the Stranger�’s investigations, though the �“grand and 

noble�” sophist�’s purification of �“seeming-wisdom,�” and which forms the basis of the next 

definition of the sophist as an image-maker.49 And yet despite his evident reliance upon 

Socrates, the Stranger also produces a definition of sophistry that suggests the political 

superiority of his own philosophical approach to that of Socrates, on account of his 

prudence.50 The greater his dependence on Socrates, the more the Stranger is at pains to 

distinguish himself, to assert his superiority and self-sufficiency.  Surely this type of 

abstraction from one�’s debts is an anticipation of the Stranger�’s forthcoming parricide.  

We might furthermore ask how, despite the obvious similarities between sophist five and 

Socrates, the Stranger�’s portrait actually compares with his Platonic counterpart.   

Scholars have indeed noted the similarity of sophist five to Socrates.  Yet few 

have noticed that in crucial respects, this sophist is also decidedly unlike the Platonic 

Socrates.  This is a Socrates depicted from the perspective of the Stranger, his method, 

and the philosophical presuppositions underpinning it.  Sophist five differs from Socrates 

                                                 
49 There is no reason to conclude, as Kenneth Dorter does, that the fifth sophist is 

not a sophist at all.  Since Dorter rejects the notion that the Stranger and Socrates are 
somehow antagonistic to one another, he views this definition to be not of the sophist at 
all, but of the philosopher.  The reason the Stranger finds the philosopher in this instance 
is that, as opposed to his initial attempts that relied upon looks derived from lower parts 
of the tripartite soul of the Republic, this sophist takes it lineage from the rational art of 
division, and thus the rational part of the soul.  The Stranger does find the philosopher as 
he understands it during his investigation of being and nonbeing.  The point here is that 
Socrates is, from the perspective of the Stranger, a sophist.  See Dorter, Form and Good, 
131.   
 

50 Further evidence of this prudential concern might be the fact that the Stranger  
has left Elea.  Has he left Elea precisely because he fears meeting with the same political 
fate as Socrates?  
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insofar as he has a far better track record as a purifier than does Socrates.  In the Apology, 

Socrates suggests that very few of those whom he refutes �“become tame and grow harsh 

with themselves;�” indeed, as Socrates�’ civil conviction attests, if these citizens become 

harsh on anyone, they become harsh on Socrates.  In order for Socratic purification to be 

so successful, the Stranger must assume a compliant city, or compliant interlocutors, 

interlocutors as yielding and tractable as Theaetetus.  One obvious corollary to this belief 

in a compliant city is an over-estimation of the power of rational speech or logos on the 

part of the Stranger, an estimation consistent with his notion that speech can adequately 

describe being in general, and the being of the human things in particular.  While the 

Stranger presents the sophistical Socrates as dangerous and imprudent in his desire for 

and pursuit of intellectual purity, he also exposes yet another potential problem with his 

own approach: his confidence in the power of logos.  The Stranger thus creates an 

idealized Socrates in speech, a Socrates able to affect far greater change in his 

interlocutors than the Platonic one.  And this characterization of Socrates is in obvious 

tension with the Stranger�’s own suggestion of the imprudence of the sophistical Socrates.  

If the sophistical Socrates were as able to convince others to be moved toward authentic 

self-scrutiny as the Stranger suggests, then presumably even the �“Great King�” would be 

persuaded to purify his soul of ignorance.  This tension points to the Stranger�’s failure to 

recognize the gap between words and deeds.  Just as such a gap exists between his 

defense of his method in speech and its practice in deed, here too the method shows itself 

to depend on the abstract world of speeches if it is to have true explanatory power.  The 

Stranger provides us with an image of Socrates, which, in the last analysis, tells us more 

about the philosopher from Elea than the one from Athens.   
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Taking a Breather 

  The fifth definition of the sophist is thus a Socratic turning point for the Stranger.  

In addition to his use of a dialogical method resembling Socratic elenchus, it is only at 

this point that he recognizes the importance of opinion and appearances in the hunt for 

the sophist, as well as the role that potentiality plays in understanding the human things.  

It is here, too, that the Stranger�’s criticism of Socrates becomes most pointed and direct.  

The account of the sophistic Socrates remains idealized and retains the Stranger�’s 

tendency toward abstraction as well as his confidence in the self-sufficient power of 

speech.  Directly after the fifth definition, however, the Stranger makes a surprising 

confession.  Following their summary of sophist five, Theaetetus remarks that since the 

sophist has �“come to light as so many�” he is now �“perplexed [aporos],�” and observes that 

they have been unsuccessful in determining what the sophist is �“in his being�” (231B-C).  

The Stranger agrees with Theaetetus�’ evaluation of their situation, but notes that despite 

their apparent lack of certainty regarding the sophist�’s being, �“he too is by now intensely 

perplexed as to wherever he will slip through the speech�” (231C).  The Stranger�’s 

confidence nevertheless abides.   

  At the beginning of the Sophist the Stranger had expressed indifference at the 

prospect of taking an interlocutor, and after being shamed into doing so by Socrates, 

warned Theaetetus that the speech to come would be so lengthy that he would understand 

should his young interlocutor become fatigued and need to withdraw.  Taken together, 

these dramatic facts point toward the Stranger�’s belief in his own manly self-sufficiency 

in obvious contrast to Socrates�’ feminine midwife�’s art of the Theaetetus.  This makes the 

Stranger�’s request to �“step aside and take as it were a breather�” jarring, but also 
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significant (231C-D).  The Stranger�’s �“breather�” shows that he has overestimated his own 

self-sufficiency.  Just as the Stranger has demonstrated inconsistency between his words 

and deeds in the application of his method to date, in this instance we see yet another case 

in which his reliance on speech abstracted from deeds leads to a critical misevaluation of 

his own abilities.  In other words, in at least this respect, he lacks self-knowledge.  The 

prologue of the Sophist has prepared us for the possibility that an image or resemblance is 

not necessarily identical with an original, and we shall now explore the vital ways in 

which, despite his Socratic turn, the Stranger remains committed to the core of his value-

free philosophical method, and thus lacks precisely the ability to perceive limitations that 

seems to be a part of a genuinely Socratic commitment to self-knowledge. 

   
Imitation and the Digression into Being 

The Stranger thus begins to use a method of question and answer that resembles 

the preferred approach of Socrates, and his next definition of the sophist attempts to 

address the way in which the sophist is an imitator.  We arrive at a juncture in which the 

Stranger has become an image or imitation of Socrates just as he examines the ways the 

imitative character of sophistry.  The Stranger�’s deeds thereby ensnare his own words.  It 

bespeaks the self-forgetting character of his philosophical approach that as he appears to 

draw nearer to capturing the sophist, he may himself flirt with sophistry.  The movement 

of the Stranger�’s character is brought into even sharper relief because during his 

examination of the final two sophists he has several important and interesting digressions, 

in which he investigates the question of being and non-being, refutes the entire history of 

philosophy, and commits a philosophical parricide.  As the Stranger imitates Socrates, in 

other words, he performs increasingly bold philosophical feats, which evince 
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considerable daring, but which also rest uncomfortably with his commitment to an 

objective, detached, value-free approach.  Since the Stranger has indirectly accused 

Socrates of imprudence, it will be a question for us over the course of this dialogue, 

whether the Stranger shows himself to be even more imprudent than he accuses Socrates 

of being.  The combination of the Stranger�’s value-free approach with his imitative 

�“Socratic�” virtuosity leads to a disregard for limitation.  The remainder of the dialogue 

therefore sharpens Plato�’s criticism of the Stranger by suggesting that his abstraction 

from the human things includes his lack of self-reflection, and he thereby lacks the 

appreciation of human limitation that would seem to be a part of self-knowledge. 

So upon reviewing the different sophists they have so far identified, the Stranger 

and Theaetetus decide to next track the sophist as a teacher of the contradictory art, and 

begin again by asking: �“What is it about, then, that those of this sort in fact claim to make 

the rest contradictors?�” (232B).  Theaetetus and the Stranger thus survey the various 

areas of knowledge in which sophistry claims to be able to teach contradiction.  

Significantly, when the Stranger brings up �“the political things,�” Theaetetus notes that if 

sophists �“were not promising this, just about no one would now converse with them�” 

(232D).  This shows that Theaetetus has grasped Socrates�’ critique of Protagorean 

sophistry�’s reduction of the good to political advantage in Theaetetus.  The Stranger does 

not indicate whether or not he agrees with the pride of place that Theaetetus gives to the 

sophist�’s teaching of the art of contradiction in politics, and rather points out that the 

sophist teaches refutation with respect to �“the things which pertain to all arts as well as 

each one individually�—what one must say before each craftsman to contradict him�” 



 195

(232D).51  The sophist is then someone who teaches an art of contradiction that allows 

one to �“engage in disputes about everything�” (232E).  The Stranger and Theaetetus, 

supposing it impossible for a human being to �“know everything,�” eventually decide that 

the sophist has a �“certain opinionative science about everything�” but is �“without truth�” 

(233C-D).52  They further clarify that the sophist is able to teach a seemingly universal art 

of contradiction through his use of �“spoken images,�” which resemble the truth without 

being true.  This leads the Stranger to set down the sophist as a �“kind of enchanter and 

imitator,�” belonging to the �“genus of conjurer�” or �“amazement-maker�” (thaumatopoi n) 

(235B-C). 

After deciding to track the sophist as an image-maker, the Stranger uses political 

language to declare his increasing confidence that they will soon catch the sophist, �“to 

seize him on the orders set forth by the royal speech�” (235C).  �“Neither he,�” the Stranger 

proclaims, �“nor any different genus shall ever on any terms make the boast that it has 

avoided the pursuit of those capable of pursuing in this way in each individual case and in 

general�” (235C).  The Stranger, who was initially praised for his restraint and moderation, 

becomes more passionate following the Socratic transformation of his method.  The 

Stranger�’s manly confidence is soon tested, however, as his attempt to track the sophist 

through the mimetik  encounters difficulty. 

                                                 
51 The word for �“craftsmen�” (demiourgon) here is the same one that Socrates  

uses in the Apology when he describes the various groups of people he consults in his 
attempts to disprove the Delphic Oracle proclamation that there is �“nobody wiser�” than 
he.  Socrates�’ ability to confound the craftsmen is evidently similar to the contradicting 
art of the sophist.  This marks the third definition of the sophist in a row in which the 
Stranger draws attention to the kinship between Socratic philosophy and sophistry. 
 

52 It is unlikely that Theatetus would answer this question in the affirmative  
given that the day before he and Socrates were unable to establish what knowledge is.   
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The Stranger divides the art of imitation into two halves�—the eikastik  and the 

phantastik .53 Eikastics generates an imitation that precisely reproduces the proportions 

and colors of the original.  Phantastics, conversely, takes into consideration the 

perspective of the audience of the imitation and scales it with that perspective taken into 

account.  So rather than painting a life-sized giant redwood tree, the possessor of 

�“phantastics�” is able to understand something of the character of the whole of the object 

and reproduce it to a more pleasing scale, bringing into view not only the bottom of the 

trunk as she might have to do in a 1:1 reproduction, but the entire trunk, the leaves, and 

the branches in a smaller depiction that provides a view of the whole.  The Stranger says 

that this is so the imitation can be appealing to those who are in a �“less beautiful 

position,�” so the distinction between the two types of imitation is that phantastics requires 

knowledge of the perspective or �“position�” of its audience, and thus knowledge of the 

soul of another person.54 As the Stranger puts it, one makes imitations that �“are�” and the 

other makes imitations that �“seem beautiful�” (236A).  The division, however, seems 

contrived for several reasons.  Can an imitation ever truly �“be�” in the way the Stranger 

seems to indicate here? Doesn�’t a perfect imitation cease to be an imitation at all? What 

would then distinguish a copy from an original? What is the point of an imitation that is 

merely a precise duplicate of the original? The images created by �“eikastics�” are 
                                                 

53 Benardete leaves these two terms untranslated perhaps because they seem to be  
the Stranger�’s coinages.  Eikastik  is formed from eikos, a participial form of the verb 
eoika, which means �“to resemble,�” the Middle Liddell suggests that eikos has the sense of 
�“like truth.�”  A form of eikastik  appears in the Laws, but it does not have the precise 
meaning the Stranger gives it here.  Phantastik  seems to be a coinage of the Stranger�’s, 
formed from the word phantasma, which means �“to appear.�”  In usage eikos seems to 
have the sense of being more �“probable�” than �“phantasma,�” but the two words are 
essentially synonyms.  Some translators render eikastik  as �“semblance-making�” and 
phantastik  as �“appearance-making�”  
 

54 Cf., The discussion of Socrates�’ �“true art of rhetoric�” in Chapter Five. 
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purported to have more being than those created by �“phantastics,�” but unless one had a 

perfectly objective, superhuman perspective, could one ever tell the difference? The 

sundering of beauty and being thus anticipates the Stranger�’s eventual comment that the 

beautiful �“is�” no more than the unbeautiful.  The limitations of the Stranger�’s value-free 

approach once again show themselves, as the decisive criterion by which we could judge 

between these two would be in terms of which is a better imitation.  The Stranger here 

implies that the �“realistic�” product of eikastics would be superior to the perspectival work 

of �“phantastics�” insofar as it �“is�” to a greater extent.  Yet in Book X the Republic Socrates 

in effect argues that the more accurate the imitation the worse it actually is because a 

better imitation can more easily pass itself off as an original and is consequently 

misleading.  From that perspective, �“phantastics�” would be the superior type of imitation 

because it makes its status as an imitation more clear.   

This division of the mimetic arts seems to make more sense in its capacity as an 

analogue for sophistics: the sophist would be the one whose spoken images take into 

account the perspective of the listener and adapt according to the way in which they wish 

to contradict, refute, or persuade.  The sophist is thereby implicitly contrasted with the 

individual whose spoken images bear greater resemblance to the way things really are, 

presumably the practitioner of the Stranger�’s �“science of the free.�”  If we follow this train 

of thought, we see why the Stranger eventually views the distinction to be problematic: 

the Stranger needs to avoid arguing that either mimetic art is better than the other.  If he 

were to insist on finding the sophist as a practitioner of �“phantastics,�” he would be forced 

to argue that an imitation that �“is�” more is better than one that �“is�” less, and in  
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introducing the argument from better and worse he would soon find himself forced to 

deal with Socrates�’ argument from the Republic with respect to imitative poetry.   

There is a third�—somewhat obvious�—reason why the division between eikastics 

and phantastics isn�’t all that useful for finding the sophist.  The way in which the Stranger 

formulates the two imitative arts as having access to the truth of the original suggests that 

the sophist actually has true being in view, since both need access to an original if the 

distinction between types of imitation is going to apply to sophistry.  If he did not, how 

else would he be able to produce images at all? The sophist would then be equal in stature 

to the individual possessing the science of the free, differing only inasmuch as he or she 

purposely dissimilated his or her findings.  Cropsey thus writes: �“The difficulty itself is, 

on reflection, rather creditable to the sophist, for the two artisans differ not in their 

respect for the truth, but in their judgment of how it is best displayed to the world.�”55 The 

distinction between the sophist and the philosopher has nothing to do with wisdom, then, 

but is rather moral.  The sophist�’s wisdom is of the same dignity as the wisdom of the 

philosopher, and the difference between truth and untruth is choice.  This forcibly 

introduces the questions of the human soul�—of intention and motivation�—that the 

Stranger has repeatedly pushed to the margins of his investigation.  The troubling 

alternative is that the sophist, without having access to the things themselves, is 

nevertheless able to teach refutation, and thus false speech that resembles being without 

actually being exists.  In other words, being is not and nonbeing is.56  

                                                 
55 Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 85. 
 
56 Stanley Rosen provides a detailed technical analysis of the problem of images  

and originals in the Stranger�’s division of the mimetic art to which this section is in part 
indebted.  See Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist, 147-174. 
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  These are some of the potential reasons why the Stranger himself admits that he 

cannot decide in which side of the division to follow the sophist, remarking that the �“man 

[is] amazing and very difficult to be caught sight of, since even now he has very skillfully 

and elegantly fled into a species that affords no way for a definite tracking�” (236C-D).  

The Stranger�’s most recent failure to locate the sophist also appears to affect his 

disposition, as he chides Theaetetus for not being fully present to the conversation, 

asking: �“Are you really then giving your consent because you recognize it, or did a kind 

of swing, now that you have grown accustomed to it by the speech, draw you along, as it 

were, to a quick consent?�” (236D).  Whereas the Stranger initially requested a pliable 

interlocutor, he seems now to regret his choice.  A Socratic turn, then, requires an 

interlocutor who provides some resistance and vigor, as Socrates himself observes in the 

Theaetetus.57 In any event, the Stranger is frustrated that Theaetetus could fail to see the 

depth and complexity of the problem at hand.  Despite his best efforts to produce a 

common logos, readable to all, the Stranger is now confronted with the failure of his 

method to create a fully consensual agreement on the matters at hand.  Perhaps the 

Stranger is learning that the perspectival or partial, pedagogically-motivated 

representations of phantastics may in fact be necessary to truth.  Regardless, the Stranger 

thus lays bear the formidable problem underlying their quest for the sophist: �“This speech 

has the nerve to lay down that �‘that which is not�’ is, for falsehood would not in any 

different way become that which is�” (237A).   

  When the Stranger confronts Theaetetus with the question of nonbeing and 

                                                 
57 It may also be that the Stranger views his new, more Socratic way of  

proceeding as having the effect of hypnotizing one�’s interlocutors into consenting to 
difficult propositions without actually thinking about them. 
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falsehood, he does so in the context of his own intellectual heritage as a student of 

Parmenides, explaining that the present account is so audacious because it defies a 

specific stricture of �“Parmenides the great�” (237A).  The elder Eleatic �“beginning when 

[they] were boys and right through to the end protested�” in both �“prose and meter�” that 

�“never shall this be forced�…whatever are not to be; but you in searching keep your 

thought away from this way�” (237B).  The Stranger then provocatively suggests that if 

Parmenides�’ speech were put �“to the torture�” it �“would as certain as anything make its 

own confession�” (237B).  As we shall see, the Stranger has given some thought to these 

matters before, his mentor�’s restrictions notwithstanding.  The investigation of �“that 

which is not�” begins by referencing number�—a familiar subject for Theaetetus, the 

geometer and mathematician.  The Stranger and Theaetetus first agree that the word �“that 

which is not�” must not be applied to �“any of the things which are�” (oti t n ont n epi ti to 

m  on ouk oisteon) (237C).  Given that number appears to be, and that nonbeing must 

consequently not partake of number, �“it must be necessary for him who is not saying 

something to be saying not even one thing�…though a speaker of this sort says �‘nothing�’ 

he does not speak, but rather one must deny that he�’s speaking at all, inasmuch as he�’s 

trying to utter �‘that which is not�’�” (237E, emphasis added).  Number, which is both one 

and many, seems to partake of being, yet �“whenever we say �‘that which is not�’�” we �“in 

turn try to apply the one�” (238C).  The Stranger thus subtly reverses his teacher�’s famous 

dictum, �“All is one,�” by suggesting �“all�” is not necessarily one, because �“nothing�” is also 

one.  Despite his initial hesitation, the Stranger shows little compunction in putting the 

speeches of Father Parmenides to the torture. 
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The Stranger then asks Theaetetus: �“Do you then understand that it�’s possible 

neither to utter correctly, nor to say, nor to think, �‘that which is not�’ alone by itself, but it 

is unthinkable, unsayable, unutterable, and unspeakable?�” (238C).  The Stranger in this 

way reveals the �“confession�” yielded by his advanced interrogation techniques of Father 

Parmenides�’ speech.  Although the philosopher�’s censure against investigating �‘that 

which is not�’ appears to have been moral or ethical in character, the Stranger shows that 

one may not speak about nonbeing because one in fact cannot.  That which seemed a 

moral limitation instead emerges as a philosophical necessity.  Words here draw away 

from deeds, as even in denouncing the possibility of saying �‘that which is not,�’ the deeds 

confirm its possibility.  The question of nonbeing in this way implicates itself not only in 

the Sophist�’s image making, but also with respect to logos in a more general sense.  In the 

Sophist, the Stranger has imbued logos with such importance and power that the question 

of nonbeing implicates his own method as well.  The problem of nonbeing is evidence 

that even objective speeches about being face significant limitations.  The Stranger�’s own 

philosophical activity stands or falls on his ability to explain the possibility of speech and 

its ability to give an account of being and nonbeing.  The Stranger�’s account of being can 

then be understood not as a departure from his initial focus on method, but, significantly, 

as a theoretical defense thereof.   

If it were actually impossible to speak about nonbeing then the Stranger and 

Theaetetus�’ investigation should have already proved impossible�—to say nothing of 

Parmenides�’ own censorship of the issue.  Despite the apparent logical necessity of �“that 

which is not�” frustrating all speech about it, speech or language itself allows us to attach 

a name to nothingness.  Or, as the Stranger himself puts it, �“ �‘that which is not�’ so puts its 
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refuter in a perplexity that whenever someone tries to refute it he himself is compelled to 

contradict himself about it�” (238D).  �“That which is not�” must not share in either one or 

many, yet when we identify it in speech, we imply its participation �“as one in just this 

way�” (238E).  As Derrida might conclude: �“This, therefore, will not have been a 

refutation.�”  So despite the apparent necessity of holding nonbeing to be �“unspeakable�” 

our very use of the name complicates our attempt to identify it in truth.  �“That which is 

not�” or �“nonbeing�” is like the word �“silence;�” the signified is destroyed by the presence 

of the signifier.  The Stranger thus goes on to say that �“if one will speak correctly, [one 

should] distinguish it neither as one nor as many, and not even call it �‘it�’ at all, for it 

would be addressed in this manner of address in the species of one�” (239A).   

Things do not look promising for our intrepid sophist hunters.  The Stranger 

accordingly concedes: �“I�’ve been defeated for a long time now, no less than at the 

moment, in the refutation of �‘that which is not�’�” (239B).  Despite some apparent 

trepidation with respect to the subject matter,58 the Stranger once again adapts his 

approach, and begins to answer questions and objections on behalf of the sophist�—much 

as Socrates ventriloquized Protagoras for Theaetetus the day before (239D-241C).  

During their exchange, Theaetetus observes that in order for an image to truly exist �“ 

�‘that which is not�’�” must have been �“woven in with �‘that which is�’ in a kind of plaiting�” 

(240C).  Theaetetus thus introduces the Stranger�’s thesis of the miscibility of being.  

Despite this intimation of the argument to come, however, the Stranger�’s account of being 

is, as he is at pains to establish, original to him, an originality he is willing to purchase at 

the price of philosophical parricide. 

                                                 
58 Cf., 240C 
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 Parricide 
 
As the Stranger and Theaetetus prepare to enter whole-heartedly into the pursuit 

of the sophist even if it involves following him into the region of nonbeing, the Stranger 

significantly describes their activity as a kind of hunting: �“What must we do about the 

sophist?  If we track him to his lair and set him down in the art of the lie-makers and 

enchanters, you do see how readily available and many the objections and perplexities 

are?�” (241B).  Recall that in the opening paradigm and the first four definitions of the 

sophist the Stranger was determined to demonstrate the kinship between sophistry and 

hunting, despite the problems with this analogy.  The Stranger is now perfectly content to 

describe his own activity as a kind of hunting, demonstrating once again a deficit in his 

self-reflexivity, for if the Stranger is a hunter as well, then he bears a family resemblance 

to the very art of sophistry from which he wishes to differentiate himself.  Marina 

McCoy�’s comment that the Stranger �“is peculiarly absent from his own discourse�” is an 

apt description of the movement sketched here.59 He furthermore prefaces the latest leg of 

the sophist hunt with several requests.  He first asks for Theaetetus�’ forgiveness �“if at any 

point even slightly we pull ourselves away from so mighty a speech�” (241C).  His second 

request is that Theaetetus must promise not to take him to be, �“as it were, a kind of 

parricide�” (241D), because �“[i]t will be necessary for us, in defending ourselves, to put 

the [logos] of our father Parmenides to the torture and force it to say �‘that which is not�’ is 

in some respect, and again, in turn, �‘that which is�’ is not in some point�” (241D, emphasis 

added).  The third request, which comes a little later, arises out of the Stranger�’s 

subsequent reluctance to �“set upon�” the �“paternal speech.�”  The Stranger reveals 

                                                 
59 McCoy, Plato on Rhetoric, 141. 
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conclusively that this is not his first time investigating the taboo speeches about 

nonbeing, as he notes that he has �“on every occasion�” renounced �“through exhaustion�” 

the refutation of �“these things,�” and fears that it will be Theaetetus�’ opinion that he is 

crazy for seeming so changeable (242A-B).60 This time, however, the Stranger is not 

attempting the investigation alone, and through Theaetetus�’ spiritedness, he is able to 

continue the argument. 

  All three of these requests evince the Stranger�’s concern for reputation or honor.  

Yet the Stranger�’s need to ask Theaetetus to preserve his reputation underscores the 

paradoxical character of the desire for honor: on the one hand, the Stranger ostensibly 

believes himself worthy of honor on account of the philosophical virtuosity borne of his 

independence, but on the other hand, he shows himself to be dependent upon the opinions 

of others, like Theaetetus and the others present, precisely because he desires honor.61 It 

is as if he were to say: �“I depend upon you for my reputation for independence.�”  Even as 

the Stranger unequivocally shows his independence through his willingness to commit 

�“parricide,�” his desire for honor and his apparent dependence on the young and vigorous 

Theaetetus for the strength to continue suggests limitations he would be well served to 

recognize. 

And then there is the parricide itself.  At the precisely calculated center of the 

Sophist the Stranger and Theaetetus agree to the necessity of �“parricide�” against �“Father 

                                                 
60 Perhaps the Stranger recalls Socrates�’ characterization of the philosopher as  

sometimes presenting himself as �“altogether crazy,�” and wishes to show his independence 
from Socratic categories altogether. 
 

61 One must wonder, however, the extent to which Theaetetus, Theodorus, and  
the Socrateses (young and old) could even affect the Stranger�’s reputation, since they do 
not know his name. 
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Parmenides�” in order to allow their investigation to go forward (242A-B).  Diverse 

commentators suggest that the parricide is a necessary and positive element of the 

Stranger�’s development in the Sophist.  Joseph Cropsey and Ruby Blondell both write 

that the parricide seems to open the potential of a more universal approach to philosophy, 

an approach not bound to a particular individual (like Socrates) or a School (like the 

Eleatic school more generally).62 Any mention of parricide, however, raises the specter of 

Oedipus, the most famous figure of Attic tragedy.  This is an exceedingly peculiar 

invocation for the Stranger to make.  Oedipus had the requisite intelligence and 

theoretical knowledge to solve the riddle of Sphinx, yet lacked knowledge of his own 

origins, and thus knowledge of himself.  This combination led not only to tragedy, but, if 

Aristotle is to be believed, to the paradigmatically tragic plot.63 The Stranger, evidently 

similar with respect to intelligence, differs from Oedipus because he knows full well who 

his �“father�” is, and goes ahead with �“parricide�” anyway.  Poetic tragedy thus differs from 

the incipient philosophical tragedy here in the crucial respect that there is a kind of 

necessary self-reflexivity or �“awakeness�” in theoretical speeches that should militate 

against the conditions of tragedy.  Plato appears to suggest that in the Stranger we see an 
                                                 

62 Cropsey elaborates: �“That [the Stranger] might signify the possibility of  
nonsectarian philosophy, of thought not limited by the genius of an eponymous founder 
should not be dismissed.  That he was a lapsed Parmenidean is as obvious as that 
whatever is �“Socratic�” or �“Athenian�” in his thought surely grew out of no acquaintance 
with Socrates and therefore no educational interrogation by the latter�” (Cropsey, Plato�’s 
World, 82).  Jacob Howland views the overcoming of Parmenides to be necessary in 
order to �“reclaim the middle ground of human life�” that Eleaticism appears to deny.  
Although Blondell approves of the Stranger�’s parricide as evidence of Plato�’s movement 
toward a transcendent, less parochial understanding of philosophy, she nevertheless notes 
that �“[a]ttacking one�’s father is, of course, the ultimate crime, frequently used in Greek 
texts to betoken social, ethical and personal decline�” (Blondell, The Play of Character, 
320). 
 

63 Aristotle, Poetics, 1449Aff 
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approach to philosophy, which, in abstracting from self-knowledge in favor of 

disinterested speeches about being, has the potential for tragedy.  The structural allusion 

to Oedipus therefore signals a lack of self-knowledge and thus the potential for self-

destruction lurking behind the Stranger�’s approach.  Despite the transformation that has 

on one level been occurring in the character of the Stranger throughout the Sophist, Plato 

shows that he remains in crucial respects the same throughout.  There has indeed been 

evidence of the tension between the Stranger�’s confidence in his self-sufficiency and the 

character of his examination throughout the dialogue.  It should also be added that 

Socrates, who is, in a way, also a Parmenidean, rejected the opportunity to become a full-

fledged �“parricide�” under similar circumstances in the Theaetetus.64 Socratic 

philosophy�—to which the search for self-knowledge is integral�—thereby shows itself to 

be attentive to limitations in a way that the philosophical method of the Stranger is not.  

And as the Stranger himself remarked earlier we are very far from �“child�’s play�” indeed.   

 
Gigantomachy 

  When the Stranger launches this latest foray into the question of being in order to 

catch the sophist, we see that he has his philosophical sights set on more than merely the 

speeches of Parmenides; indeed, the Stranger attempts to refute the entire history of 

philosophy.  He observes that �“Parmenides and everyone else�” have been speaking �“a 

kind of myth�” insofar as they employ representative language in their attempts to 

describe being (243A).  All previous accounts of being thus share more in common with 

poetry than philosophy.  The Stranger suspects that the old philosophers have in fact been 

guilty of a kind of aristocratic irony because they �“look down upon us the many and 

                                                 
64 Cf., Plato, Theaetetus, 183E. 
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despise us to excess, for they don�’t care whether we�’re following them as they speak or 

we fall behind, but they severally get on with their own thing�” (243A-B).  The 1960s has 

apparently arrived in the 4th Century BC, and the Stranger, whose method aims at 

transparency, is very much an educational reformer.  The Stranger argues that in speaking 

of being as number, or as an element or attribute, like water, fire, cold and hot, or in 

supposing the enmity or friendship of these things to be �“that which is,�” the philosophers 

in fact mean to communicate that we are in no less perplexity about �“that which is�” than 

we are with respect to �“that which is not�” (243C).  The Stranger begins by criticizing the 

view, held by Empedocles and others, that being is composed of a relation between two 

opposing elements.65  The Stranger appeals to what Derrida, interestingly enough, calls 

�“the law of the implicit third,�” arguing that since being is supposed to be the relation 

between the two antagonistic elements, it cannot be two, but rather the pair together and 

thus one (243D-244A).  The Stranger reduces the thesis that being is composed of two 

antagonistic forces to the Parmenidean thesis that being is one. 

  The Stranger had earlier turned to language to explain the sense in which we must 

understand �“that which is not�” to participate in �“that which is.�”  He makes a similar move 

in his criticism of Parmenides, arguing that since a name has being apart from the thing it 

signifies, then being cannot simply be one (244B-D).  The distinction between names and 

things has been a theme since the beginning of the dialogue, and here it is the means 

through which the Stranger is able to overcome the ontological teaching of Parmenides.  

Significantly, we again see the importance of logos to the Stranger�’s investigations of the 

sophist and being.  As Catherine Zuckert observes, �“[Parmenides and his followers] do 
                                                 

65 Cf., Empedocles, �“On Nature,�” in Early Greek Philosophy, trans.  Jonathan  
Barnes (New York: Penguin Classics, 1987): 165ff.   
 



 208

not�…allow for the existence or intelligibility of logos.�”66 The Stranger predicates his 

entire method upon the intelligibility of the logos, on a confidence that speeches can 

reliably describe being, so such a criticism bears importantly on the possibility of his own 

philosophical approach.  His second criticism of Parmenides, which is more specific, 

takes issue with a statement in the older Eleatic�’s poem.  The Stranger observes that 

Parmenides�’ poem describes the whole as having distinct parts, and if it has parts, he 

argues, it cannot be �“truly one�” (244E-245A).  The other obstacle of Parmenidean 

philosophy to the Stranger�’s approach is that if the all is truly one, then being cannot in 

fact be divided according to looks (eid ) as his method requires.  The Stranger�’s parricide 

is not incidental, but indeed central, to his philosophical project.  We see more clearly 

than ever that even as he prosecutes his philosophical forebears�—including Socrates�—he 

is also involved in a philosophical apology for his own distinctive approach to 

philosophy.67  

Theodorus must by now be somewhat embarrassed by his misreading of the 

Stranger�’s character, as the Eleatic shows himself to be very much a �“refuter,�” perhaps 

even much more so than Socrates, as he next turns his attentions to �“those who speak 

about being in a different way�” (245E-246A).  By this the Stranger means the �“dreadful�” 

materialists and the ethereal �“friends of the forms�” (246B-C), describing their disputes 

                                                 
66 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 698.   
 
67 Cropsey offers that the Stranger�’s refutation of the entire history of philosophy  

is ultimately something akin to a �“comprehensive parricide�” by Plato himself.  This 
would appear to bolster the claims of those wishing to argue in favor of the Stranger.  If I 
am correct, however, and Plato is in fact more concerned in showing the dangers and 
contradictions inherent in the Stranger�’s approach, which culminates in a vindication of 
Socrates, then Plato is evidently more pious than Cropsey allows (Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 
89). 
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about being as a kind of �“gigantomachy.�”  The former reduce being to body, whereas the 

latter �“force the simply true being to be some kinds of intelligible and bodiless [eid ], but 

their bodies and the truth spoken of by them, they smash them up into little bits in their 

speeches�…as a kind of sweeping becoming�” (246B-C).  The Stranger first addresses the 

materialists.  A problem, however, is that getting these savage materialists to play nicely 

enough to have a discussion about being would be almost impossible, according to the 

Stranger.  Just as he needed to create a pliant city in speech for his indictment of Socrates 

as a sophist, he must now assume the materialists to be more �“lawful�” than they are in 

fact.  The Stranger again demonstrates his willingness to leverage the abstract power of 

speech to smooth over potential difficulties for his arguments.  The Stranger claims that 

in their natural condition, materialists would not budge an inch, arguing that anything that 

is has body, whereas �“that which is not�” lacks body.  The Stranger, though, attempts to 

reach an overlapping consensus with the materialists, offering them a �“deal,�” that being is 

the ability to affect or to be affected; in other words, being is power (247E).  Zuckert 

observes that the Stranger�’s revised materialist thesis actually resembles the position 

attributed to Protagoras and the poets by Socrates and Theaetetus in Theaetetus.  This 

means, she says, that the materialists believe being to be essentially in flux no differently 

than Heraclitus, and consequently, �“[t]here are no purely intelligible units or enduring 

definitions of things.  Neither logismos nor logos has any foundation in being.�”68 The 

account of the materialists thus denies the possibility of calculation and speech being true 

in being, and again means that the Stranger�’s own method is impossible. 

  A similar criticism is in effect made of the individuals who, like Socrates, are 

                                                 
68 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 699. 
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friends of the forms.  Interestingly, these friends of the forms believe the same thing of 

becoming that the improved materialists believe about being.  They too can agree on 

�“power�” as an effective description of bodily phenomena, even if they have to agree to 

disagree about whether this is being or becoming (248C).  The Stranger thus shows a way 

in which the materialists and the friends of the forms are in fact similar.   There is yet 

another way in which these groups are similar, however, it is in that both accounts of 

being fail to account for knowledge.  The friends of the forms, nevertheless, have an 

additional level of inquiry that is lacking in the account of the materialists as these 

individuals hold that while bodies are always becoming, being is best understood as 

stable, unmoving, and purely intelligible.  The Stranger suggests that the problem with 

this view is that it fails to explain how we can in fact know anything about being if it is 

motionless, because it would seem that soul needs to be affected in order to gain 

knowledge of some thing (248E).  In denying motion to being, the friends of the forms 

thereby deny the possibility of genuine knowledge.  Despite their apparent differences 

with the materialists, then, the Stranger shows that from the perspectives of knowledge 

and logos, they turn out to be very much the same.69  

  All of the refutations of the former speeches of being are thus launched from the 

perspective of a Stranger who wants to arrive at an account of being that leaves room for 

speech.  One of the central issues, we see, is that the �“extreme�” positions which limit 

                                                 
69 While the Stranger�’s account of the friends of the forms seems accurate insofar 

as he characterizes their arguments, it probably does not sufficiently refute one prominent  
friend of the forms: Socrates.  The Stranger fails to account for the erotic ascent that  
Socrates seems usually to associate with the forms: this is consistent with his general  
failure to seriously examine the nature of the human soul.  Socrates, moreover, does not  
understand the forms to be the ultimate goal of philosophical inquiry but rather the Good  
beyond being.  Without the Good it is unclear what significance the forms would have to  
Socrates. 
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being to simply one or many, or which, explicitly or implicitly, suggest that being is 

either simply motion or rest, appear to limit the possibility of achieving a scientific 

knowledge of being.  The Stranger makes this altogether clear: �“And so one must fight 

with every speech at one�’s command against him, however, in making science 

(knowledge) [epist m ] or intelligence or mind disappear, insists upon anything in any 

respect whatever�” (249C).  The Stranger once again resists limitation.  This time he 

resists the suggestion that there are necessary limitations in the ability of logos to 

describe the truth of being.  But the Stranger notably presses on through critique, arriving 

at the stage where is able to advance his own understanding of �“that which is.�”  

    
The Science of the Free 

  In order to work around the difficulties identified if one holds being to be either 

simply motion or simply rest, the Stranger proposes the necessity of saying, �“in 

accordance with the prayer of children�” that �“all that is motionless and [all that is] in a 

state of motion are both together �‘that which is�’�” (249D).  But in order to avoid their own 

refutation of those like Empedocles who say that being is composed of two elements, 

they rather argue, �“�‘that which is�’ is not motion and rest together as a both but a certain 

kind of something other than these�” (250C).  They eventually posit that since motion and 

rest are mutually exclusive, but both motion and rest nevertheless have being, it must be 

the case that some genera (gen ) mix with some genera and others are immiscible with 

others.70 The Stranger then suggests that if this is the case, then the various elements of 

                                                 
70 Benardete argues that the Stranger�’s account of the relationship between  

motion and rest fails to consider causality.  He claims that the Stranger leaves out a 
possibility in his explanation: �“we do know, however, that the being of motion must have 
a cause that is not the being of rest.  The absence of an causality in the Stranger�’s 
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being mix to form a whole in the same way that letters and vowels work together in a 

specific way to constitute a word.  If this is the case, he continues, then there must be �“a 

kind of science,�” like the grammatik  with words, that is capable of knowing which eid  

are miscible, and which are not in relation to certain others, as well as what divisions 

there are among them (253C).  The Stranger, with surprising emotion, then proclaims: 

�“What then shall we address this [science] as, Theaetetus? Or by Zeus! Did we fall 

unawares into the science of the free, and is it probable that in looking for the sophist 

we�’ve first found the philosopher?�” (253C).  Theaetetus, intriguingly, isn�’t sure what the 

Stranger is talking about, but the Stranger, unfazed, asserts �“that to divide according to 

genera�” and to collect divisions into similar looks, while knowing which genera share and 

which do not, is nothing other than the �“dialectical science�” (253D-E).  And no one, he 

continues, philosophizes �“purely and justly�” unless he or she does so in precisely this 

way.    

The philosopher, the Stranger continues, is as difficult to perceive as the sophist, 

as the latter is �“a fugitive into the darkling of �‘that which is not�’�” whereas the former is 

�“devoted to the look (idea) of that which is always through calculations, it�’s on account 

of the brilliance of that place that he�’s in no way easy to be seen for the eyes of the soul 

of the many are incapable of keeping up a steady gaze on the divine�” (254A-B).  The 

Stranger�’s description of the philosopher in a certain sense resembles the account 

provided by Socrates of the peak of the philosophical education of the guardians in the 

Republic.  But whereas Socrates subordinates the mathematically based dialectical 

                                                                                                                                                 
juxtaposition of rest and motion tells us that the Stranger, if he is to go on, must find a 
way around causality�” (Benardete, �“On Plato�’s Sophist,�” 773).  This �“way around�” 
causality is, as we see shortly, speech.  Benardetes point thus seems to support my view 
that the Stranger takes refuge too much in abstract logos. 
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knowledge of the philosophers in the Republic to the Good, the Stranger does nothing of 

the kind.  The science of the free uses a process of �“collection�” and �“division�” much in 

the same way the Stranger does, and appears to be comparably value-free.  The higher 

philosophical version of the Stranger�’s activity moves from quasi-mathematical, to purely 

mathematical, and the imprecisions of language with which the Stranger now struggles, 

would then be of only minimal importance.  This philosopher is, moreover, utterly 

removed from the mundanities of human life, and therefore from politics.  In Socrates�’ 

opening image of the philosopher in the Sophist, by contrast, despite belonging to a more 

elevated realm, the philosopher nonetheless concerns him or herself with the business of 

the city, disguising him or herself from immediate view.  The Stranger�’s philosopher is 

similarly hidden from view, but this is because of the divine character of his or her 

activity.  The Stranger�’s philosopher apparently achieves the goal of having a minimally 

mediated experience of true being, and is a consummate paradigm of the Stranger�’s own 

detachment from the human things.  Furthermore, the Stranger�’s choice of image of light 

and darkness is evocative.  The philosopher�’s �“place�” (topos) is so brilliant that one 

wonders whether the philosopher would even be able to see things that are not the purely 

intelligible beings available through calculation.  If Socrates had indeed meant to ask 

what those in the �“topos�” of the philosopher said about whether the sophist, statesman, 

and philosopher were one or three, then the answer would be difficult to discern.  Given 

his presumed sharing in the Stranger�’s account of the miscibility of being, the 

philosopher would most likely give each type its own look, making them three, but it is 

unclear whether the philosopher, bathed in the light of being, could even perceive the 

sophist, who takes refuge in the shadows.  If the human things, additionally, are neither 
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simply in the light of being nor in the darkling of nonbeing and the sophist, as the 

Stranger himself seems to suggest, then the Stranger�’s account of the philosophical ideal 

would be�—literally�—blind to them in the same way he appears to be.  Philosophy in this 

case becomes completely abstracted from lived human experience, and the Stranger�’s 

understanding of philosophy thereby represents a culmination of the potential problems 

we have observed in his own activity throughout the Sophist so far.   

The Stranger presents his argument as an overlapping consensus between 

accounts of ontology that describe being as completely in motion or completely at rest, 

and thereby deny the possibility of rational speech or knowledge grounded in being.  The 

Stranger thus appears to redeem the possibility of a scientific approach to philosophy, 

demonstrating the consistency between ontology and the philosophical method pursuant 

to it.  The science of the free is the one remaining way of proceeding that makes possible 

the kind of investigation the Stranger views to be fruitful.  But despite the Stranger�’s self-

perception of his position as staking out the middle-ground of philosophy, the drama of 

Plato�’s dialogue, which compares the Stranger with Socrates, suggests that it is 

extraordinarily radical.  The Stranger�’s diacritical ontology springs forth from his 

unabashed parricide of Parmenides, which while in a sense the source of the Stranger�’s 

philosophical approach, is presented in the drama of the Sophist as a kind of culmination 

of the Stranger�’s tendency toward manly self-sufficiency, his confidence in the power of 

logos, and his abstraction from the human things.  While the Stranger strives for a middle 

ground for the philosophical life as understood by abstract speech, he moves further away 

from grounding in the particularities of human life that might provide genuine limitations 

for his logos, and thus a genuine middle ground for human life.  Plato�’s dialogue indeed 
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suggests that the Stranger�’s quest for a value-free and objective diacritical science of 

being is quixotic because, like Oedipus, it requires the destruction of one�’s relation to the 

political community through the immediate bonds of family, and because it assumes that 

human beings are capable in deed of the self-sufficiency they appear able to access 

through speech, it creates the preconditions of tragedy.  The Stranger�’s insufficient self-

knowledge signals precisely such a movement in the Sophist. 

  The Stranger attempts to close out his digression into being by naming the 

�“biggest�” (megistos) kinds (eid ) of being that are spoken of, and how they share with 

one another (254C-D).  The Stranger addresses the problems associated with nonbeing by 

introducing the categories of �“the same�” (t�’auton) �“the other�” (thateron) as being among 

the �“greatest�” eid , alongside being, motion, and rest.  The category of �“the other�” allows 

things to be �“other�” than �“that which is�” without being �“that which is not.�”  The category 

of �“the same�” is necessary because a being�’s �“sameness�” is not the same as its being.  

Being and the same are not the same thing, since if this were the case, then difference or 

otherness would not exist (because everything would �“be�” �“the same�”).  The Stranger 

clarifies that �“that which is in itself�” or �“being itself�” is other than the rest of the eid , 

providing stability and identity to being despite the otherness or difference that is also the 

nature of the beings.  This nevertheless means that all of the beings are different, and thus 

discrete, from each other.  Being for the Eleatic Stranger is thus relational, because all 

things both �“are�” and are �“other.�”  Zuckert observes the radical implications of such a 

view: �“Things [consequently] do not exist and cannot be known �‘in themselves�’ [�….] 

They are known only in comparison to others, as the same or different.�”71 This means that 

                                                 
71 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 41. 
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all of being is itself divided in a way that reflects the Stranger�’s preferred method of 

division and collection, so the Stranger�’s method is justified by his understanding of 

ontology.72 

  The Stranger is careful, however, to ensure that Theaetetus appreciates the 

implications of such an understanding of being, and thereby justifies the value free 

character of his method as well.  He uses the provocative example of the beautiful (kalon) 

and the not beautiful (me kalon), arguing that �“the beautiful for us�” has no more being 

than the not beautiful, and the same of the �“big�” and the �“not big�” (257E-258A).  Thus 

whereas it might be our immediate inclination to say that the beautiful has more being 

than the not beautiful, or to say that the beautiful is indeed preferable to the ugly�—an 

inclination that is vindicated by Socrates�’ hierarchical understanding of the forms�—the 

Stranger shows that such an opinion has no real justification in being.  The Stranger�’s 

speech about being therefore shows his theoretical defense of his own detachment from 

human things and questions of the good. 

  The Stranger furthermore notes that not only have they disobeyed Parmenides to 

the extent that they have investigated being, they have actually proven to him that 

nonbeing is (258D-E)! Having established the being of nonbeing�—that �“that which is 

not�” is scattered across �“that which is�”(260B)�—the Stranger and Theaetetus are now 

prepared to investigate the final definition of the sophist.  The Stranger argues that the 

                                                 
72 It is consequently not the case, as Rosen suggests, that there is no real  

connection between the initial diaeresis of the Stranger and his eventual ontological 
arguments (Rosen, Plato�’s Sophist, 8).  I agree with Notomi and Zuckert that the middle 
part of the Sophist provides theoretical grounding for the outer parts in which the sophist 
is sought.  Noburu Notomi, The Unity of Plato�’s Sophist: Between the Sophist and the 
Philosopher (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999): 28; Zuckert, Plato�’s 
Philosophers, 41; 702.   
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question of the sophist hinges on the possibility of opinion and false speech, which can 

now be examined with more clarity in light of their investigations into being and 

nonbeing.  The Stranger argues that imitations in general and speech in particular are not, 

as a sophist might suggest, merely without being.  If that were the case, any speech, 

including philosophy, would be impossible (260A).  The Stranger points out that speech 

is broadly comprised of two types of words�—nouns and verbs�—which together constitute 

sentences (261E-262A).  The weaving-together (sumplok ) of verbs and nouns creates 

discourse, as evidenced in even a simple phrase like: �“Theaetetus sits�” (263A).  The 

Stranger then formulates a very similar speech: �“Theaetetus, with whom I am now 

conversing, flies�” (263A), and asks Theaetetus to determine the difference between the 

two.  The first is evidently true, the second, false.  So a speech still is�—i.e.  still is the 

same as a speech�—even if it has no corollary in being.  As Catherine Zuckert clarifies: 

�“The possibility of false speech (or its silent form within the mind of the speaker, thought 

or opinion) thus arises from combinations of words that are formally correct but 

substantively not.�”73 One still speaks when one utters falsehood, but one speaks in a way 

that corresponds to something other than being.  If speech were simply nonbeing in an 

undifferentiated manner, and �“Theaetetus sits�” lacked being every bit as much as 

�“Theaetetus, with whom I am now conversing, flies�” does, then all speech would lose its 

meaning.  Just as the possibility of nonbeing seems to underwrite the possibility of a 

satisfactory account of being, so does an account of falsehood vindicate the possibility of 

speech more broadly.  The Stranger�’s account of the miscibility of being thus seems to 

vindicate the possibility of speech.  In fact, there is a peculiar symmetry in the Stranger�’s 

                                                 
73 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 703. 
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defense of logos and his account of being, since he had recourse to the example of vowels 

and consonants to explain the miscibility of the kinds, and he has relies upon the 

miscibility of being and the other in order to explain the possibility of false speech and 

thus logos more generally. 

  But this account of falsehood is of dubious use when it comes to tracking down 

the sophist.  The Stranger has indeed himself woven a grand speech in which being and 

speech guarantee the viability of one another.  The Stranger�’s example of falsehood is 

very much like his initial angling paradigm: he is addressing an issue that is simple and 

familiar to Theaetetus.  Theaetetus is presumably sitting right there since neither he nor 

anyone else objects, and Theaetetus is probably certain that he is unable to fly.  But does 

it actually do the activity of the sophist justice to simply point out that the speeches he 

makes may sound plausible enough even if they fail to correspond with the way things 

are? If one were already unclear about the nature of virtue or the good, could one truly 

discern true from false speech so clearly? The Stranger�’s account of falsehood strikingly 

accounts for his own activity better than that of the sophist.  The Stranger has constructed 

an internally consistent defense of his method, the possibility of speech, and the 

possibility of intelligible speech about being.  All of these things, he claims, aid in the 

quest to identify the sophist.  Yet while these accounts are internally consistent and 

appear formally correct, they abstract so obviously from the reality of sophistry that they 

seem to fail the �“substantive�” test of a true speech.  That is, the Stranger�’s speeches have 

the formal characteristics of a philosophical account of the sophist, but ultimately unravel 

into nothingness when approached from the perspective of everyday experience, or even 

the experience arising from knowledge of the other Platonic dialogues. 
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Conclusion: On Dogs and Wolves 

With the possibility of false speech �“established,�” the Stranger and Theaetetus 

therefore lay down the sixth and final definition of the sophist in a relatively short speech.  

The Stranger returns to the division of the arts into acquisition and making, distinguishing 

between the divine making of nature, and human production.  The Stranger says that 

humans are able to make both artifacts and images, and finds the sophist, unsurprisingly, 

in the production of images.  The final definition of the sophist jumps from the 

acquisitive arts�—in which the Stranger located the first five definitions from his initial 

division of arts generally�—to productive arts.  Once again returning to the problematic 

distinction between eikastics and phantastics, the Stranger�’s arguments with respect to 

being and language now allow him to consistently assert that the sophist practices 

phantastics�—eikastics, which is not considered in any depth, may now be impossible.  

The phantastike is in turn divided by whether one uses tools to imitate, or whether one 

does it with one�’s own body, and this type of imitation is distinguished between those 

who do it according to knowledge (�“historical-mimetics�”), and those who merely proceed 

with opinion.  The Stranger then divides those with �“opinion-mimetics�” among those 

who do not know that they merely produce opinions, and those who are aware of their 

opinion making: the naïve or simple and the ironical.  Another way of indicating this final 

distinction is to say that there are those who do not know what they do not know, and 

those who do know what they do not know.  The �“ironic imitator�” is then said to be 

sophistic when he does short speeches in private rather than long, public speeches.  Such 

a person, Theaetetus clarifies, is not merely an imitator, but an imitator of the wise.  The 
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 final definition of the sophist, once again, is like Socrates, who has a reputation for being 

wise and for his ironical knowledge of ignorance.74 

  The dialogue closes with the Stranger delivering a long, wordy summary of his 

final definition of the sophist, which recalls the pnigos or �“choker�” of Aristophanic 

comedy:  

The mimetic kind that the art of making contradictory speeches characterizes (it�’s 
the ironical part of the opinionative art), the proper part of the phantastic genus (it 
descends from the art of making images) that conjures in speeches, which 
distinctly set itself apart as not a divine but a human part of making�—whoever 
says that this in his being is �“of this generation and blood�” will say, it seems, what 
is the truest (268C-D). 

 
Rather than end in tragedy, perhaps Plato is thus able to �“save�” the Stranger through 

recourse to comedy.  Tragedy seems to belong outside of the Platonic dialogue, and to 

attribute too much significance to a particular philosophical speech would be to repeat the 

very folly of the Stranger.  So rather than ending in catastrophe, Plato is content to, with a 

nod to Aristophanes, subject the Stranger to gentle ridicule.   

All questions of Aristophanic parody aside, the Stranger does at last find the 

sophist.  The Stranger�’s definitive account of the sophist thereby requires an account of 

intention, but more importantly, it seems to require an account of the very judgments 

between better and worse that his method leaves to the side.  There is no guidance as to 

                                                 
74 Deleuze argues that here Plato unwittingly demonstrates that his investigation  

into the relationship between the original and �“simulacrum�” has led him to question our 
very ability to truly tell the difference between the two: �“The final definition of the 
sophist leads us to the point where we can no longer distinguish him from Socrates 
himself: the ironist operating in private by elliptical arguments.  Was it not inevitable that 
irony be pushed this far? And that Plato be the first to indicate this direction for the 
overthrow of Platonism?�” (Deleuze, �“Plato and the Simulacrum,�” 47).  Deleuze 
(ironically) reproduces the faulty perspective of the Stranger which, I argue, Plato aims to 
critique.  Indeed, the problem with this definition is its collapse of Socrates into the figure 
of the sophist.   
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why the life of the philosopher is in any way superior or more desirable than the life of 

the sophist: �“The unsatisfactory conclusion would seem to require a critique of the 

Stranger�’s way which the Stranger cannot give.�”75 The core of the difference between the 

sophist and the philosopher has been indicated long since, in the Stranger�’s comment that 

the sophist resembles the philosopher as the wolf to the dog.76 That is, the difference, as 

Socrates implied in the beginning, is not in what each appears to do, but within the 

orientation of their souls.  The Stranger furthermore gives the lie to his own account, as 

despite his apparent intention to access the truth of the being of the sophist, he appears to 

have inadvertently or naively generated an image of the sophist that is potentially 

misleading on account of its proximal likeness to Socrates.   

Severed from its human context, the sophist is not only indistinguishable from 

Socrates, but, as some critics suggest, incoherent on its own terms as well.  Kenneth 

Dorter observes one of the absurd implications of this definition of the sophist: the 

sophist could never, under any conditions, say the truth, lest he become a philosopher, nor 

could the philosopher ever use a false image, lest he become a sophist.77 One would then 

be a philosopher whenever one told the truth and a sophist whenever one lied. 

Abstraction from soul fails to account for the important ways in which the soul 

allows us to maintain stable identities over time.  Descriptions of the human things from 

the perspective of the Stranger�’s detached logos seem to destroy the possibility of an 

                                                 
75 Seth Benardete, �“On Plato�’s Sophist,�” 751. 
 
76 Cropsey, Plato�’s World, 109-110.  Dorter shares this view, noting that the  

important difference between the sophist and the philosopher is �“the very thing from 
which the Stranger�’s method�…abstracts�”�—the Good (Dorter, Form and Good, 176).   
 

77 Dorter, Form and Good, 167. 
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authentic self.  And, indeed, insofar as the self, like anything else, would have being only 

in relation to other things, this is consistent with the Stranger�’s broader view.  In failing to 

seek self-knowledge the Stranger inadvertently obscures the self from itself.  Logos thus 

derives meaning not only from the differentiation of being, but also from the limitations 

perforce arising from the context of the human person who speaks.  The Sophist thus 

demonstrates the incomplete character of un-contextual disembodied logos.78  

 This is, in addition, a good description of what has happened to the Stranger over the 

course of the Sophist as well.  The triumph of the Stranger is that he produces an account 

of being and nonbeing that leaves open and explains the possibility of logos or speech.  

He attempts to bring his words and deeds together, using abstract logoi to provide a 

justification for the use of abstract logoi.  At the same time, the Stranger is hardly a 

disinterested investigator, as he uses his hunt for the sophist to suggest that Socrates is 

ultimately a sophist.  Over the course of his attempted indictment of Socrates, however, 

the Stranger finds himself taking something like a �“Socratic turn�” of his own.  The 

Stranger is, however, an inadequate imitation of Socrates because he uses �“Socratic�” 

methods and �“Socratic�” virtuosity to seek an end of abstract theoretical knowledge that 

fails to ground itself in the quest for self-knowledge.  Through the Stranger we see that 

Socrates is not defined by his philosophical doggedness and chutzpah, nor even through 

his characteristic mode of questioning and �“What is x?�” queries.  Rather, Socrates�’ 

dialectical art appears to gain meaning and limitation through his dependence on his 

interlocutors and through his characteristically self-reflective quest for self-knowledge.  

Plato thus shows the Stranger, whose manly self-sufficiency leads him to an abstract, 

                                                 
78 A critique which looks forward to Socrates�’ �“true art of rhetoric�” in Chapter  

Five�’s reading of the Phaedrus. 
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internally consistent account of philosophy, which is ultimately undermined by his 

inability to militate against his own manly self-sufficiency.  The Stranger, fails not only in 

his ability to delineate better from worse, but in not knowing what is better or worse for 

him, and thus to know what he does not know.  The distinctiveness of the Socratic 

original shines all the more brightly when placed alongside the imitation of the Stranger 

from Elea. 

  The Stranger�’s failure is furthermore underscored when we consider what he has 

in a sense accomplished in the Sophist.  Whereas the Stranger has assigned himself the 

question: �“What is the sophist?�” he responds better to the question �“What is?�” (i.e., 

�“What is being?�”) than to his self-appointed task, which is rooted in the human things.  

When all is said and done the Stranger�’s value-free method ultimately gives us a basically 

moral indictment of sophistry that tells us nothing more than the opinion of the Athenian 

courts: Socrates is a sophist.  At best, Plato sends us back again to the question prompted 

by the Sophist�’s dramatic prologue: �“Who, or what, is Socrates?�”  

In the last analysis, the Stranger�’s theoretical consistency is thus purchased at the 

expense of a defense of his own deeds.  His consistency in words undermines the 

integrity of his philosophical deeds, leading to a more radical �“existential�” inconsistency.  

This makes the Stranger�’s �“Socratic�” transformation all the more provocative, as it seems 

that the Stranger�’s failure to become self-reflective meant that he had transformed 

himself into an imitation of the very �“sophistical Socrates�” he aimed to indict.  Whereas 

the Stranger accused Socrates of imprudence, he himself undertakes a fantastical 

philosophical journey that abstracted from limitation, and destroyed the human 

significance of his thought.  In attempting to indict Socrates as an ironical image-maker, 
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the Stranger in a literally self-forgetting fashion, identifies himself through his deeds as a 

naïve producer of false images.  Whereas Plato opened the Sophist with dividing 

philosophy like from like, he closes the dialogue by emphatically dividing philosophy 

better from worse.  Plato saves Socrates, showing a type of friendship toward his teacher 

that repudiates parricide. 

 
Applications: A Coda on Deconstruction 

  Plato�’s criticisms of the Stranger thus track onto our presentation of Derrida�’s 

thought in several fascinating and provocative ways.  In the first place, the Stranger�’s 

attempts to arrive at a value-neutral explanation of sophistry and philosophy culminate in 

the difference between the two lying in an ungrounded ethical choice.  Thus just as 

Derrida�’s Plato appears to need to resort to a kind of violent decisionism in his repression 

of philosophy for the good of politics, so too does the Stranger�’s account of philosophy 

leave itself unable to account for why we should decide in favor of one life over the other.  

Far from advocating the violent decisionism of �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” then, Plato criticizes 

a version of it as inadequate in the character of the Stranger.  It is thus the Stranger�’s 

view�—and not Plato�’s�—that a decision with respect to how we should live is arbitrary 

and without philosophical ground.  Indeed we can go further: the Stranger fails precisely 

insofar as he believes it possible to consider philosophical questions in a way that 

abstracts from the human context in which thought occurs, and in this way resembles 

Derrida�’s reliance on the mediation of speech. 

Second, the Stranger�’s self-forgetting attempts to fashion a consistent account of 

logos is startlingly similar to that of Derrida, whose deconstruction aligns perfectly with 

his political thought.  The Stranger and Derrida share a confidence in logos that leaves 
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both of them inattentive to the human context in which thought occurs.  The Stranger thus 

evinces deficient self-knowledge, and Derrida is content to base his political thought 

around an insufficient and unquestioned account of the self as ipseity.  Both the Stranger 

and Derrida find themselves unable to justify the existence of limitations in their thought, 

as the Stranger finds himself forced to commit philosophical parricide, and Derrida�—who 

would have no problem with being called a parricide anyway�—cannot abide the existence 

of any limitations in his thought, and thus left uncomfortably permitting the possibility of 

tyrannical encroachments in the name of a more democratic future.  The Platonic 

dialogues are not be simply critical of Derrida, however, and in Chapter Five, we will 

show, through his depiction of Socrates in the Phaedrus, the surprising and important 

similarities between the two thinkers.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Socratic Openness: On the Self and the Friend in Plato�’s Phaedrus 
 

 
Introduction 

 
 Chapter Four presented a reading of Plato�’s Sophist, suggesting that through his 

criticism of the Eleatic Stranger Plato preempts Derrida�’s charge of violent philosophical 

decisionism.  Derrida�’s Plato fears the anarchical implications of philosophy for political 

life.  In the Sophist Plato�’s depiction of the Eleatic Stranger suggests that danger rather 

lies in attempting to isolate the questions of philosophy from their rightful context within 

the human and political things.  Thus Derrida is in a sense correct to argue that Plato 

understands philosophy and politics to be intimately connected, but he is incorrect when 

he argues that Plato advocates making an ungrounded�—and thus violent�—decision in 

favor of political order at the expense of philosophical probity.  The drama of the Sophist 

indeed suggests that the Stranger�’s most significant shortcoming is that despite his 

impressive explanations of speech and being, he is unable to account for his own 

philosophical activity, to provide a reason why one would choose the life of the 

philosopher over the life of the sophist.  For Plato the kind of violent decisionism 

described by Derrida therefore arises not from a fear of the anarchic implications of the 

nihility of metaphysical origins, but from inattentiveness to the question of self-

knowledge, and thus to the human contexts in which thought occurs.   

 Apart from complicating Derrida�’s view of the relationship between philosophy 

and politics for Plato, our analysis of the Sophist shows some interesting convergences 

between Derrida and the Stranger.  Like Derrida, the Stranger strives for absolute unity or 
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consistency in speech that abstracts from�—and even undermines�—his attempts to 

understand human phenomena like sophistry.  An even more significant and interesting 

convergence, however, is that their shared attempts to arrive at a strict consistency of 

philosophical discourse with respect to being and politics leaves both the Stranger and 

Derrida unable to allow for the possibility of non-arbitrary limitations: in the former this 

manifests in a self-forgetting philosophical parricide, while in the latter we see an utter 

refusal to foreclose even tyrannical political impositions in the name of an increasingly 

just, democratic �“to come.�”   The Sophist both identifies and criticizes the tragic potential 

of a root and branch rejection of limitations, suggesting such a rejection abstracts from 

the human context of philosophy, and thus from political life.  While the Sophist does not 

explicitly articulate an alternative to the Stranger, the Eleatic�’s failed philosophical 

indictment of Socrates ineluctably draws our attention in his direction.  Indeed, the 

virtues of Socrates�’ eccentric philosophy of love and self-knowledge shine all the more 

brightly against the relief provided by the Stranger�—and insofar as he resembles the 

Stranger in the ways articulated above�—by Derrida as well.1 In the present chapter we 

will return to the main Platonic text examined by Derrida in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�”�—the 

Phaedrus�—with a view toward articulating the specific ways in which the Socratic 

alternative is not only a remedy for the problems confronting the Stranger, but also a 

worthy interlocutor for Derrida�’s political thought. 

                                                 
1 Although it is not my intention to weigh in on the difficult question of which of 

Plato�’s �“philosophers�” might ultimately speak for Plato, I believe that in what follows we 
shall be presented with compelling evidence that Plato, at the very least, indicates the 
superiority of Socrates when it comes to providing a satisfactory way of understanding 
human things.  For such an argument see the conclusion of Catherine Zuckert�’s epochal 
Plato�’s Philosophers.   
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 Whereas Chapter Four examined the self-forgetting abstraction engendered in the 

philosophical approaches of both the Stranger and Derrida, Chapter Five explores the 

alternative found in the Socratic quest for self-knowledge in the Phaedrus.  The 

theoretical issues at stake in this alternative furthermore speak directly to the central 

substantive concerns of Derrida�’s political thought.  As argued in Chapters Three and 

Four, Derrida�’s political thought ultimately relies upon a problematic account of the self 

as �“ipseity,�” as a being prior to all others, through, and in relation to which, the �“other�” 

receives definition and meaning.  Such a formulation, Derrida suggests, neutralizes the 

alterity or �“otherness�” of the �“tout autre,�” or �“absolutely other,�” facilitating a wide array 

of undesirable political consequences: hierarchy, patriarchy, and the nihilistic refusal of 

future time.  In this chapter I suggest that the arguments and dramatic action of Plato�’s 

Phaedrus pose a significant challenge to Derrida�’s characterization of the Western 

tradition of political philosophy.  Whereas Derrida sees the Phaedrus as the locus 

classicus (as it were) of Plato�’s attempts to insulate political life from philosophy�—and 

thus as an archetypal expression of the theoretical disposition which culminates in 

modern nihilism�—in this chapter I argue that this dialogue provides us with interlocking 

understandings of the self, the other, self-knowledge, and friendship that militate against 

the kinds of attempts to neutralize the other that Derrida describes.  I suggest that Socratic 

philosophy is defined not by closure but by a type of openness.  There is consequently 

more common ground between Derrida and Plato when it comes to the question of the 

other than we might expect, and Plato describes a kind of openness largely free from the 

problematic elements of Derrida�’s thought articulated above. 
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 In particular, the Phaedrus depicts its title character and Socrates discussing love 

and speech, and exploring in word and deed the potential for the tyrannical 

instrumentalization of the other inherent in these basic human interactions.  The first two 

speeches of the dialogue present the nefarious nonlover, an individual for whom love is 

reduced to a crude and deceptive attempt to gain sexual pleasure.  The nonlover�’s 

reduction of love grounds itself in what is shown to be a self-deceptive belief in his own 

self-sufficiency, suggesting that the nonlover possesses deficient self-knowledge, since 

his position requires him to �“forget�” the dependency revealed in his own articulated 

desire for sexual pleasure.  The crass nonlover speech reflects poorly not only on love, 

but demonstrates the ways in which speech itself can be used for deceptive ends.  The 

nonlover puts the connection between inadequate self-knowledge and the 

instrumentalization of the other in dramatic evidence.   

Socrates thus attempts to �“un-sing�” the nonlover�’s blasphemy against love with a 

palinodia�—an extravagant paean to love.  The palinode rehabilitates a version of love, 

and does so in a way that also reintroduces the importance of the other to achieving self-

knowledge.  The self-knowledge of the palinode is, however, incomplete because it 

describes a relationship founded exclusively on sight or beholding which abstracts from 

speech.  It should come as no surprise, then, that the remainder of the dialogue focuses on 

the issues of speech and writing, as Socrates attempts to provide an account of a �“true art 

of rhetoric.�”  Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric, like the Stranger�’s philosophical method, 

entails the use of dialectical collection and division.  Unlike the Stranger, however, 

Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric employs dia resis and sunag resis primarily in the service 

of understanding human souls and matching them with the appropriate speeches.  
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Socrates�’ method of collection and division, in sharp contrast to the method of the 

Stranger, finds its purpose and meaning in the particularities of the other.  While the true 

art of rhetoric seems to correct the incompleteness of the palinode insofar as it offers a 

way in which speech can become a meaningful part of human life, it nevertheless does 

not emphasize reciprocity as an opportunity for self-knowledge to the same extent as the 

palinode does, and underscores the extent to which rhetoric is instrumental, requiring 

ends from sources outside of itself.  In the last analysis, the conjoint effect of the two 

major issues examined in the Phaedrus is to point toward a model of human interaction 

which permits both love and speech while mitigating the tyrannical potential of each.  

The drama of the dialogue indicates that such a model of speaking and loving is found in 

friendship, like the friendship of Socrates and Phaedrus.  Over the course of the dialogue 

Socrates shows an extraordinary degree of openness toward Phaedrus, and this in the 

same dialogue in which he tells us that he has no time for anything besides the pursuit of 

self-knowledge.  Socrates�’ quest for self-knowledge is consequently enacted through his 

unlikely friendship with Phaedrus.  Self-knowledge is best pursued by means of openness 

to the other.  The self�—which Socrates casts as essentially paradoxical and mysterious�—

is thus not taken as a simple �“one�” against which we can better define �“the other;�” it is 

rather presented as somehow at once intensely familiar and fundamentally mysterious.  

The structure of the self thus models the convergence of sameness and difference that 

characterizes both friendship and philosophy.   

In its suggestion of the philosophical importance of the other, and of friendship, 

Plato�’s depiction of Socrates also justifies limitations in a way that neither Derrida nor 

the Stranger is able to do.  The limitations made possible by Socrates�’ friendly approach 
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to philosophy are not arbitrary limitations imposed from an exogenous�—or irrational and 

unjustified�—source, but the limits imposed by a genuinely philanthropic concern for the 

other as other and as the locus of philosophy�’s inmost attempt to know itself.  In the 

Phaedrus Socrates�’ words and deeds thus combine a more thorough understanding of the 

self with the kind of concern for and openness to the other that is characteristic of 

Derrida�’s thought.  These elements of Plato�’s thought are woven together through the 

connection the dialogue makes between friendship and self-knowledge.   

Whereas Derrida emphasizes the deeply cynical elitism evident in Plato�’s 

apparent suppression of writing and the pharmakon in the Phaedrus, this chapter draws 

attention to the peculiar openness of Socrates towards the dialogue�’s eponymous 

character.  Derrida�’s Plato cannot abide the existence of difference, or of phenomena and 

ideas that stand outside of the rational ordering of the whole�—especially with respect to 

politics.  My reading of the Phaedrus, on the contrary, shows the extent to which the 

various topics explored in the dialogue emerge precisely insofar as Socrates is open and 

attentive to Phaedrus�’ interests, inclinations, and character.  Care for such �“irrational�” 

particularities as these would be unthinkable for Plato as Derrida presents him.  Plato�’s 

Socrates not only evades Derrida�’s critiques, but explains the relationship between the 

self and the other in a way that better accounts for human particularity than Derrida.  

Plato�’s Socrates, furthermore, avoids the problematic abstraction from the human and 

thus political context of philosophy that characterizes both the Stranger and Derrida.  The 

Phaedrus, in the last analysis, presents an account of the self and the other in speech and 

deed that respects the integrity of the other while at the same time providing a discernible 

basis for political limitations.   
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 In its conclusion this chapter also addresses writing, arguing that far from being 

�“unable to come to terms with his own writing,�” the Phaedrus appears to offer a defense 

of writing precisely insofar as it is capable of providing us with access to particular types 

of souls, and thus to the human context in which thought occurs.  The issue of the 

Phaedrus as a piece of dramatic poetry; however, presents itself to us long before the end 

of the dialogue, so we begin with some comments on Phaedrus as a work of writing. 

  
An Impossible Dialogue? 

 Since Socrates�’ interest in and solicitude toward the particular characteristics of 

the title character is a major theme of my reading of the Phaedrus, it will be useful to 

survey Plato�’s characterization of him in dialogues set before the probable dramatic date 

of the Phaedrus.  Phaedrus of Myrrhinus, son of Pythocles, appears in the dramatis 

personae of three Platonic dialogues: Protagoras, Symposium, and, of course, Phaedrus.2 

The historical Phaedrus was born in 444 BCE, making him a young adolescent between 

435 and 431BCE, the generally accepted dramatic date of the Protagoras, and into 

adulthood during the events of the Symposium and the Phaedrus.3 Within the dramatic 

chronology of the Platonic dialogues, Phaedrus is first depicted as one of the young men 

gathered at the home of Callicles to listen to the teachings of the titular sophist in 

Protagoras (Protagoras, 315C), though he plays a larger and more interesting role in the 

                                                 
2 See Protagoras 315C; Symposium 176C; 178A-180B; 194D; 199C, and 

Phaedrus, passim. 
 

3 Deborah Nails, The People of Plato: A Prosopography of Plato and Other 
Socratics (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 2002): 232-234; 359-369.  See 
also Catherine Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009): 8-9; Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, Revised Edition, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001: 211-213; and, Mary Nichols, Socrates on Friendship 
and Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009): 96.   
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Symposium.  In that dialogue Phaedrus�’ complaint to his lover, the doctor Erixymachus, 

that Er s lacks sufficient hymns of praise, inspires the night�’s famous sequence of 

speeches on love.  He is thus the �“father�” of the logoi in praise of Love in the Symposium 

(Symposium, 177D), delivering the first of that evening�’s speeches as well.4  

Phaedrus�’ appearance in the Protagoras indicates that from a young age he has 

been exposed to the teachings of sophists like Protagoras, and their influence is evident in 

the Phaedrus when he expresses skepticism about the Greek religion in a way Socrates 

identifies as sophistic (Phaedrus, 229C).  Phaedrus�’ speech in the Symposium 

furthermore shows that he holds a contradictory attraction to noble self-sufficiency on the 

one hand, and utility on the other�—a set of contradictory tastes which play a role in his 

attraction to Lysias�’ nonlover speech in the Phaedrus.  Plato�’s portraits of the young 

Phaedrus in other dialogues illustrate the effects of sophistic corruption through his self-

interested concern for utility, a trait vividly depicted in the dialogue bearing his name. 

In the Phaedrus Plato�’s dramatic history intersects provocatively with empirical 

history.  Attempts to conclusively establish the dramatic date of the Phaedrus are 

complicated by several conflicting empirical facts.  Documents recovered in the last 

century revealed that Phaedrus was charged with impiety and exiled from Athens 

                                                 
4 Derrida makes much of the locution �“father of the logos�” in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy.�”   

Derrida refers to the way in which the speaker of an utterance is its father in the sense of 
serving as its cause.  Yet the notion of a �“father�” is evidently a linguistic concept, so we 
must use �“logos�” or �“speech�” in order to determine the source of the logos.  Speech 
would then be in a sense its own father.  This might hit on a snag in the cogency of the 
metaphor for comparing speech to writing, yet when the term is used to describe 
Phaedrus in the Symposium it refers to his role as the source of inspiration for the 
evening�’s speeches.  Phaedrus�’ role as �“father of the logos�” has much to do with his 
particularity: he is deeply concerned both with the status of speeches and with love.  It is 
typical of Derrida�’s abstract approach to focus on abstract semantics rather than on 
human desire. 
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between 415 and 404 BCE.5 The Phaedrus indicates that Lysias, who was in Thurii, Italy 

until 412 or 411, was present in Athens at the time, and that his brother, Polemarchus, 

who was executed by the Thirty Tyrants in 404, was still alive (Phaedrus, 257B).  On the 

one hand, insofar as Polemarchus is still alive, the dialogue seems able to occur no later 

than 404; on the other hand, because Lysias is evidently no longer in Italy, it could occur 

no earlier than 411 or 412.6 This means that the Phaedrus could not have occurred at the 

time ostensibly signaled in the dialogue itself.7 The setting of the Phaedrus is thus, from 

a certain standpoint, impossible.8  The apparent �“impossibility�” of the Phaedrus calls 

attention to its �“writtenness;�” the same dialogue that questions writing in speech thus 

implicitly draws attention to one of writing�’s significant benefits in deed: writing makes 

possible what might otherwise be impossible.9  

                                                 
5 It is questionable whether Phaedrus�’ impiety was related to the profanation of  

the Herms for which Alcibiades and other Athenian youths were also exiled (Thucydides, 
The Peloponnesian War, 6.27ff).  Nails doubts Phaedrus�’ actual involvement in the 
desecration of the Herms, citing errors by previous scholars.  She does not, however, 
doubt that impiety is the reason for Phaedrus�’ exile (Nails, The People of Plato, 233).  
For alternate views see Nussbaum, Fragility, 212 and Nichols, Friendship and 
Community, 96.   
 

6 See Kenneth Dover, Lysias and the Corpus Lysiacum (Berkley: University of  
California Press, 1968): 32ff, and Harvey Yunis, �“Introduction,�” in Plato, Phaedrus 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Greek and Latin Classics, 2011): 8-12. 
 

7 Zuckert observes that this also points to the facts that Plato�’s dialogues are  
dramatic fictions, and therefore not meant to be a precise transcription of historical events 
(Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 9). 
 

8 Dover, Lysias and the Corpus Lysiacum, 32-3; Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 9 
10. 
 

9 Ronna Burger addresses this theme in detail in her analysis of what she calls 
�“Plato�’s philosophical art of writing�” as practiced and defended in the Phaedrus.  Burger 
shows that Plato uses his distinctive art of writing to investigate the conjunction of 
seemingly incommensurable ideas like motion and rest.  See Burger, Philosophic Art of 
Writing, 107-109. 
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Mary Nichols observes that in staging the conversation between Phaedrus and 

Socrates in this way Plato �“replaces the actual history of Phaedrus�’ impious deeds and 

their consequences,�” in effect rewriting history to show Socrates�’ �“attempt to stem 

corruption and impiety.�”10 Given the discrepancy between Phaedrus�’ actual life and the 

corrections facilitated by Plato�’s writing, we might be tempted to conclude that the kind 

of transformation or correction may be similarly impossible or idealized.  Like writing 

itself, however, the Phaedrus navigates the space between possibility and impossibility: 

Socrates cannot decide if he is monstrous or divine, suggesting the impossibility of the 

human; the nonlover in the Lysian speech attempts to assert his self-sufficiency while 

revealing his desire for sexual gratification; the palinode similarly has an account of the 

soul that combines self-motion�—and thus self-sufficiency�—with er s and thus 

incompleteness; and, finally, Socrates issues a seemingly impossible challenge to �“dead�” 

writing, asking it to come alive in the manner of speech.  The counterfactual character of 

the Phaedrus need not serve to underscore its impossibility, but could instead suggest that 

writing�’s ability to present impossibilities as possibilities is not only notable because of 

its capacity to deceive, but underscores its status as a potential adjunct to philosophy, 

which is also concerned with navigating the space between impossibility and possibility.  

The willingness of philosophy�—especially Socratic philosophy�—to question even 

apparent impossibilities signals its potential to oppose the defeatism or despair that might 

otherwise become endemic to philosophical interventions in political life�—the kind of 

defeatism which might cause us to jettison attempts to reform corrupt youth like 

Phaedrus.  In attempting to identify what is actually possible or impossible rather than 

                                                 
10 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 96. 
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merely settling for the prima facie appearance of possibility or impossibility, Plato�’s 

strategic use of writing discloses an openness to the unexpected, and thus to alterity.  Put 

otherwise, as Derrida himself observes, any �“possibility�” that excludes impossibility is a 

�“poor�” possible, since it seems to expect an event�’s occurrence rather than its non-

occurrence.  In writing through the lens of possibility and impossibility, Plato does a kind 

of justice to the �“perhaps�” which signals his awareness of the radical uncertainty 

associated with the future.  While in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” Derrida suggests that Plato 

never comes fully to terms with the implications of his own writing, it rather seems that 

Plato is well aware of the horizons made possible by writing, and shows a basic openness 

to allowing these possibilities to come to be in the world of his dialogues.  Plato use of 

writing to question apparent impossibilities suggests that he agrees with Derrida with 

respect to the necessity of questioning apparent limitations, and the importance of an 

ethic of openness.  Such an ethic of openness is not only in evidence through Plato�’s use 

of philosophical writing, but is also in evidence in the posture of Socrates toward his 

interlocutor in the first scenes of the Phaedrus. 

  
Whither and Whence? 

The first words of the Phaedrus in Greek are: �“  phile Phaidre�” a vocative phrase 

which translates �“Friend Phaedrus!�” or less literally: �“Phaedrus, my dear!�” Phaedrus�’ 

final words of the dialogue consist in the proposition, �“Friends share things in common.�”  

Plato thus bookends Phaedrus with friendship, a topic which, in a dialogue brimming 

with subjects as diverse as love, rhetoric, writing, self-knowledge, death, beauty, and 

madness, is explored primarily through the dramatic deeds of the dialogue, through the 
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relationship between Socrates and Phaedrus, rather than in its words.11 Commentators 

have justly wondered about the relationship between Socrates and Phaedrus as depicted 

in this dialogue.  Charles Griswold Jr., for instance, observes that Socrates and Phaedrus 

form a strange pair: �“Socrates�’ choice of interlocutor here is very odd.  Why does 

Socrates talk to Phaedrus, and at such length? It is not clear how the discussion with such 

a person could possibly help Socrates to know himself.  Since Socrates is by far 

Phaedrus�’ superior, their �“friendship�” is very poorly balanced.�”12 And if we consider that 

Phaedrus is not merely Socrates�’ intellectual unequal, but also a morally ambiguous 

individual, their friendship looks stranger still.  Their association would not be vexing if 

Socrates, like the Eleatic Stranger in the Sophist, were indifferent to the identities of his 

interlocutors; Socrates, however, shows considerable insight into Phaedrus�’ character and 

interests in the dialogue, and goes so far as to break his regular habit of remaining within 

the walls of Athens in order to speak with him.  Socrates thus seems motivated by an 

                                                 
11 Derrida�’s �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” is indeed among the first in a series of  

contemporary commentaries on the Phaedrus to question the long-time interpretive 
orthodoxy that, on account of the wide variety of topics it presents and its seemingly 
disjointed structure, the Phaedrus is poorly composed, an example of Platonic juvenilia 
or decline (Derrida, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy, 66-75).  Derrida, of course, views writing to be 
the theme which provides unity to the seemingly fragmented whole of the Phaedrus 
(Derrida, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 67, 85, passim), a view he shares with Ronna Burger�’s 
1980 monograph Plato�’s Phaedrus: A Defense of a Philosophical Art of Writing.  Burger 
shares many of Derrida�’s observations with respect to the subversive and metaphysically 
problematic character of writing; the main difference is that Burger argues that Plato 
unequivocally controls these ambiguities, while Derrida argues that although Plato 
attempts to control them, they invariably slip through his grasp (Burger, Philosophical 
Art of Writing, 6).  For an interpretation centering on the self-knowledge theme see 
Charles Griswold Jr., Self-Knowledge in Plato�’s Phaedrus (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1986); for friendship see Mary P.  Nichols, Socrates on Friendship and Community 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009): 90-151; for rhetoric see Martina McCoy, 
Plato on the Rhetoric of Philosophers and Sophists (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008): 167-196; for death Catherine Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 300-332. 
 

12 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 8. 
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ethic of openness to other people�—even ambiguous or troubled people like Phaedrus.  

Indeed, it makes one wonder whether Socrates�’ reputation for �“corrupting the youth�” 

issues primarily from mistaking interest in and care for youths who have already been the 

subjects of sophistic corruption with the act of facilitating it.13 

 Socrates�’ posture of openness toward Phaedrus is also indicated by the extent to 

which Phaedrus�’ interests and questions steer the direction of their conversation.  Unlike 

the Sophist, in which Socrates is careful to establish the matters to be investigated by 

Theaetetus and the Stranger, the wide variety of topics covered in the Phaedrus emanate 

from its title character�’s particular interests and concerns.  Upon greeting his �“friend�” 

Phaedrus, Socrates asks him what appears to be a simple question: �“Whither and, indeed, 

whence?�” (poi d  kai pothen) (227A).  Although Socrates may simply be interested in 

Phaedrus�’ recent comings and goings, his question can be taken in an existential sense as 

well: Where has Phaedrus metaphorically �“been,�” and where is he figuratively �“going?�” 

14 What lies in Phaedrus�’ past, and what is his future? Plato, the author of the dialogue, 

knows the answer better than Socrates does, but the dialogue exists to show us that at its 

peculiar moment, Phaedrus�’ future is undetermined.  In the dramatic world of the 

dialogues, however, Socrates�’ question is still somewhat peculiar, as Socrates already 

knows where Phaedrus has been.  As noted above, Phaedrus has been a follower of the 

sophists; he has been the beloved of the doctor Erixymachus for considerable amount of 

time; he loves speeches; and he has a paradoxical attachment to both self-sufficiency and 

the useful.  He is also�—by any reasonable estimate of the Phaedrus�’ dramatic date�—no 

longer a very young man: like many of Socrates�’ interlocutors he is on the threshold of 
                                                 

13 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 96. 
 
14 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 33. 
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adulthood and full participation in the life of the city.15 Socrates�’ question therefore 

indicates more of an interest in where Phaedrus is going and would again open the 

possibility that the dialogue represents an attempt to �“save�” Phaedrus from exile on 

account of impiety, since, as Derrida shows us, it is the nature of the future itself that is 

always radically open to new possibilities.  Socrates, for his part, may be interested in 

helping to open a future for Phaedrus that does not entail the young man�’s destruction. 

Phaedrus (reasonably) responds to the literal sense of Socrates�’ query, recounting 

an indolent morning spent with the speechwriter Lysias at the luxurious home of 

Morychus.  He says that he is now following the advice of the doctor Acumenus, 

Erixymachus�’ father, and getting some exercise by walking along the roads outside of the 

city walls.  Phaedrus ostensibly indicates some concern for his health, as well as his trust 

in the advice of doctors.  We are left to wonder whether one of the attractive features of 

his lover Erixymachus is the latter�’s usefulness to Phaedrus through his medical art.  It 

eventually comes to light that he has been �“feasting�” upon speeches with Lysias.  

Phaedrus is particularly interested to discuss a speech that he describes as �“erotic,�” but 

erotic in an uncertain way (227C).  Such a speech would be of considerable interest to 

Socrates, Phaedrus surmises, since Socrates is evidently a connoisseur of speeches, and, 

as was made clear during the events of the Symposium, of the erotic things as well.  

Phaedrus describes Lysias�’ speech as �“an attempt being made on one of the beautiful 

ones (t n kal n),�” but the petitioner is not a lover.  Rather, Lysias, writing with �“subtle 

refinement,�” advances the innovative thesis that one must (sexually) gratify the 

                                                 
15 Jacob Howland�’s reading of the Theaetetus describes Socrates in just this way,  

as in a sense akin to the Greek goddess Artemis, who was said to help maidens ease the 
transition to maturity.  See Howland, The Paradox of Political Philosophy, 85-86.   
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�“nonlover�” (m  erastos).  Phaedrus has clearly calculated his remarks to appeal to 

Socrates, leveraging his own knowledge of Socrates�’ interests and his presumed desires: 

love and speech accompany each other wherever they go.  Despite the fact that he will 

soon claim to lack rhetorical skill, Phaedrus here shows that he is not completely unaware 

of the art of rhetoric.16 

Socrates thus asks to hear the speech.  Phaedrus initially demurs, citing his own 

status an amateur rhetorician and his desire to do justice to Lysias�’ excellent creation 

(228A).17 Socrates�’ reply significantly links his knowledge of his interlocutor with self-

knowledge: �“Phaedrus, if I fail to know my Phaedrus, I shall forget even myself.  But 

neither of these is the case�” (228A).  Socrates, proving the model for Sherlock Holmes or 

television�’s Dr. Gregory House, then provides an insightful reconstruction of what he 

believes Phaedrus to be up to with this Lysian speech.  Phaedrus, we learn, did not 

merely hear Lysias�’ speech one time, as the younger man implied, �“but often,�” going so 

far as to finagle a written scroll from the speechwriter so as to learn the speech by heart 

(228B).  Socrates also reveals that Phaedrus has not traveled outside of the city walls for 

the good of his health, as he had initially claimed, but in order to practice the speech.  

Socrates then says that Phaedrus, believing to have spotted Socrates before Socrates saw 

him, �“was pleased that he should have a fellow Corybantic reveler,�” and now merely 

                                                 
16 Ferrari also makes this observation, although he accredits Phaedrus with  

considerably more rhetorical acumen than I do here.  G.R.F.  Ferrari, Listening to the 
Cicadas: A Study of Plato�’s Phaedrus (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987): 4-6 
 

17 Griswold notes the complex play on the identity of lover and beloved that is  
enacted by Phaedrus and Socrates in the opening section of the Phaedrus; play 
demonstrates �“identity�” as both a help and hindrance to the process of self-knowledge 
(Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 29-30).  See also Zina Giannopoulou, �“Enacting the Other: 
Being Oneself: The Drama of Rhetoric and Philosophy in Plato�’s Phaedrus,�” in Classical 
Philology 105, no.  2., (April 2010): 146-161.   



 241

�“plays hard to get,�” as if not desiring to share a speech he in fact desperately wants to 

share (228C).  Phaedrus does not deny or attempt to correct Socrates�’ version of events. 

Socrates�’ perceptive description of Phaedrus�’ deeds and motivations is 

provocative.  In the first place, Socrates reveals that Phaedrus�’ version of his recent 

comings and goings is a fabrication, confirming the notion that Phaedrus is an unsavory 

character, unashamed to bend the truth to make himself look better in the eyes of others.  

It also shows a negative example of the art of rhetoric: Phaedrus knows that Socrates 

knows about Phaedrus�’ concern for his health and his relationship with Erixymachus, and 

so concocts a story on the basis of this knowledge, apparently assuming that there is 

enough circumstantial evidence to make the tale persuasive.  Interestingly, Socrates 

shows that Phaedrus�’ attempts at rhetoric fail precisely because Socrates actually knows 

him.  Their relationship thus bears on the persuasiveness of the speeches they share.  

Phaedrus should have attempted persuasion on the basis of Socrates�’ character rather than 

on what he thought to be Socrates�’ perception of him, as he does with his successful 

attempt to capture Socrates�’ interest in the speech.  This points to not an insignificant 

amount of self-absorption on Phaedrus�’ part, and that the art of rhetoric requires a 

genuine encounter with the particularities of the other, and thus presupposes openness to 

the other as other.  Finally, and perhaps most significantly, Socrates�’ version of Phaedrus�’ 

deeds indicates that what we will soon identify as the logic of the nonlover speech is 

already operative: Phaedrus actually desires to give his speech despite his public front of 

cool indifference.  He desires to be desired, although he wishes to appear uninterested in 
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so doing.  So even before the nonlover thesis enters into the dialogue by way of Lysias�’ 

speech, Phaedrus enacts the questionable posture in deed.18 

Even with his attempts at deception exposed, Phaedrus continues to dissemble, 

pretending that he does not want to speak, and agreeing to share the speech only after 

Socrates expresses a desire to hear it.  He also conceals the fact that he has the text of 

Lysias�’ speech hidden beneath his cloak (228C-E), desiring to practice delivering it on 

his own in front of Socrates.  The perceptive Socrates, however, notices that �“Lysias�” is 

indeed present in written form, and persuades Phaedrus to read the original to him.  

Phaedrus and Socrates thus continue along the river Ilissus, outside of the city walls, to 

recline beneath a plane tree (platanos) and to share in Lysias�’ speech (229A). 

  
Gods and Monsters 

 As Socrates and Phaedrus recline under the plane tree, Phaedrus wonders whether 

their current location is where Boreas was said to have �“snatched away�” Oreithyia 

(229B).  Socrates replies that Phaedrus is mistaken, and the actual site is further down the 

river, where there is a shrine to Boreas.  Phaedrus injects some casual impiety into their 

discussion, asking Socrates whether he is �“persuaded�” that �“this mythical speech 

[mytholog ma] is true�” (229C).  Socrates�’ response to this question is singular.  If he 

were one of the �“wise�…playing the sophist,�” he would assert that �“Boreas�’ wind hurled 

her down from the nearby rocks where she was playing with Pharmaceia�” (229C-D).  The 

�“wise�” are therefore characterized not by their superior analytical abilities, but their 

�“distrust�” in mythical speeches.  While Socrates demonstrates his familiarity with the 

                                                 
18 For a more detailed interpretation of the way in which the dialogue�’s opening  

scene foreshadows some of the important arguments of the Phaedrus, see Ferrari, 
Listening, 1-27. 
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sophistic reduction of Greek myth and religion, he interestingly notes that such a 

reduction does not simplify matters, but throws the entire superstructure of the 

mythopoetic world into disarray: once one begins investigating what each of the myths 

represents, one burdens oneself with explaining away Hippocentaurs, Chimeras, 

Gorgons, and the Pegasus.  Socrates names only mythological beasts, refraining from 

commenting on the gods.  Perhaps the question of the existence of the gods is of a 

different order from Phaedrus�’ amateur sophistry.  The reduction of the myths, moreover, 

is itself a somewhat dubious enterprise, replacing what is taken to be an image with 

�“what is likely�” (to eikos), and obtaining only the most �“rustic wisdom�” (agroik  tini 

sophia) (229C).  The impiety of the sophists counters simplistic belief with simplistic 

disbelief: shallow atheism is no more philosophical than unquestioning faith.19  

Socrates however claims that he lacks the leisure to undertake such an 

investigation anyway, because �“[he] is not yet able, according to the Delphic inscription, 

to know [himself]�” (229E).  Socrates opposes Phaedrus�’ flippant impiety with a 

mystery�—a mystery with religious roots in the Delphic inscription, noting �“it appears to 

me laughable indeed for one who is still ignorant of this to examine alien things�” (230A).  

He then �“bids farewell�” (chairein) to the conventional opinions about myth while he does 

not yet know himself (230A).20 To presume to debunk myths by reducing them to what 

                                                 
19 Derrida makes much of this scene, noting that it is the pharmakon of Lysias�’  

writing that that is able to lure Socrates outside of the walls of Athens, and that in the 
story of Oritheiya and Pharmaceia, it is again a �“pharmaceutical�” maiden who is 
associated with nefariousness and death (Derrida, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 69-73).  From 
Derrida�’s perspective, just as philosophy relies on the pharmakon as a kind of non-
foundation, so does this dialogue rely on the pharmakon of Lysias�’ speech to facilitate 
dramatic action. 
 

20 Derrida argues that despite his claim to have bid �“farewell�” to myths, the  
presence of the palinode, the myth of the cicadas, and the Egyptian tale suggests that 
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they signify in the �“real world�” presupposes that the world they attempt to portray has 

been understood.  In terms of order of magnitude, the suggestion seems to be, it is more 

pressing to understand oneself as potential knower than to delve into the mysteries of 

those things which would be the objects of knowledge.  Unlike the Stranger who attempts 

to gain knowledge of being only to be unable to explain his own deeds, Socrates 

recognizes the ultimately dissatisfying character of an attempt to know being without first 

knowing himself as knower.21 Socrates in this way chastises the primitive sophistic 

critique of myth, suggesting instead the priority the quest for self knowledge: �“I examine 

not [the alien things] but myself, whether I happen to be some wild animal more multiply 

twisted and filled with desire like Typhon, or a gentler and simpler animal, having by 

nature a share in a certain lot that is divine and without arrogance [atuphon]�” (230A).22 

Socrates claims considerable perplexity in the face of the question of himself, for he does 

not know whether he himself is complex or simple, monstrous or divine.  Far from 

Derrida�’s notion that the history of Western philosophy assumes the self as a kind of self-

authorizing ipseity, Socrates is radically uncertain about the nature of the self, and at the 

same time radically open to discovering what it is.  Since Socrates thereby characterizes 

                                                                                                                                                 
Socrates has done nothing of the kind (Derrida, �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” 69).  Consistent with 
his uncertainty about the nature of the self, Socrates is careful to attribute the various 
speeches he gives in the Phaedrus to others.   
 

21 Catherine Zuckert argues that this concern is pivotal to Socrates�’ �“second  
sailing,�” or his concern for the human things and thus the good: �“To find out what is good 
for us, we must first learn about our own souls by looking at their reflection in the souls 
of others, and then investigate the nature of the combination of soul with body in a self�” 
(Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 306). 
 

22 Griswold provides a thorough and useful description of the significance of the  
image of �“Typhon.�”  He argues that it points to the issue of the complexity of the different 
parts of the soul and links Typhon�’s monstrosity to the �“monstrously�” disjointed character 
of the Phaedrus as a whole.  Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 39-42. 
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his activity in the Phaedrus�—if not his philosophical activity in general�—as an attempt to 

gain self-knowledge, Plato raises the question of how Socrates�’ deeds in the present 

dialogue might provide insight into this search.  That the Phaedrus in particular is the 

�“self-knowledge�” dialogue is particularly striking because it is a dialogue that appears to 

revolve around its title character.  On its face, the differences between the two 

interlocutors points toward the significance of encountering the other as difference to 

Socrates�’ quest for self-knowledge.  This obviously includes a kind of openness even to 

an individual like Phaedrus who seems particularly lacking in self-knowledge.23 

Socrates�’ solicitude to Phaedrus even leads him to break his own custom and to 

depart from the walls of Athens.  Indeed, the Phaedrus alone among the Socratic 

dialogues features movement beyond the walls of the city itself; a type of motion that in 

some sense foreshadows the journey of the souls in the palinode above the rim of the 

cosmos to catch a glimpse of the hyperuranian beings.  Instead of being led by Zeus, 

however, Socrates is led to the beautiful situation by Phaedrus.  Whereas the god we 

follow in the preexistence of the soul does much to determine the nature of our character 

on earth, it seems that Socrates is willing to follow Phaedrus not to form the nature of his 

self, but to discover it.  Insofar as the issue of self-knowledge seems to require the other 

in various ways, Derrida might counter that it involves precisely an account of the self as 

�“ipseity.�”  Socrates is a �“one�” against which all else is measured; worse, the alterity of the 

other is not appreciated in its own terms or for its own sake, but used instrumentally in 

the quest for self-knowledge.24 As we shall see in what follows, however, the dialogue 

                                                 
23 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 24. 
 
24 Cf., Derrida, Politics of Friendship, vii-x. 
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will eventually suggest that it is only through the quest for self-knowledge that the kinds 

of impositions on the other described by Derrida can be avoided. 

Upon reaching their destination underneath the plane tree, Socrates provides an 

unusually descriptive account of their surroundings, evoking four of the five senses 

(230B-230C).25 The beauty of the place stands in significant juxtaposition with the 

ugliness of Lysias�’ nonlover speech, which Phaedrus unleashes presently.  Phaedrus, 

however, comments on another juxtaposition: the juxtaposition between the famously 

ugly Socrates and the beautiful natural surroundings: �“But you, you amazing man, appear 

to be someone very much out of place (atopos).  For, as you say, you absolutely seem 

like some stranger on a guided tour and not one of the country.  To such an extent do you 

not go away from home, neither out of the town nor beyond the boundaries, and it seems 

you don�’t go outside the wall at all�” (230C-D).  If in the Sophist the strangest thing about 

the Eleatic Stranger is his startling lack of strangeness, then one of the strangest things 

about Socrates seems to be the extent to which his peculiarities are known both to Plato�’s 

readers and to the individuals that populate the Socratic circle.  Socrates�’ reply is that, 

pace Thoreau, his love of learning makes him favor the city because while �“country 

places and trees�” are not willing to teach him anything, the �“human beings in town are�” 

(230D).  Unlike the Stranger�’s generalized interest in being, Socrates�’ philosophical 

concerns are humanistic in character.  Socrates�’ attempt to know himself requires 

frequent interaction with others.  Given Socrates�’ preference for the city, it is all the more 

striking that he is willing to follow Phaedrus outside of the city walls.  This suggests that 

                                                 
25 Ferrari duly observes that the type of description Socrates offers recalls  

Hippocrates�’ Airs, Waters, Places (Ferrari, Listening, 16).  Socrates thus once again links 
his comments to Phaedrus�’ interest in medicine and health. 
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in order to know himself Socrates needs to, in a sense, not become overly attached to 

being Socrates.  The Socratic quest for self-knowledge thus involves considerable 

openness to Phaedrus when it means a significant break with Socrates�’ usual way of 

doing things.  As we shall see, both the lover and the nonlover share a desire for sex or 

beautiful bodies that would explain this kind of uncharacteristic behavior; however, there 

is no indication that Socrates�’ interest in Phaedrus is sexual.  Why this is the case remains 

unclear, and the strangeness of his friendship with Phaedrus is only amplified by the 

distasteful character of the nonlover speech.   

  
Nonlovers 

 Lysias�’ nonlover speech presents the exploitive potential of love.  The nonlover 

attempts to convince a potential beloved to gratify him sexually without the trappings of 

the traditional lover-beloved relationship.  The nonlover presents himself in a 

contradictory way: on the one hand the purpose of his unconventional seduction is to 

receive sexual pleasure, the desire for which signals incompleteness; yet, on the other 

hand, the nonlover�’s very appeal revolves around his vaunted self-sufficiency.  The 

contradictory character of the nonlover�’s position is lost on Phaedrus, for whom the 

speech holds peculiar interest not only because he is impressed by its arguments, but also 

because the speech would clearly be useful for him.  Phaedrus�’ utilitarianism works 

against his own interest.26 

                                                 
26 By emphasizing Phaedrus�’ utilitarianism, I follow Nichols, and depart from  

Griswold, who rather emphasizes Phaedrus�’ status as a lover of the rhetorical form or 
beauty of speeches rather than their usefulness.  Cf., Nichols, Friendship and Community, 
98ff; Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 21-22. 
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In an opening that would be very appealing to Phaedrus indeed, the speech begins 

with an appeal to self-interest, or what is �“advantageous [sumpherein] for us�” (230E).  

The speaker continues: �“I deem it fitting to be spared the misfortune of not getting what I 

ask for on account that I do not happen to be your lover [erast s]�” (231E).  Lovers are 

fickle and unsteady, the nonlover argues, because �“when they have ceased from desire�” 

they rescind the benefits they have conferred upon the beloved; nonlovers, conversely, 

are reliable and predictable (231A).  The deeds of the nonlover spring forth �“not from 

necessity�” but as the freely chosen acts that have been undertaken only with a view 

toward rational self-interest.  The nonlover consequently first appears to have something 

in common with the philosophical soul of the Republic, which is ruled by reason; indeed 

the exaggerated freedom of the nonlover appears to strike a decided counterpoint to the 

erotic slavery of the tyrannical soul described by Socrates in the Republic.27 The 

nonlover, however, inadvertently reveals a significant gap between the image of psychic 

balance described there and his own self-interested calculation as his argument develops. 

 Insofar as lovers allow themselves to neglect their own self-interest, the nonlover 

argues, they are likely to fall victim to irrationality and pettiness.  They often reflect on 

their deeds after the fact with regret, assuming that they �“have long ago paid back the 

beloveds the favor in its worth�” (231A-B).  Nonlovers, by contrast, acting only in the 

cold light of self-interested calculation, have �“such great evils stripped away�” and only do 

things that will �“provide gratification�” (231B).  The nonlover furthermore warns that 

while lovers claim to be friendly and loyal, they are actually capricious, treating a newer 

beloved better than an older one (231C).  Whereas the lover literally cannot control 

                                                 
27 Republic 526C-580E. 



 249

himself, moreover, the nonlover is a study in self-mastery (232A).  Their lack of self-

mastery means lovers are honor-lovers (philotimoumenous) and thus beholden to 

convention; the self-mastery of the nonlover by contrast allows him to be freed from the 

opinions of others and thus to �“choose what is best instead of reputation among human 

beings�” (232A).  Since all of their deeds are freely chosen, nonlovers are not jealous and 

possessive as lovers are, �“[s]o that there is much greater hope that friendship rather than 

enmity will come to pass for them from the affair�” (232D-E).  The friendship of a lover 

can be fleeting because insofar as �“many of the lovers desire the body before they come 

to know the character and gain experience of other personal traits�” once the initial 

attraction fades, so does the friendship (232E-233A).  Nonlovers, to the contrary, are so 

self-contained that take little notice of external things, and, like Aristotle�’s 

megalopsuchos, are consequently slow to anger (233C).28 For all of these reasons, the 

friendship of a nonlover is abiding (233C).  As evidence of his overall thesis, the 

nonlover dubiously cites the love of families, which is unwavering without being 

romantic (233D).  The example of the family is, however, startlingly inapt.  Whereas the 

nonlover presents himself as unchanging and self-sufficient, our natural origins in the 

family remind us of our own status as limited, generated beings.  The example of 

friendship in the family, while indeed steadfast in the way the nonlover suggests, works 

against the purpose of his speech by underscoring the extent to which we are not as self-

sufficient as the nonlover presents himself to be.29  

                                                 
28 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1124B.  For a provocative comparison of the  

movement of the Phaedrus with the movement of Aristotle�’s Ethics, see Ronna Burger  
�“Hunting Together and Philosophizing Together�” in Love and Friendship. 
 

29 Cf.  Aristotle, Nicmachean Ethics, 1162A-B. 
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 The nonlover ends his speech with an impassioned defense of his own lukewarm 

posture.  He notes that the young should not gratify a lover just because he seems to need 

or want such gratification, since it �“would be fitting in other respects too to confer 

benefits not on the best but on those most lacking resources�” (233D).  This brings to the 

fore a question that the audience of the speech might want to ask: Why should the 

beautiful ones gratify a nonlover who evidently has no interest in being gratified? The 

nonlover does not acknowledge the pertinence of such a question, and continues his 

sprint to the finish of his speech, noting�—in a move that is of particular interest to 

Phaedrus�—that his apparent freedom from sexual desire means that a nonlover will 

continue to be interested �“when the bloom of youth is passed�” (234B).  The nonlover 

furthermore argues that while some families warn against the practice of taking a lover, 

�“no one of their kin has ever yet blamed nonlovers on this account for deliberating badly 

concerning themselves�” (234B).  The nonlover neglects to mention that this is the case 

because the concept of the nonlover is so absurd that no one has pretended to be one prior 

to this very speech.  The nonlover also attaches a kind of postscript to his appeal in which 

he recognizes that his arguments make the case for nonlovers in general and not for him 

specifically.  In order to circumvent this complication the nonlover must stop just short of 

admitting his own desire, noting he, at least, shares the desire of exclusivity with the 

lover, but also appealing the incipient beloved�’s desire to remain discrete (234C).   

 Lysias�’ nonlover speech in this way articulates the improbable case for the 

nonlover.  The nonlover attempts to persuade a potential beloved by means of his facility 

with self-interested calculation issuing from his dispassionate self-sufficiency.  Yet this 

posture of self-sufficiency belies the fact that this speech is, ultimately, a request for 



 251

sexual gratification, and thus an admission of the nonlover�’s incomplete self-sufficiency 

in this regard.  This set of conflicting propositions even threatens to compromise the 

coherence of the speech in its final moments as the nonlover must admit that although his 

appeal is based on the presumption of his superior self-sufficiency and self-control, he 

nevertheless desires exclusivity.30  

The nonlover speech is at bottom an attempt to procure what we might call a 

�“hook up�” nowadays: the nonlover wants to be �“friends with benefits,�” receiving sexual 

pleasure without the dependence and the self-sacrifice often demanded by a romantic 

relationship.31 And Phaedrus is extremely impressed with this speech.  It is nevertheless 

unclear whether Lysias initially delivered this speech to Phaedrus with a view toward 

initiating this kind of relationship.  One �“advantage�” of the nonlover arrangement is that 

it can be initiated clandestinely, so Phaedrus would in that case be able to maintain his 

relationship with Erixymachus while also having Lysias as a �“nonlover.�”  Yet, Phaedrus, 

now in his late twenties, is of an age where it may no longer be considered appropriate 

for him to continue as a beloved.32 Phaedrus, whose Greek name �“Phaidros�” means 

�“brilliant�” or �“shining,�” may be starting to lose his gleam as he ages.33 The nonlover 

arrangement may be attractive to Phaedrus because he wishes to acquire a beloved 

without acknowledging the reality of the passage of time, and the changes required by 

adult life in a community: without, in other words, becoming a lover himself.   

                                                 
30 I consequently do not share Ferrari�’s evaluation of the Lysian nonlover speech  

as a great work of rhetorical subtlety.  Ferrari, Listening, 49-52. 
 

31 Cf., Tom Wolfe, Hooking Up (New York: Farrer, Straus, and Giroux, 2000). 
  
32 Dover, Greek Homosexuality, 89-90 
 
33 For a somewhat different interpretation of this fact, see Nussbaum, Fragility, 

211. 
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The nonlover thus presents himself as unchanging and untouched by contingency, 

he is, as one scholar suggests, a �“cool customer.�”34 If Phaedrus regrets the extent to which 

his youthful brilliance has faded, the image of a static and self-possessed individual like 

the nonlover would naturally appeal to him.  That the speech combines this position with 

a kind of utilitarianism and concern for self-interested calculation would make it, from 

Phaedrus�’ perspective, so much the better.  And indeed, Socrates observes that Phaedrus 

�“seemed�…to brighten under the influence of the speech�” (234D).  Although the nonlover 

prides himself on his self-mastery, Phaedrus shows himself to be lacking moderation, as 

Socrates claims that he joined Phaedrus in the �“Dionysiac revelry�” of the speech, 

implying wild abandon rather than self-control (234D).  Phaedrus is unknown to himself: 

he allows himself to lose control through his immoderate attraction to a speech praising 

self-sufficiency, moderation, and self-mastery.  Phaedrus, like the nonlover, lacks a basic 

understanding of his own desires, and the implications of those desires for his activity 

and his character. 

The nonlover is consequently serious business so far as Phaedrus is concerned, 

and he is greatly displeased by Socrates�’ ironic reaction to the speech (234D-E).  When 

Socrates admits that he knows of a superior nonlover speech�—tracing it to the wisdom of 

�“ancient men and women�”�—he invokes much ire from Phaedrus when he then refuses to 

share it, culminating in a threat of physical violence, lest Socrates deliver the superior 

nonlover speech (236D).35 Under the pall of Phaedrus�’ threatened coercion, Socrates 

agrees to deliver the speech, although he veils himself before doing so to avoid the shame 

                                                 
34 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 99 
 
35 Phaedrus�’ ill-tempered threat of physical violence against Socrates should  

confirm our earlier speculation that he is a somewhat dubious character. 
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of what he is about to say.  Socrates�’ improved version of the nonlover speech differs in 

several interesting ways from the Lysian speech.  Whereas Lysias�’ speech was a first-

person monologue that concealed the identity of the speaker, Socrates�’ nonlover speech 

has a narrative frame.  The narrative frame allows Socrates to reveal the central 

contradiction of Lysias�’ nonlover speech, that the speaker is actually a lover in disguise: 

�“Once upon a time there was a very beautiful boy, or rather youth, who had a great many 

lovers.  A certain one of them was wily and, while no less in love than anyone, had 

persuaded the boy that he did not love him�” (237B).  Whereas the Lysian speech censures 

the lover for his irrationality and his lack of self-control, in Socrates�’ nonlover speech, 

the speaker presents the lover as tyrannical.  Socrates�’ speech displays the actual effects 

of the nonlover on the beloved were they to be enacted in deed.  Lysias�’ nonlover 

believes in his own self-sufficiency to such an extent that he would produce the 

conditions for the dangers described as affiliated with the self-forgetting lover in 

Socrates�’ speech.   

Socrates�’ improved nonlover speech begins by attempting to distinguish the lover 

from the nonlover.  He argues that there are �“two ruling and leading ideas:�” the natural 

desire of pleasure and acquired opinion that aims at the best things (237D).  When 

opinion leads �“according to reason�” then its mastery over the soul is called �“moderation�” 

(sophr sun ); however, when �“desire without reason�” drags the soul toward pleasure it is 

called hubris (237E-238A).  When hubris is led toward the pleasure of the beauty of 

bodies, it is called love (er s).  Just when Socrates describes the soul as out of control 

and irrationally pulled toward pleasure, he steps back to reflect upon his activity, 

explaining that he has �“suffered some divine experience�” (238C).  In contrast to 
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Phaedrus, whose nonlover speech praises rational self-mastery, but who in speaking gets 

carried outside of himself in �“Corybantic revelry,�” Socrates remains self-reflective even 

as he claims to be carried away by the divine.   

Whereas in Lysias�’ nonlover speech the lover is a kind of slave to the beloved, in 

the second speech, the lover is a tyrant.  As mentioned above, although the speech 

purports to be describing a lover, it is in fact an honest repackaging of the nonlover of the 

Lysian speech.  Socrates takes the presumed self-sufficiency of the first nonlover and 

thinks through its actual effects on the beloved; Socrates makes explicit the tyrannical 

character of a lover who attempts to be a nonlover.  He thus details how the lover in fact 

does not care for the beloved�’s good, but only that he should become �“as pleasant as 

possible�” (238E-239A).  This lover thereby attempts to make a beloved �“weak,�” 

�“cowardly,�” and �“slow wit[ted]�” (239A).  The lover deprives the beloved of the most 

beneficial associations and activities�—especially �“divine philosophy�” (239B).  In short, 

the lover does everything to make the beloved �“most pleasant to him, but most harmful to 

himself�” (239B-C).  And where the soul goes, so too goes the body, as the lover attempts 

to make the beloved �“unmanly,�” beautiful, and useless: �“adorned with alien colors and 

ornaments for want of his own, practicing all the other things that follow along with 

these�” (239C-D).  The lover transforms the beloved�’s body which �“in war or in other 

times of need that are great, enemies take confidence and friends and indeed the lovers 

themselves feel fear�” (239D).  The lover, moreover, jealously restricts the beloved�’s 

freedom, keeping him from entering into maturity (240A), and controlling his movements 

and associations (240D-E).  The lover is inconstant, and once he comes to his senses he 

�“becomes other�” in a way that escapes the now-static beloved�’s notice (241A).  At the 
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end of the relationship, the lover will attempt to flee from his commitments, transforming 

the pursued beloved into a pursuer (241B-C).  Socrates then provides a summary of the 

argument: the lover is �“untrustworthy, disagreeable, jealous, unpleasant, and harmful as 

regards property, harmful as regards the body�’s condition, and by far the most harmful as 

regards the soul�’s education�” (241C).  He continues: �“know that the friendship of a lover 

does not come into being with goodwill, but in the manner of food, for the sake of 

repletion, as wolves cherish lambs, so do lovers love boys�” (241C-D).36 

Socrates demonstrates that the self-sufficiency thesis of the crafty nonlover is still 

operative in his account.  What this improved nonlover speech in fact does is attribute the 

likely effects of a relationship with a nonlover on a beloved to the effects of being in a 

relationship with a lover.  The lover in this speech attempts to abstract from the realities 

of human life, to transform the beloved into a beautiful and useless object who is 

slavishly dependent on the self-sufficient lover, as a human being to a god.  One of the 

distinctions between the speeches seems to be that whereas Lysias�’ speech depicts the 

lover as utterly irrational, this lover is consummately rational and calculating.  Socrates 

attempts to show that being subject to one�’s desires has a more or less self-reflective 

form.  Being ruled by desire can occur in one, like Lysias�’ nonlover, who appears urbane 

and clever.  The distinction Socrates wants us to see is a moral or political one.  Belief in 

one�’s own self-sufficiency could make one blind to the nature of one�’s own desires.  The 

person who truly suffers in such a situation is the beloved, whom the nonlover attempts to 

transform into one as abstracted from the human realities of dependence, limitations, and 

time, as he believes himself to be.  A human being who believes himself or herself to be 

                                                 
36 Cf., Plato, Republic, 566A; Sophist, 231A. 
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self-sufficient thus risks transforming his or her relationships into a type of domination.  

This self-centered and unreflective understanding of love thus opens itself to the 

correlative dangers of slavery and tyranny as Socrates�’ nonlover speech lays bear the 

tyrannical implications of Lysias�’ speech.  Its subtlety is, however, altogether lost on 

Phaedrus, who notices that the speech is incomplete, but wrongly understands Socrates to 

have neglected the nature of the nonlover rather than the lover. 

Socrates�’ nonlover speech enacts the abstraction from self present in the Lysian 

original: whereas in the first speech the speaker must appear to deny the very thing he 

wants, in this speech he puts his own threat in evidence as the threat of the alternative.  

The first speech unrealistically counts on the auditor to be unable to locate contradiction 

in someone else, whereas the latter dares the auditor to locate it somewhere much more 

elusive: in himself.  Socrates also goes out of the way to note�—on two occasions (238D; 

242B)�—that the speeches came to be because of Phaedrus.  Socrates is holding a mirror 

up to Phaedrus, attempting to spur him to critically examine his situation and his soul.  

Socrates�’ approach shows his knowledge of Phaedrus�’ character and identifies a specific 

problem that has been latent in the dialogue so far.  Like the nonlover, Phaedrus appears 

to consider himself to be unmoving and unchanging: he seems to think of himself as 

possessing self-motion like the soul in the palinode.  Socrates attempts to show the extent 

to which the role of the beloved of a nonlover would nurture this belief, and to allow 

Phaedrus to admit that his own desire signals his own lack of self-sufficiency, but also the 

fact that he exists in motion, and is thus subject to change over time.  Being subject to 
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time, and thus aging, requires the ethical response of maturity.  It is such a transformation 

that the lover in the revised nonlover speech attempts to frustrate.37   

Upon completing his nonlover speech, Socrates attempts to leave, but is restrained 

from so doing by his daimonion, which informs him that he has committed �“some fault 

toward the divine�” (242C).  Socrates interprets the daimonic intervention to mean that the 

speech Phaedrus forced him to deliver is �“simpleminded�” (eu th ) and �“impious�” (aseb ) 

if one considers love �“to be from Aphrodite and to be a god�” (242D).  Phaedrus, 

maintaining his characteristic impiety, replies: �“So it is said, at least�” (242D).  Socrates 

proceeds to explain that the nonlover speeches spoke of love as something �“bad�” and that 

he fears divine retribution as befell Homer for speaking ill of Helen.  So, like the more 

musical Stesichorus, he finds it necessary to produce a �“palinode�” or a �“resinging�” 

(243A-B).  Although Socrates is remarkably open to Phaedrus, his attempt to reform his 

young friend is not unprincipled, and his daimonion here protests Phaedrus�’ blasphemy 

against love.  Through his contact with Phaedrus Socrates affirms the centrality of his 

expertise in erotics to his identity. 

  
The Soul as Self-Motion 

 Socrates attributes each of the speeches he recites and examines in the Phaedrus 

to someone else.38 The improved nonlover speech is attributed to �“ancient men and 

                                                 
37 Stanley Rosen observes that if one were to invert the characteristics of the  

�“concealed lover�” in the second nonlover speech, we would get a nonlover who in some 
ways resembles Socrates.  Stanley Rosen, The Quarrel Between Philosophy and Poetry: 
Studies in Ancient Thought (New York: Routledge, 1988): 91-101. 
 

38 Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 303-4.  Zuckert furthermore observes that in  
speaking indirectly about love, Socrates models Plato, who, in writing dialogues rather 
than treatises also speaks indirectly about love. 
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women,�” and the palinode to the poet Stesichorus (244A).39 �“Stesichorus�” prefaces his 

palinode with a praise of madness; indeed, he contends that �“the greatest of good things�” 

come from madness, citing the manic prophets in Delphi and Dodonna (244A-B), and the 

beauty of poetic creations issuing from madness (245A).  This praise of madness has 

attracted the attention of some scholarly critics, who view it to be a sign of Plato�’s 

independence from the �“Socratic�” rationalism of his youth; however, within the context 

of the dialogue itself, the praise of madness is better seen as a counterpoint to the 

calculated self-control of the nonlover.40 The nonlover speeches suggest that a major part 

of his superiority to the lover stems from his self-mastery; madness means precisely the 

surrender of such control.  Yet in delivering a rebuttal so finely calibrated to the 

arguments of the nonlover, �“Stesichorus�’�” praise of madness shows a considerable 

amount of presence of mind, perhaps tempering the apparent praise of madness, when all 

is said and done.  Socrates indeed praises moderation with his deeds, providing an 

opportunity for Phaedrus, for whom the words/deeds relationship with respect to self-

control is inverted, to gain self-knowledge.  The praise of madness thus seems designed 

to help dislodge Phaedrus�’ calculating utilitarianism, on the one hand, while advocating a 

more honest account of moderation or self-control on the other.  The palinode�’s emphatic 

praise of beauty, and the central role it accords to beauty with respect to love furthermore 
                                                 

39 This fact complicates Derrida�’s suggestion that Plato is preoccupied with the  
�“possibility�” of an �“undeferred logos,�” or a completely unmediated experience of truth.  
The speeches of the Phaedrus are deferred not only by writing, but by Socrates, 
Phaedrus, and the masks they wear in delivering them.  Plato�’s use of these masks for his 
characters suggests his consciousness of the mediated or deferred character of logos.  I 
shall discuss this at greater length in the conclusion of this chapter. 
 

40 Cf., Gregory Vlastos, �“The Individual as Object of Love in Plato,�” Platonic  
Studies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973): 27 n.  80; Nussbaum, Fragility, 
232-234. 
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attests to an attempt to move Phaedrus towards considering things in themselves rather 

than in terms of utility.41 

 The palinode begins by setting out to �“grasp in thought the truth about the nature 

of the soul, both divine and human, by seeing its [sufferings] (path ) and deeds (erga)�” 

(245C).42 The defense of the lover investigates the soul as it acts or affects others and as 

it is affected.  By examining the sufferings of the soul as well as its deeds, the palinode 

subtly questions the nonlover speeches, for the self-sufficiency of the nonlover implies 

that the soul is essentially active and basically unencumbered, and thus not subject to 

forces outside of itself.  Although it represents a challenge to the nonlover thesis, the 

palinode nevertheless contains its own tensions, as it advances a seemingly inconsistent 

account of the soul.  While on the one hand, it attempts to describe the soul as motivated 

by erotic desire and thus by its own incompleteness, it attributes the immortality of the 

soul to self-motion, which implies self-sufficiency (245C-D).  If the soul is defined by its 

self-motion, it moves because it is its own object; if, however, the soul is erotic it moves 

out of recognition of its need to be completed by an element exogenous to itself.  As 

several commentators have noted, this is the central tension that is negotiated time and 

again throughout the palinode.43  

                                                 
41 I thus agree with McCoy�’s notion that the palinode�—and indeed Socrates�’  

activity in general in the Phaedrus�—has many of the characteristics of the true art of 
rhetoric he will go on to describe.  McCoy, Rhetoric, 175. 
 

42 There is a Greek word for �“self�” (autos), but it is a pronoun; the word for �“soul�”  
in the painode (psuch ) is the nominal term in Greek which most closely approximates 
the way �“self�” functions in Derrida and in modern philosophy more generally.  I follow 
Griswold who explains the relationship between �“self�” and �“soul�” in greater depth in 
Self-Knowledge, 2-3.   
 

43 My reflections here were inspired by Michael Davis�’ �“divine and long  
narration�” on the dualities and the �“doubleness�” of the soul as presented in the palinode 
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 To discuss the idea of the soul would require a �“divine and long narration,�” 

(246A), so Stesichorus and Socrates content themselves with noting that a �“human and 

lesser [soul]�” is like �“some naturally conjoined power of a winged team and charioteer�” 

(246A).  The souls of human beings and gods are both akin to the charioteer and his 

team, but the gods have two good and obedient horses, while human souls have one 

�“noble and good�” and one that is �“hard indeed and troublesome�” (246B).  The obedience 

of the gods�’ souls�’ horses means an easy ascent to the rim of the heavens where they have 

plentiful and painless opportunities to �“gaze�” upon �“really existing being,�” which is 

described as pure intellectual substance, or unmediated knowledge (247C).  The gods�’ 

exposure to the beings leaves their souls �“nourished�” and �“feeling good,�” and �“having 

seen and feasted upon the other beings that really are,�” the souls of the gods, satisfied, 

can descend to their homes. 

 Things are not as easy for the human souls that follow the gods in a celestial 

procession.  Indeed, even those souls that most skillfully imitate their divine marshal are 

only able to lift the charioteer�’s head above the rim of the heavens to gain a glimpse of 

the hyperuranian beings (248A).  In order to view the beings at all, moreover, the 

charioteers and their teams must compete with the other members of the procession, 

�“treading on each other and jostling�” (248B).  Despite the difficulty of the ascent and the 

competition required for even the most fleeting sight of it, �“all go away unfulfilled in 

respect to the sight of being�” (248B).  One of the differences between divine souls and 

human ones, then, is that while the gods can view the beings long enough in order to be 

satisfied with their exposure to them, human souls cannot.  The fact that the human soul 

                                                                                                                                                 
in his Soul of the Greeks (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011): 192-203. 
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is always unsatisfied furthermore indicates something interesting about the self-motion of 

the soul: the soul�’s self-motion appears to make its initial ascent possible, but motion 

itself is not sufficient to satisfy the longings of the soul.  Desire orients us beyond mere 

life, for the soul�’s desires run deeper than motion, and despite taking itself as its own 

object through self-motion, the soul is still somehow incomplete without access to the 

beings.  So even if life is ultimately reducible to motion, the psychology of the palinode 

indicates that this does not mean that desire issues forth from the fact of ongoing 

existence.44 Despite its apparent self-sufficiency as an individual unit possessing self-

motion, therefore, a soul can transcend itself to recognize that there are beings that can 

make it more than it might otherwise be.  The first of these is the gods they follow, and 

the second is being itself.  Although it can continue with its heavenly voyage for 

thousands of years, even when a soul is finally unable to glance the beings, it sometimes 

becomes weighed down and falls to earth; then, depending on the extensiveness of its 

exposure to the beings, the soul can take on any number of characteristics, ranging from 

philosophical to tyrannical.  Contingency thus keeps the circumrotation of the soul�’s 

preexistence from being eternal: human existence is owing to a �“happy�” fall. 

 Since the souls that become embodied as humans share in common the experience 

of viewing the beings in their pre-existence, the psychology of the palinode suggests that 

access to these beings, which resemble the eid  of the Republic, is a trait common only to 

gods and human beings.45 In a sense, this access to the truth of the beings, along with the 

dissatisfaction that accompanies being without them, is the distinctively human 

                                                 
44 Hobbes, Leviathan, Introduction.   
 
45 Griswold suggests that despite this fact the task of self-knowledge transcends a  

simple recollection of the beings.  Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 132-133. 
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experience according to the anthropology of the palinode.  Since we are always 

unfulfilled with respect to the beings, when we see �“some likeness of the [beings]�” here 

on earth, we become �“astounded and no longer in possession of [ourselves]�” (250A).  

Once again, the experience of the beings permits us self-transcendence.  In the grips of 

this experience, only some of us are able to go beyond images to �“behold the kind of 

what is imaged�” (250B).  However, beauty differs from the other beings because it 

especially �“shone forth�” in the pre-existence of the soul, and now is the �“most brightly 

glistening thing through the brightest of our senses [i.e., sight]�” (250D).  For the human 

souls who had extensive experience of the beings, the sight of a beautiful face or body 

here below prompts them to recollect the pre-existence of the soul, igniting a frenzied 

desire for beauty, and leading to the mad forgetting of family, friends and property 

(252A).  This mad recollection of the beings is what we call love (er s). 

 While in one sense our identities are determined by the duration of our exposure 

to the beings, in another sense, the nature of the self depends on which of the gods we 

followed in the procession, as we attempt to honor and imitate them to the extent of our 

power (252D).  The god the lover followed in the pre-existence of the soul furthermore 

inclines him toward certain beloveds, �“And so each person picks out from the beautiful 

ones his love after his fashion; and he constructs and adorns for himself a sort of statue of 

that one, as a god, for him to honor and celebrate�” (252D-E).  The lover and beloved thus 

attempt, insofar as it is possible, not only to become like their god, but to discover what 

precisely it means to be like their god.  Their relationship thus involves an element of 

self-discovery, but this self-discovery occurs by allowing oneself to learn from the other: 

�“So if they have not previously embarked upon the practice [associated with their god], 
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they then put their hand to it and learn from wherever they can learn something, and they 

themselves pursue it; and hunting to find out by themselves the nature of the god, they 

prosper through being intensely compelled to look toward their god; and so by reaching 

him through memory, inspired by that [god], they take up his habits and practices�” 

(252E-253A).  The lover also attempts to improve the beloved, trying to make him �“as 

like as possible to their god�” (253B).  Love gives shape and meaning to lives and 

identities, and spurs the lover toward acts of kindness and generosity to the beloved.  The 

lover aims at self-knowledge and self-improvement, but also show care for the other; care 

that is strikingly absent from both nonlover speeches.  The palinode thus not only makes 

room for maturity or growth, but also corrects the self-serving hedonism of the nonlover 

with the philanthropic care that characterizes the lover.   

 In time, the beloved comes to recognize the authenticity of the lover�’s 

ministrations, and, defying convention, agrees to a relationship with this �“god-inspired 

friend�” (255B).  The lover�’s experience of the beloved�’s beauty in turn �“overflows�” 

outward and �“just as a breeze or perhaps an echo�…is borne back whence it set forth, so 

the flow of beauty, going back into the beautiful one through the eyes arrives where it is 

naturally disposed to go into the soul and�…fills the beloved�’s soul in its turn full of love�” 

(255C).  Whereas the second nonlover speech depicts a beloved who becomes a lover as 

well, in the palinode such a change occurs not from dependence and desperation, but out 

of the potential for growth and fuller self-knowledge.  The beloved, however, �“does not 

know what he has experienced;�” it �“escapes [the beloved�’s] notice�” that he is in fact 

seeing a reflection of himself (255C-D).  The beloved thus achieves a kind of imperfect 
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self-knowledge, because he is exposed not to his self as he is, but to his own beauty.46 

Love thus creates an idealized version of the beloved.47 His knowledge is an inversion of 

Socrates�’ self-description from the Apology: he does not know what he knows.   

The idealized version of the beloved he receives from the lover allows the 

beloved to become other than he was before; he ceases to be a beloved and, despite 

himself, becomes a lover.  Against the claims of the nonlover speeches that love creates 

dependence, or even a kind of artificial attachment to youth, the palinode argues that the 

experience of love is transformative, fostering growth and maturity.  In the present case, 

since the beloved is exposed to his own beauty, he is made alien to himself.  Love creates 

distance of the self from itself; being in love can teach us that we lack self-knowledge.  

Thus an encounter with the other not only exposes us to his or her alterity, but also 

provides us with the experience of beholding oneself as other.  Beyond self-centeredness 

and even self-consciousness, love can make us alien to ourselves.  The experience of the 

beloved in the palinode is thus precisely the opposite of his experience in the nonlover 

speech.  Where the nonlover was a study in a tragic lack of self-knowledge and the 

concomitant assumption of self-sufficiency, both beloved and lover come to recognize 

that they are, on their own, insufficient and require an encounter with the other, with the 

self made other to be most fully themselves; and in this they gain self-knowledge, 

however preliminary.  In contrast with the efforts of the nonlover in the second speech to 

reduce the beloved to a beautiful and useless object, the love of the palinode�’s lover is an 

invitation to maturity and growth, an invitation to care for some one else.  Whereas 

                                                 
46 Nichols, Socrates on Friendship and Community, 121. 
 
47 Davis provides a fascinating discussion of the �“idealizing�” character of love in  

the Phaedrus.  Davis, Soul of the Greeks, 194. 
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beneath the churning waters of the nonlover speeches was a mistrust of the dangers of 

beauty, the palinode redeems beauty, transforming it into a means by which one learns 

the truth of oneself, and crucially, the possibility of truth outside of oneself. 

The account of the self in the palinode is doubled in several ways; it is doubled 

insofar as it attempts to combine self-motion with incompleteness, and it is doubled 

insofar as it can know itself without knowing that it knows itself.48 If one can know 

oneself without knowing that one knows oneself, then there is a gap between being and 

knowing.  A speech about the soul, even if it produces knowledge about the soul, is 

therefore not the same as achieving self-knowledge.  Griswold formulates the same 

problem somewhat differently, when he writes, �“the palinode teaches that in thinking we 

cannot safely distinguish theory�…and production, that is between what we see to be the 

case and what we (falsely) make to be the case.�”49 This conclusion has several 

consequences.  First, the palinode leaves open the possibility that Socrates�’ attempts to 

provide Phaedrus with an image of himself might not be successful.  Second, for readers 

of the Phaedrus, we learn that reading the palinode�’s account of the soul is not the same 

as achieving self-knowledge, because learning about the soul or the self is not the same as 

knowing ourselves, which involves an encounter with our particular soul, and, again, if 

the palinode is true, with an other.  The palinode thus seems designed to provide us with 

the experience of alterity it describes: in describing the soul to us, but at the same time 

cautioning against its own potency, it suggests a kind of double movement: an account of 

the soul might show our souls to us in a new light, but such a logos about the soul is not 

                                                 
48 Davis, Soul of the Greeks, 200-201. 
 
49 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 159. 
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the same as self knowledge.  The palinode thus invites us to engage in this same process 

of recognizing sameness and difference that it describes as occurring between lover and 

beloved.  In a related way, the unreflective character of self-knowledge in the palinode is 

reflective of another of its peculiar qualities: the palinode focuses almost completely on 

beholding and abstracts from speech.50 From the unspeaking ascent of the souls to the 

hyperuranian beings, to its emphasis on viewing the beings, to the manner in which the 

relationship between the lover and beloved centers on sight and is presented as almost 

silent, the palinode is a speech in which representations of speech are almost totally 

absent.   

Perhaps as a response to the manipulative rhetoric of the nonlover speech, 

Socrates�’ recantation emphasizes the possibilities and limitations of human interaction 

apart from speech.  Both lover and beloved obtain insufficient self-knowledge in part 

because their experiences are based only in beholding.  The divinely inspired madness 

and unconventional character of the lover-beloved relationship�—even as if it is partially 

defended in the palinode�—represents a limited experience of the human things.  While it 

is true that the love between the lover and beloved allows them an experience of self-

knowledge, their self-knowledge is incomplete because it is unreflective.  Speech, it 

seems, does not provide us with knowledge itself�—the beings are beyond all mediation, 

and recollection of them does not require speech�—but with the capacity to reflect upon 

knowledge: we can know what we know and what we do not know, both by interrogating 

ourselves and interrogating others through speech.51 This is perhaps mirrored by the fact 

                                                 
50 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 118. 
 
51 Griswold takes this one step further, suggesting the necessity speech to all  

embodied philosophy, because one must attempt to persuade oneself that what one 
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that the psychology of the palinode itself would not allow for the discovery of the various 

souls it depicts, since the knowledge the lover gains is of a type of soul in the beloved 

which mirrors his own.  By reaching a perspective beyond the experiences it represents, 

however, the palinode points toward the unique power of speech in relation to beholding, 

while remaining alive to the limitations of speech.  The negative side of speech is that it 

allows for the possibility of manipulation and misrepresentation; its positive side is that it 

opens up worlds to us that exist beyond our experience, including experiences of other 

people.   

The palinode also teaches that experiences of love are enduring, as Socrates notes 

that the souls of the lover and beloved even �“journey with each other in the afterlife�” 

(256E).  Socrates closes the speech by praying that Love will �“neither take away nor 

maim [his] erotic art [er tik ]�” (257A), and adding to Phaedrus that Lysias must also 

�“desist from such speeches�” (257B).  The effect of Socrates�’ dazzling palinode is 

impressive, as the impious Phaedrus�’ first comment afterward is to say: �“I join in prayer 

with you Socrates, that these things come to be, if indeed these things are better for us�” 

(257B-C).  Phaedrus furthermore expresses concern for politics and for Lysias�’ reputation 

in the community (257C).52 The palinode thus marks a turning point in the arguments and 

the drama of the dialogue, as Phaedrus seems himself to have matured, as he shakes 

himself free of the influence of the nonlover speech with its attendant valorizations of 

self-sufficiency and its delusion of permanent physical beauty and youth.53 But before 

                                                                                                                                                 
beholds is true, thereby implicating rhetoric even at the level of our relations to ourselves 
(Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 172). 
 

52 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 120-123. 
 
53 I therefore agree with McCoy�’s perceptive argument that the palinode�’s form is  
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examining how the final acts of the Phaedrus unfold, it will be useful to consider the 

argument of the palinode in relation to the accounts of the Stranger and Derrida.   

  
Taking a Breather: Derrida, the Stranger, and Socrates 

The account of the soul or the self in the palinode marks an instructive difference 

with Derrida�’s notion of the self as ipseity.54 For Derrida, the Western philosophical 

tradition has understood the self only as it relates to the other; that is, the self is always 

seen as a �“one�” against which all others are determined.  Such a logical structure, Derrida 

argues, neutralizes the radical difference inherent in the very idea of an �“other,�” and 

thereby implicitly assimilates the other into the self.  The history of the philosophy of 

friendship is, for Derrida, the history of a kind of injustice done to others in the name of 

love.  In the account of the soul or the self in the palinode�—a section of the Phaedrus 

tellingly omitted in Derrida�’s own interpretation of the dialogue in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�”�—

it is not presented as a stable �“one�” against which all others are determined, but as 

doubled and in tension with itself.  Derrida views the self as an imperial force, 

implicating itself in the logic of everything it surveys; against such a view, Socrates�—or 

�“Stesichorus�”�—portrays the self as mysteriously doubled, both self-sufficient and 

lacking, both known and unknown even to itself.  The tension between the 

commensurable and the incommensurable that Derrida views to be central to the self-

other relationship in all of its manifestations, is thus also found within the soul or the self.  

This self is relational as Derrida suggests it is, but rather than distorting the nature of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
coextensive with its content; that is, it is a speech about leading souls which through its 
�“rhetorical�” appeals to Phaedrus�’ character leads Phaedrus to more salutary ends.  
McCoy, Rhetoric, 185. 
 

54 For this argument in a less-abbreviated form see Chapter Three above. 
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other, the palinode suggests that the encounter between self and other known as �“love�” 

allows us to perceive ourselves as alien, or other.  Such a decentering experience, an 

interruption of the stability of our �“subjectivity�” would seem more at home in Derrida�’s 

own texts than in Plato as he presents him.  Plato complicates the tidy picture of Western 

thought that Derrida attempts to paint, by indicating the radical extent to which the 

character of the soul or the self is not a stable unity, but fundamentally mysterious. 

The palinode raises questions and issues about the nature of the soul or the self, 

but this does not mean that we nevertheless cannot describe its actions and its sufferings.  

Indeed, the palinode seems to differentiate true self-knowledge from accounts of the soul 

or the self that it and Derrida both provide.  Derrida might counter that his argument 

occurs at a more basic level than this; that an account like that of the palinode repeats the 

same problematic logic of ipseity even in its attempts to problematize any simple account 

of the self.  Against such an objection, the perspective of the palinode would point to 

Derrida�’s choice to present the self as a logical construct, lacking any objective referent, 

save those referents mediated by speech.  Derrida�’s emphasis on speech, an emphasis 

which, as argued in Chapter Four, is very much akin to the emphasis of the Stranger, 

differs from the perspective found in the palinode, as there Socrates or Stesichorus 

attempts to conceive of the self apart from speech.  The Stranger defended a detached 

logos notable for its ability to describe being, but his understanding of speech showed 

itself to be incomplete in its failure to provide a credible explanation of sophistry.  In a 

similar way Derrida cannot dream of a �“self�” that is not itself a construct of speech.55 The 

                                                 
55 As many scholars have observed, Derridean deconstruction is in a certain sense  

the logical conclusion of Kantian or Hegelian �“constructivism, �” which reduces all 
phenomena to speech or reason.   See Smith, Between Eternities, 125-129. 
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palinode suggests that, in an important sense, some of the most important human 

experiences�—like love�—are not only irreducible to logos, but are meaningful even 

without mediation by speech.  So despite its incompleteness, the palinode marks a 

significant departure from the perspectives of Derrida and the Stranger, both of which 

suffer from their evident confidence in speech abstracted from the realities of human 

existence.   

In �“Plato�’s Pharmacy,�” moreover, the principal charges against �“Platonism�” focus 

upon its �“dream of an undeferred logos,�” its desire to arrive at a rational account of 

capital-�“t�” truth as absolute presence.56 Indeed, much of Derrida�’s critique of Plato�—and 

of the Western tradition of philosophy more broadly�—famously revolves around his 

repudiation of the privileging of speech in philosophical discourse.  The privileging of 

speech is supposed to be at the heart of the denunciation of writing in the Phaedrus, for 

speech�—along with such categories as �“presence�” and �“being�”�—is a beneficiary of an 

unjustified and unjustifiable philosophical preference, a preference deemed logically 

implausible and foundationless in Derrida�’s analysis of the pharmakon.57 As Rosen 

suggests in Hermeneutics as Politics, the palinode shows us that a crucial difference 

between the accounts of the Phaedrus and �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” is that while the former 

has a heavy emphasis on beholding and silence, the latter assumes that all silence is 

merely the absence of speech.  The Phaedrus�’s presentation of beholding thus 

distinguishes it from what we might call Derrida�’s �“logocentrism�”�—his reliance on 

abstract speech.  Derrida�’s supposition that all knowledge has been�—and must be�—

mediated by speech ill prepares him to address a dialogue with so heavy an emphasis on 
                                                 

56 Derrida, Dissemination, 43. 
 
57 This argument is developed in greater detail in Chapter Two. 
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silence and beholding.  Furthermore, in demonstrating the distinction between speaking 

and knowing, the palinode offers a more persuasive account of the limitations of speech: 

speech describes and speech reflects upon knowledge; speech makes self-reflection 

possible, but it is not a plausible reading of the Phaedrus to suggest that speech is the 

being of knowledge, as Derrida does.  This same abstraction from beholding or silence is 

what leads Derrida to think of the self as a logical construct rather than as a part of the 

given world of human phenomena�—it is the need to mediate all being with speech�—to 

neglect the possibility of silence�—that leads Derrida to argue the impossibility of 

limitations that are imposed rather than given, because speech, as we shall see in 

Socrates�’ discussion of the true art of rhetoric, provides no limitations of its own.  The 

nonlover speeches have shown us that Plato, like Derrida, is concerned with the 

tyrannical potential of speech and our potential to do violence to other people in speech 

and deed, while the palinode points to the limitations of speech in a way that is 

comparable to Derrida�’s own criticisms of philosophical logos.  The final �“act�” of the 

Phaedrus in dealing with writing�—another art of silence�—will provide a defense of 

speech through Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric, while the drama of the dialogue points us 

toward a Socratic stance toward the other that avoids the tyrannical impositions feared by 

Derrida with the possibility of limitations. 

  
Cicadas 

Speech returns to the dialogue after the palinode draws to a close; however, it 

reappears in a slightly different context�—that of speechwriting.  After the dazzling 

rhetorical display put forward in the palinode, even the hitherto-irreverent Phaedrus joins 

in Socrates�’ prayer.  Socrates�’ attempt to shake Phaedrus�’ interest in self-interested 
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utilitarianism is partially successful, as he shows concern for Lysias who might, of 

course, be susceptible to the same divine retribution feared by Socrates for composing the 

original nonlover speech (257C).  Perhaps Phaedrus still is not completely persuaded that 

the gods should be Lysias�’ main concern, though, as he points out that one of �“the 

statesmen�” (politikoi) recently accused Lysias of sophistry because of his activity as a 

speechwriter.  Political retribution is still more to be feared than divine retribution as far 

as Phaedrus is concerned.  Socrates responds to Phaedrus�’ newfound concern by quickly 

observing that since the statesmen aim to become writers by writing immortal laws, the 

more relevant question is not whether writing is itself choiceworthy or not, but instead: 

�“What�…is the manner of writing beautifully and not?�” (258E).   

The effects of the palinode on Phaedrus are once again in evidence as the young 

man wonders, �“For the sake of what, then would someone live [if not for the pleasures of 

the beautiful]?�” (258E).  Where Phaedrus was previously concerned with the 

maximization of self-interested utility, he seems now to have been impressed by the 

palinode�’s praise of the beautiful.  Phaedrus thus vacillates between extreme positions: 

from a crass attachment to utility to a complete devotion to the beautiful�—i.e.  to that 

which resists being subordinated to utility.  Socrates, however, does not seem to tire of 

providing Phaedrus with opportunities to gain greater self-knowledge, and, observing 

cicadas in the plane tree overhead, tells his young friend a story about the genesis of these 

musical insects, because it is �“surely not fitting for [a music lover] [philomousos] not to 

have heard of such things�” (259B).  The story claims that, long ago, before the Muses 

came to be, the cicadas were human beings who, once the Muses came into existence, 

and with them music, �“were so astounded by pleasure that, in singing, they lost all care 
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for food and drink, and brought their own lives to an end without noticing it�” (259C).  

From these people, Socrates says, the race of cicadas emerged, enjoying song without 

apparently the need for food or drink, and to this day they report back to the Muses 

whether human beings have adequately honored them.  Thus the Scylla of Phaedrus�’ 

concern for utility is displaced by the palinode, but only to potentially fall victim to the 

Charybdis of a self-forgetting concern for the beautiful, which abstracts from human 

necessities.  Loving beauty excessively does not make us like gods, but rather like beasts.  

In order to point Phaedrus towards a more moderate, human position, Socrates will 

require more conversation still. 

  
Back to Speech 

 Prior to the story of the cicadas, Socrates and Phaedrus had agreed to speak of the 

ways in which writing is seemly and unseemly; however, following the story, they take 

up the question in a slightly more different form, asking �“in what way it is beautiful to 

speak and to write a speech, and in what way not�” (259E).  Socrates immediately 

proposes that if �“things are going to be well and beautifully said,�” the thinker must 

possess knowledge of the truth of the subject at hand (259E).  Phaedrus, who has 

demonstrated considerable familiarity with the arguments of the sophists and an interest 

in speechwriting and rhetoric, immediately responds: �“this is what I have heard: there is 

not a necessity for one who is going to be a rhetor to learn the things that are in reality 

just but the things that seem so to the multitude who will give judgment, nor the things 

that are really good or beautiful but that will seem so�” (260A).  Phaedrus, then, rehearses 

the claims on behalf of false speech that launched the entire �“digression�” into the 

discussion of being in the Sophist, marking the first in a series of intersections of 
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concerns between that dialogue and this one in its final section.58 Since the palinode has 

suggested that speaking and being are not identical, Socrates is not required, like the 

Stranger, to launch into the questions of ontology in order to respond to Phaedrus�’ 

challenge; indeed, he quickly dismisses Phaedrus�’ hypothesis, noting it is equivalent to a 

situation in which someone who, not knowing the difference between a horse and a 

donkey, praises the donkey for possessing the fine qualities of a horse, and then sells it to 

another ignorant party (260B-260D).  Phaedrus agrees, but Socrates then supposes that 

they have �“reviled the art of speeches more boorishly than need be,�” and proceeds to 

speak on the art of rhetoric�’s behalf.  Socrates surmises that the art would defend itself, 

saying that far from counseling ignorance, �“without me, he who knows the things that 

really are will not be able to persuade by art�” (260D).  Knowledge cannot, in effect, 

speak for itself: there is no such thing as an �“undeferred logos.�”59 The truth could exist 

without rhetoric or speech, but it would remain essentially silent, like the experiences of 

the lover and the beloved in the palinode, or like the soul�’s viewing of the beings.  

Contrary to the belief of the Eleatic Strange, an attempt to persuade others of the truth, if 

this truth exists independently of language, requires an art of speaking.60  

 Socrates next recalls that �“certain speeches�”�—his own in the Gorgias, for 

instance61�—call the existence of an �“art�” of rhetoric into question, but given the 

assumption that an art of speaking could presuppose knowledge of its topics, he provides 

a preliminary definition: �“the rhetorical art�…would be a certain leading of the soul 

                                                 
58 Cf., Sophist, 232Bff.   
 
59 Cf., Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 132. 
 
60 See supra pages 176-180. 
 
61 See Gorgias, 463A-B. 
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[psuchag gia] through speeches, not only in law courts and whatever other public 

gatherings, but also in private ones, the same concerning both great and small things, and 

no less honored, with a view toward what�’s correct�” (261A-B).  While the gods in the 

palinode can lead souls silently through their celestial procession, in order for one human 

soul to lead another, there is need of speech.  The account of the palinode is incomplete 

because of its abstraction from speech; although such an abstraction can be useful for 

illustrating the importance of silence, the discussion of rhetoric reemphasizes the role of 

speech to human life.  This echo of the palinode�—where love, as a basic type of human 

interaction was defended�—perhaps indicates that speech also has the possibility of 

facilitating human relationships that do not become dominating or tyrannical.  Such an 

account of the art of speaking, furthermore, does not attempt to treat speech as a 

disembodied or abstract phenomenon in the mode of the Eleatic Stranger or Derrida, but 

in its emphasis on soul-leading insists upon the human context in which speech occurs.  

Such an account will consequently rely upon an account of human particularity, and 

emphasize the importance of knowledge of the human things, including knowledge of the 

soul or the self. 

 As Socrates and Phaedrus continue their examination of speech, the younger man 

observes the prominent role of rhetoric in political institutions (261B).  Socrates notes 

that those speaking in assemblies and courtrooms speak in �“opposition�” with respect to 

the �“just and the unjust.�”  The political rhetorician who can do this �“makes the same thing 

appear to the same people sometimes just, and when he wishes, unjust�” (261D).  

Socrates, of course, has also done just this in the treatment of love in the improved 

nonlover speech and subsequent recantation, though he is not the only speaker capable of 
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speaking �“oppositions�” in privates speeches, as he references the �“Eleatic Palamedes�” 

who �“speaks with art, so that to those who hear him the same things appear like and 

unlike, one and many, and again remaining [at rest] and [in motion]�” (261D).  62 The 

identity of the �“Eleatic Palamedes�” is unclear; however, scholars agree that it probably 

refers to Zeno of Elea, a thinker known for formulating paradoxes, or his teacher 

Parmenides.63 Parmenides�’ notion that being is one means that all the apparent 

multiplicity of the world is mere appearance so there can be no coherence to speech 

insofar as it weaves these discrete elements together.  This leads one scholar to suggest 

that for Parmenides, �“No proposition would be more valid than any other, and speech 

might make, for example, something appear both like and unlike, one and many, and at 

rest and in motion.�”64 This in effect means that �“there is nothing one cannot deconstruct�” 

and leads to the pernicious political effects described by Socrates.65 

As argued in Chapter Four, one of the central insights of the Eleatic Stranger, too, 

is that Parmenidean monism undermines the possibility of meaningful speech, because it 

demotes all speech to appearance, and thus falsehood, since the multiplicity of speech 

violates the �“oneness�” of being.66 Indeed, the Stranger�’s basic criticism of all previous 

                                                 
62 Although Socrates might deny this given that the former was recounted from  

�“ancient men and women�” while the latter is attributed to �“Stesichorus.�” 
 

63 See James Nichols, Phaedrus, 62, FN 152. 
 
64 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 127.  Nichols also notes that in including  

rhe �“Eleatic Palamedes�” in this list, Socrates has apparently not excluded philosophers 
from the practice of rhetoric. 
 

65 Ibid. 
 
66 This fact has led some commentators to observe that Parmenidenism is  

consequently a perfect philosophical adjunct to the kind of �“speaking in oppositions�” 
described above, because its demotion of speech means that all manner of speech is 
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philosophical accounts of being is that they fail to account for the ability of speech to 

describe being in a meaningful way.67 It is the Stranger�’s peculiar theoretical innovation 

to furnish an account of the miscibility of being that vindicates the ability of speech to 

supply meaningful accounts of being.  The Stranger furthermore insists that being is not 

structured in a hierarchical way, so that the �“beautiful,�” for instance, has no more being 

than the �“not beautiful;�” rather, both the beautiful and the not beautiful participate in the 

form of the beautiful, but also of �“the other�” which permits them to be distinguished from 

one another.68 In questioning the architectonic status of the being/non-being binary, the 

Stranger in effect must argue that no thing completely is in itself; instead, things have 

being only in relation to each other.  Since no thing simply is, it is possible to show that 

any thing that participates in �“that which is�” also participates in �“that which is not.�”  The 

Stranger�’s list of the �“greatest forms�” actually includes both the same and the other and 

motion and rest�—the very examples provided by Socrates above�—and they are not 

understood as mutually exclusive, but as mixing together to generate phenomena.  Speech 

has a peculiar role in the Stranger�’s ontology because the fact that we can name �“being�” 

and �“nonbeing�” demonstrates that they intermingle with one another, since nonbeing 

cannot be completely absent because it can be named, while being cannot be fully present 

because it is not coextensive with its name.  In preserving speech, the Stranger�’s ontology 

also defends a certain integrity for false speech as well: the Stranger argues that his 

account of being allows us to account for the existence of false speech because false 

speech as a phenomenon has being, and merely involves the category of the �“other�” in 
                                                                                                                                                 
permitted.   
 

67 See Chapter Four. 
 
68 This is the Stranger�’s example for Theaetetus.   
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relation to the things it describes.  What it does not allow, however, is to prefer the �“just�” 

over the �“unjust,�” because being is miscible and thus non-hierarchical.  The �“good�” and 

the �“beautiful�” have no more being than their apparent opposites.   

Thus even though the Stranger is perfectly capable of accounting for the existence 

of speech with respect to being in a way that Parmenides cannot, the �“value-free�” 

character of his philosophy of language and being means that he is unable to provide any 

bulwark against those who would take his own �“private�” version of Eleaticism and use it 

in the courts and the assembly to make the same thing appear different at different times.  

Socrates�’ critique of the �“Eleatic Palamedes�” is thus a preemptive argument against the 

deleterious political ramifications of the Stranger�’s ontology: even though the Stranger 

can better account for the existence of speech and false speech than Parmenides, the 

effects of his philosophy on the human things is virtually the same.  The same might, 

furthermore, be said of Derrida.  Derrida�’s own attempts to use �“oppositions�” in his 

political thought truly create the same field of problems as the Stranger: despite the 

impressive internal consistency of his thought, his interventions into the self, friendship, 

and democracy in abstracting absolutely from limitations allow for the possibility of the 

very impositions he attempts to avoid.69 Both ultimately abstract from political life, and 

underwrite the problematic political movements of their day.  Just as the Stranger is 

unable to adequately describe or censure the sophist, so too does his philosophical 

approach provide a �“private�” basis for �“public�” corruption.70 

                                                 
69 For a fuller articulation of this argument, see the Introduction to Part 2.   
 
70 A similar observation is made by Nichols, Friendship and Community, 126ff. 
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 The public practitioners of this �“oppositional�” way of speaking convince their 

audiences that something both is and is not the case by proceeding by way of �“small 

steps�” through likenesses (homoiot tas), �“leading in each case away from the being 

toward the opposite�” (262B).71 This is why, Socrates says, anyone without knowledge is 

destined to become prey to these unscrupulous operators.  Phaedrus, however, remains 

unpersuaded, and tells Socrates that they are speaking too �“abstractly�” (psil s) and would 

be aided by more concrete examples (262C).  Socrates thus proposes that they examine 

Lysias�’ nonlover speech to gain a better appreciation of what makes a speech artless.  

One of the problems with Lysias�’ speech is that it evidently fails to recognize the 

distinction between those things of which �“we tend to be of one mind,�” and those to 

which we are �“inclined to faction�” (263A).  Socrates lists things like silver and gold�—

physical phenomena�—as examples of the former, and �“the just�” or �“the good�” as 

examples of the latter.  We are more easily deceived with respect to the latter, says 

Phaedrus, and consequently these things are more frequently the subject of rhetorical 

manipulation.  Socrates thus distinguishes between the different objects of rhetoric or 

speech in a way that the Stranger does not, for at the end of the Sophist, the Eleatic 

attempts to demonstrate his ability to account for the kind of deceptive false speech he 

associates with sophistry by using the example: �“Theaetetus sits.�”72 He juxtaposes his 

description of Theaetetus sitting with an obviously false speech: �“Theaetetus, with whom 

I am now conversing, flies.�”  One of the problems with this as an example of false 

speech, is that a sophist, or a deceptive speaker in general, would not attempt deception 

                                                 
71 Cf., The Stranger�’s �“errors�” in his summaries of his collections and divisions,  

pages 180-207. 
 

72 Cf., Sophist, 263A. 
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when it comes to the not-disputable things, but rather with respect to the disputable things 

like the good and the just.  But insofar as the Stranger�’s diacritical ontology does not 

delineate between better and worse, or establish hierarchical relationships between the 

things it studies, all false speech must be treated as if it were of equal importance.  The 

problem with such a view, Socrates seems to suggest, is that there are important 

distinctions in human society between the debatable and the not-debatable things, since 

the latter are peculiarly human phenomena, and are relevant to the good of the political 

community.  Since these debatable things are so much more frequently the subject of 

deceptive rhetoric, they are at least in this regard qualitatively different than the others.  It 

is this important difference that constitutes the foundation of the difference between the 

dialectical art as explained by Socrates and as described and practiced by the Stranger, 

and to which we now turn. 

  
The True Art of Rhetoric 

 As they continue their examination of what constitutes beautiful writing and 

speech, Socrates and Phaedrus return to their analysis of Lysias�’ nonlover speech: they 

reflect upon their previous speeches by means of speech, emphasizing, again, the 

importance of logos to reflection and self-reflection.  Socrates claims that one of the 

principal defects of Lysias�’ speech is that it is an �“indiscriminate outpouring�” which lacks 

a coherent ordering of its parts, or the �“necessity of speech writing,�” also sometimes 

called �“logographic necessity.�”  Logographic necessity is the notion that �“every speech, 

just like an animal, must be put together to have a certain body of its own, so as to be 

neither headless nor footless but to have middle parts and end parts, written suitably to 
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each other and to the whole�” (264C).73 Speeches must be constructed such that every part 

is ordered with respect to one another and with a view to the whole of the speech.  

Consistent with Socrates�’ critique of the rhetoricians thus far, logographic necessity 

presupposes knowledge of the whole of one�’s subject before one begins speaking, but the 

consistency required is internal to itself, which means that a speech composed with a 

view to Eleatic categories could still possess logographic necessity.   In order to 

supplement logographical necessity, therefore, Socrates returns to his important 

distinction between the disputable and the not-disputable things; taken on its own, speech 

can impose artificial order on things, as Socrates and Phaedrus�’ discussion of the 

nonlover speeches, which makes the speeches seem more consistent than they really are, 

confirms, so it is necessary to supplement speech with dialectic, in order to seek out a 

standard outside of speeches themselves by which rhetoric may be judged.74 

 Socrates thus describes the art of a �“dialectical one�” (dialektikos) who is able to 

combine two the two analytical functions of collection or �“bringing togethers�” 

(sunag g n) and division or �“dividings apart�” (diairese n) (265D-266D), admitting that 
                                                 

73 Scholarly critics of the Phaedrus have said much about this idea of  
�“logographic necessity,�” concentrating particularly on its role as a potential 
hermeneutical tool to be used in the interpretation Plato�’s own dialogues.  It is outside of 
our concern here to discuss logographic necessity in a comprehensive manner, but 
exemplary discussions include Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 202-242, Burger, Philosophic 
Art of Writing, and Nichols, Friendship and Community, 142-149.  Derrida both does and 
does not seem to take the notion of logographic necessity in the Phaedrus seriously; 
while on the one hand he views himself to be �“saving�” the Phaedrus�’ integrity by finding 
the �“hidden�” thread of writing that unites it, on the other, his inattentiveness to the 
dialogue form of the Phaedrus suggests that his application of the principle of 
logographic necessity is uneven (this issue has been addressed in Chapter Two and will 
be addressed again below).  See Derrida, Dissemination, 67ff.  For a dissenting view see, 
James Kastely, �“Respecting the Rupture: Not Solving the Problem of Unity in Plato�’s 
Phaedrus,�” Philosophy and Rhetoric, 35 (2002): 128-152. 
 

74 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 128; Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 150. 
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he is a �“lover�” of these things, because they allow him to speak and to think (266B).  

Socrates even goes so far as to say that if he should encounter a truly dialectical person, 

quoting a line from the Odyssey, he would pursue this individual �“behind after his 

footstep, as if a god�’s�” (266B).  This is intriguing because at the beginning of the Sophist, 

when Socrates encounters the Eleatic Stranger, a practitioner of a dialectical science of 

collections and divisions, he similarly references the Odyssey, wondering whether the 

anonymous Stranger may in fact be a god disguised.75 Is the Stranger, whom we observed 

in the Sophist and above was able to defend speech against Eleatic monism, in fact the 

one who could save Socrates and Phaedrus from their predicament? Despite the relevance 

of the Stranger�’s investigations in the Sophist to the issue at hand, for reasons discussed 

in Chapter 3, and those articulated above, the answer is probably �“no.�”  However, it will 

be useful to consider the specific reasons why this should be the case, especially since 

these reasons make the singular character of Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric all the more 

evident.76 

In the first place, the Stranger is clear that his method of divisions is non-

hierarchical; it is concerned with questions of difference and similarity, not better and 

worse.  In his description of the art of division, Socrates is clear that his art of division 

does not jettison an account of the good, since he was able to demonstrate the superiority 

of the divine love of the palinode over and against the �“left-handed love�” of the improved 
                                                 

75 See Sophist, 216A-B. 
 
76 C.J.  Rowe  suggests, to the contrary, that there is �“no difference�” between the  

discussion of collection and division here, and in the Sophist (C.J.  Rowe, Plato: 
Phaedrus (Wiltshire, UK: Aris & Phillips, 1986): 200, but that this ultimately suggest that 
�“Plato�” is more enamoured of collection and divisions than Socrates, given the 
supposition that both the Phaedrus and the Sophist are both �“late�” dialogues.  The 
manifest differences between the two approaches suggests the limitations of any attempt 
to order dialogues according to their presumed dates of composition. 
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nonlover speech (266A-B).  So a significant difference between the two examples of the 

dialectical art of collection and division is that while the Stranger�’s is non-hierarchical or 

value-free, the one admired by Socrates allows for the prioritization of the good, and 

therefore hierarchy.  The second difference between the Stranger�’s dialectical art and 

Socrates�’ flows from the first: whereas the Stranger views all potential objects of his 

dialectical science to be equal�—the art of lice-catching is, for instance, not taken to be 

superior for the purposes of the method than the art of generalship�—Socrates, as we shall 

see, does not suppose the dialectical art to be an end in itself, nor does it comprise the 

whole of philosophy; it is used in the true art of rhetoric�’s attempt to match souls to 

speeches.  For both of these reasons, then, the Stranger is not a viable model for the true 

art of rhetoric. 

 It is rather the case that the kind of abstraction represented by the Stranger�’s 

method is a temptation for Socrates.  Nichols points out that the words quoted by 

Socrates from the Odyssey, are spoken in reference to Calypso, the goddess whose name 

means �“I shall conceal,�” and who seduced Odysseus, waylaying him on Ogygia for seven 

years.77 Like Calypso, whose beauty and promise of immortality are seductive, dialectic 

is attractive because it makes thought possible, lest reality be utterly intransigent to the 

ordering power of reason, but carries with it the danger of destroying the place of the 

human things in philosophy for Socrates as it does for the Stranger.  It is, surprisingly, 

Phaedrus who brings the nature of the temptation to the fore when he notices that 

Socrates has gotten stuck on dialectic and not yet discussed rhetoric (266D).78 Indeed, 

                                                 
77 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 150. 
 
78 This is the second time Phaedrus has made a comment of this kind; he  

previously noted that their attempt to describe the rhetorician had become a bit �“naked�” 
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when Socrates asks him for insight with respect to what is still lacking from their account 

of rhetoric, Phaedrus points out that things such as those found in �“the books that have 

been written about the art of speeches�” would be a helpful complement to dialectic 

(266D).  Rhetoric is a useful art, and Phaedrus, who is deeply concerned with utility, 

reminds Socrates of this fact by referencing the rhetorical textbooks of the day.79 What�’s 

more Phaedrus underscores the �“interested�” character of rhetoric by ensuring that 

Socrates accounts for the great �“power�” of rhetoric �“in assemblies of the multitude�” 

(268A).  Phaedrus thus also recalls for Socrates that rhetoric involves a kind of 

relationship between speaker and auditor, and for this reason is not disinterested with 

respect to the human things as dialectic may sometimes be.   

Socrates seems to recall both of these facts, thanks to his own openness to 

Phaedrus, and calls his discussion down from the heavens, using his knowledge of 

Phaedrus�’ particularities to better explain the art of rhetoric.  He thus uses a medical 

analogy to help insulate the doctor-loving Phaedrus�’ utilitarianism against its own 

tendency to err in the direction of reductionism, arguing that just as a medical doctor 

must provide specific diagnoses and prescribe specific treatments depending on the 

condition and nature of a patient, so must a rhetorician match particular speeches to 

particular souls (268A-B; 270B).80 Socrates argues that just as doctors are concerned for 

                                                                                                                                                 
or �“abstract�” (psil s) see 262C and supra page 48.  Rowe argues that the generally 
�“naked�” or �“dry�” character of the second half of the Phaedrus�—especially if it is 
juxtaposed with the first half�—is intended to show the persuasive power of rhetoric 
(Rowe, Plato: Phaedrus, 7). 
 

79 Rhetorical manuals which, we subsequently see, are quite familiar territory for  
Socrates. 
 

80 Socrates�’ two additional examples of tragedy and music make essentially the  
same point.   
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bodies, so are rhetoricians with respect to souls: �“In both one must divide up nature, that 

of the body in the one, of the soul in the other, if you are going, not only by routine and 

experience but by art, in the one case by applying drugs and nourishment to produce 

health and strength, and by applying with the other speeches and lawful practices to 

transmit whatever persuasion you wish and virtue�” (270B).  Socrates�’ parallel between 

medicine and rhetoric is not precisely accurate, because of the latitude available to 

rhetoricians: any doctor worthy of the name will work for the good of the body, but 

rhetoricians can transmit �“whatever persuasion [they] wish�” in addition to virtue.  

Socrates does not, then, deny the possibility of rhetoricians leading souls away from 

virtue in addition to toward it.  Rhetoric is, moreover, not a fully self-sufficient art, but is 

necessarily adjunct to other arts or fields of knowledge, since it, unlike medicine, appears 

to serve any end devised by the rhetorician.81 Socrates indicates that rhetoric should serve 

virtue, but he provides no compelling reasons why this should be so, even pointing to the 

power of rhetoric to persuade independently of a salutary end.  More than anything, 

however, this underscores the instrumental character of rhetoric, since the problem of 

why one should act in accordance with virtue is hardly a small one, or a problem unique 

to this dialogue.  Furthermore, this characteristic of rhetoric is reflective of Plato�’s 

treatment of speech more broadly in this dialogue, as in the palinode it was clear that 

speech permits reflection and self-reflection and emphatically is not productive of 

knowledge or truth: speech requires the kinds of human experience depicted as belonging 

                                                 
81 Nichols observes that this is why Socrates appeals to doctors for advice for  

would-be doctors, tragic poets for advice for would-be tragedians, and statesmen like 
Pericles for advice for would-be rhetoricians.  Nichols�’ observation recalls Aristotle�’s 
notion in the Nicomachean Ethics that the politike is itself unique insofar as its 
practitioners are not the ones who teach it.  Nichols, Friendship and Community, 135-6. 
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to silence in the palinode.  The power of rhetoric is like the self-moving soul of the 

palinode; it has motion or power, but the direction of its motion, as well as its destination, 

must come from a force greater than itself.82 

In alluding to this particular limitation of rhetoric, Plato directs our attention back 

to the palinode.  This is fitting since Socrates next discusses the way in which the 

rhetorician must understand the soul, and his description is similar to the account on offer 

in that earlier speech.  Socrates first remarks that one cannot know the nature of the soul 

without understanding the nature of the whole (270C), and, moreover, that in order to 

understand the nature of a thing, we must consider �“whether that thing is simple or of 

multiple form,�” and what its powers and sufferings are, and how these things vary from 

one form to another (270D).  Socrates elaborates that with respect to speeches, the thing 

acted upon is �“doubtless�…soul�” (270E).  Just as the palinode depicts a relationship 

between souls or selves, so too are speech and rhetoric a relationship of one soul to 

another.  The palinode shows the potential for souls to relate to one another in the 

absence of mediating speech, but here Socrates offers speech as a less intimate�—and thus 

perhaps more reflective and objective�—way for souls to come together.  The more 

objective character of speech is reflected by the fact that the true art of rhetoric gains 

knowledge of all the various types of souls and speeches, including which speeches are 

appropriate to what souls at what times, and when silence is appropriate (272A-B).  By 

way of contrast, the lover and beloved of the palinode are motivated by beauty, and are 

especially attracted to someone who followed the same god in the preexistence of the 

soul; speech thus opens up the possibility of recognizing a variety of human types and so 

                                                 
82 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 137. 
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difference or alterity.  As suggested above, the experience of love as depicted in the 

palinode can make us alien to ourselves and provide us with the possibility for self-

knowledge; yet the self-knowledge achieved in the palinode is incomplete because it is 

unreflective.  Speech, aided by dialectics, allows us to recognize types and relations, 

providing a means by which reflection is possible: we, unlike the silent souls of the lover 

and beloved, consequently gain the potential to learn what we know or do not know.  In 

the true art of rhetoric, we find another kind of self-knowledge: knowledge of the 

different types of human souls possible, and thus a framework through which we can 

understand ourselves.  The intimate�—perhaps �“subjective,�” but at least unmediated�—

self-knowledge of the palinode complements the more objective knowledge of the types 

of souls pursued by the true art of rhetoric. 

In matching particular speeches to particular people, furthermore, the true art of 

rhetoric provides a specific purpose for the collections and divisions of dialectics.  The 

fact that rhetoric is subordinated to the desires of the rhetorician, whose end is 

persuasion, means that collection and division occurs with respect to the various types of 

soul: �“Dialectic finds its limit and purpose in the human beings whom the rhetorician 

encounters.�”83 So the limitations on this type of dialectic are those imposed upon us by 

the natural variety of human types�—of the other�—and this anchors the true art of rhetoric 

in the human things in a way that the Stranger�’s collections and divisions not only fails to 

do, but which his method explicitly rejects.  The soul or the self and the other are not only 

significant as logical constructs, but their particularities are a necessary part of the true art 

of rhetoric, and provide for the possibility of providing limits for speech which otherwise 

                                                 
83 Nichols, Friendship and Community, 139. 
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runs the risk of destroying all limitations.  By recognizing that the relationship between 

human souls is ultimately the purpose of speech and thus anchoring the art of speaking in 

the study of human particularity, Socrates�’ art of rhetoric evades the destruction of 

limitations required by the Eleatic Stranger and Derrida�’s approaches to speech.  This 

emphasis on particularity is why Socrates next criticizes writing for its generality and its 

inability, much like the Stranger and Derrida, to appreciate silence (274D-276B).84  

 In �“Force of Law�” and again in the Politics of Friendship, Derrida expresses his 

uneasiness with the tendency of speech to neutralize the �“otherness�” of others by the very 

fact of attempting to appropriate the �“language of the other�” through speech, for the very 

act of holding a language in common implicitly assimilates the self into the other.85 The 

true art of rhetoric would initially seem to be susceptible to such a criticism because it 

attempts to create a kind of commonality between the rhetorician and his or her auditor 

by the speeches crafted by the former for the latter.  Indeed, the image that Socrates uses 

of the rhetorician �“taking hold of fitting souls�” and planting speeches as a farmer plants 

seeds in the gardens of Adonis seems on its face to be precisely the kind of imperialistic 

understanding of the self as ipseity attributed to Plato by Derrida, with the active speaker 

imposing his �“seeds�” on the passive auditor.  And yet, Socrates�’ art of rhetoric recognizes 

the �“featherweight vulnerability�” of the art of rhetoric, as Derrida might put it; for the 

image of the rhetorician as gardener involves the possibility that one�’s own speeches �“are 

not barren but have seed, whence other speeches, naturally growing in other characters, 

are competent to pass this on, ever deathless�” (277A), and the notion that the true 

rhetorician will be able to recognize good speeches in the souls of others, even if such 
                                                 

84 I will address the question of writing in the conclusion. 
 
85 See page 108 above; see also Derrida, Politics of Friendship, 105. 
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speeches have grown independently of his art (278B), recognizes the limitations of 

speech to form connections between self and other.  Socrates realizes that even speeches 

composed with a view toward the peculiar characteristics of the other are essentially 

relinquished once they are uttered; the art of rhetoric is an art of freedom not only in its 

being unmoored from a specific end, but also because it respects the integrity of its 

auditors.   

Socrates, like Derrida, acknowledges the extent to which every speech is like a 

vocative or a prayer; spoken with both a degree of trust that the other will hear, but also 

with uncertainty that he or she will not.  As opposed to the Stranger who understands 

speech to be freestanding and transparent, the very need for an art of rhetoric responds to 

the otherness of others.  The true art of rhetoric indeed goes further than Derrida on this 

score, as the ways in which the speeches of the true rhetorician take root in the soil of 

other selves is certainly another way in which one�’s own, and thus in a sense oneself, can 

be made alien or other, allowing us to experience the self as other, as we saw in the 

palinode.  Socrates�’ true art of rhetoric then not only acknowledges the radical alterity of 

the recipients of the art of rhetoric, but also understands the true art of rhetoric as a locus 

for an individual self to understand the ways in which he or she is not simply identical 

with him or herself, interrupting the notion of the self as simple ipseity in a way that is 

similar to Derridean deconstruction.  Such a movement does not, however, push us in the 

direction of the limitless abstract discourse of Derridean deconstruction, but instead 

toward the need for trust or faith in the listener when one speaks. 

 Such trust is demonstrated at the end of the dialogue when Socrates sends 

Phaedrus�—who has previously proven himself to have a less than impressive memory�—
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with a message for Lysias, instructing him to adjust his speechwriting along the lines of 

the matters discussed in the Phaedrus (277D-278E).  Although Socrates takes Phaedrus�’ 

bad memory into consideration by summarizing the topics they�’ve covered in a general 

way, he must nevertheless wonder whether Phaedrus will be able to do justice to their 

admittedly �“naked�” or �“abstract�” discussion about the true art of rhetoric.  The uncertain 

character of this communication is underscored by the dialogue�’s closing, in which 

Socrates offers another sort of �“prayer to Pan.�”  Prayers, as Aristotle observes in On 

Interpretation, are neither true nor false speech.86 Socrates offers his prayer to Pan as if to 

concede the essential uncertainty that any speech will be heard, addressing the prayer not 

only to Pan, but to �“however many other gods are here�” (279B).   

But as the uncertainty of speech is affirmed, the dialogue seems to point us away 

from speech once again.  Indeed, in two instances in this closing scene, Phaedrus 

demonstrates a kind of reciprocal care for Socrates for the first time.  In the first place, 

after Socrates gives him a message for Lysias, Phaedrus informs him that he, too, should 

deliver the same one to �“the beautiful Isocrates�” (278E).  Phaedrus knows something 

about Socrates, and attempts to show him an area in which his own self-knowledge might 

be lacking, if, indeed, Isocrates could stand to hear about the true art of rhetoric every bit 

as much as Lysias.87 Phaedrus again shows a surprising concern for reciprocity in the 

second last line of the dialogue when, seemingly putting aside his characteristic impiety, 

he asks to share in Socrates�’ prayer because �“[the concerns of friends] are in common�” 

(279C).  In both word and deed, then, Phaedrus appears to have moved beyond the 
                                                 

86 Aristotle, On Interpretation, Chapter 4, 17A. 
 
87 For a provocative discussion of the Isocrates and his role in the Phaedrus see  

Burger, Philosophic Art of Writing, 115-126. 
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nonlover�’s delusion of perfect autonomy, recognizing not only his own incompleteness, 

but that of Socrates as well.  The effects of their time together are consequently greater 

than any individual speech or argument taken in isolation would lead us to believe.  Plato 

therefore points us away from speech, reminding us again, as he did in the palinode, that 

human existence consists of more than logos, whatever its power and charms, however 

necessary to help us understands our world and our selves.  The relationship between 

Socrates and Phaedrus has created a kind of reciprocity suggestive of the reality of 

community through human affection even given the limitations of speech. 

  
Conclusion: The Drama of Self and Other in the Phaedrus 

 Commentators have observed that the concluding sections of the Phaedrus call 

for another, more comprehensive palinode or recantation.88 In this chapter I have 

suggested not only that the palinode responds to the problems of the nonlover argument 

and that the true art of rhetoric in turn responds to the limitations of the palinode.  At the 

end of the dialogue, however, the necessarily instrumental character of rhetoric and the 

uncertainty inherent in any utterance reassert the limitations of speech, calling for 

something like a new palinode.  Thus while the palinode offers an alternative to the kind 

of domination inherent in the nonlover speeches, and the true art of rhetoric offers a 

partial reassertion of speech as an ethical mode of relation between self and other, the 

dialogue appears to end on a note of uncertainty.  The Phaedrus thus becomes self-

questioning, as at first glance the movement of its speeches presents a proposition and a 

question: given the limitations of speaking and loving, and the potential for domination 

inherent in each, is there a mode of human interaction that successfully combines 

                                                 
88 Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 218-219; Nichols, 144-151. 
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speaking and loving while respecting the integrity of the other? One potential solution, 

we suggest, is in the relationship that is developed dramatically over the course of the 

Phaedrus itself: the unlikely friendship between Phaedrus and Socrates. 

 As remarked above, one of the notable characteristics of the Phaedrus is the 

extraordinary breadth of the topics it covers.  There is a good reason internal to the 

dramatic logic of the dialogue for this breadth: Socrates is very obliging to Phaedrus, and, 

by and large, allows him to decide what they will discuss.  It is therefore Phaedrus who 

introduces the subjects of er s, rhetoric, and writing.  Indeed, on three separate occasions 

Socrates attempts to end their conversation, only to be prohibited from so doing each 

time�—once by his daimonion, and twice by Phaedrus, who still has more to discuss.  That 

Socrates should spend so much time with Phaedrus is strange given the young man�’s 

dubious intellectual and personal inclinations, and yet Socrates spends the better part of a 

day discussing things with Phaedrus, and does so after he has claimed to have no time for 

pursuits outside of his attempt to know himself.  Socrates, moreover, refers to Phaedrus 

using forms of the Greek word for friend throughout the dialogue, a sign of affection 

Phaedrus actually comes reciprocate in the dialogue�’s final lines.89 What is more, 

Socrates shows himself to be very familiar with Phaedrus�’ preferences and particular 

interests, crafting his rhetoric to the young man�’s proclivities at almost every juncture in 

their conversation.  The dramatic motion of the dialogue thereby indicates that Socrates�’ 

quest for self-knowledge requires a kind of openness to other people, and that he takes 

seriously the particular characteristics of the soul of his young friend.  Over the course of 

the dialogue, as remarked above, Phaedrus�’ singular interest in utility tempers Socrates�’ 

                                                 
89 For a list of passages in the Phaedrus containing uses of forms of philos or  

philia see Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 24. 
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attraction to abstract speech, and to the dialectical principles of collection and division, 

keeping his inquiry rooted in the human things.  Phaedrus, moreover, comes to join in 

Socrates�’ prayer to Pan at the end of the dialogue, shows genuine concern for the good of 

his companion Lysias, and indicates to Socrates that he would be well-served to heed his 

own advice with respect to rhetoric when it comes to his own companion, Isocrates.  By 

being receptive to Phaedrus�’ particularities Socrates is given the opportunity to learn 

something about himself, in addition to giving Phaedrus the possibility to move beyond 

the static immaturity of the vision of human life offered by the Lysian nonlover speech.  

The relationship between Socrates and Phaedrus is not quite love (er s) as it is described 

in the palinode because it is not sexual in nature and does not facilitate the divine 

experiences of the beautiful described therein; but it does resemble the palinode insofar 

as it allows a degree of self-knowledge to be obtained, in Socrates�’ attempts to move 

Phaedrus to self-knowledge and thus philosophy, and for both Phaedrus and Socrates to 

recognize their need for one another.  Moreover, Socrates�’ deeds are unlike the true art of 

rhetoric described in the dialogue insofar as he does not appear to achieve his account of 

the soul and the whole through dialectical collection and division, but through divine 

inspiration; however, his activity shares much in common with the true art of rhetoric, as 

he does in fact provide an account of the soul and of the whole through the palinode, 

fashions his speeches with the soul of his particular auditor (i.e.  Phaedrus) in mind, and 

learns about types of soul other than his own through his exposure to Phaedrus.  Absent 

divine inspiration or an account of the whole, then, Socratic friendship makes possible 

many of the benefits of love and speech as presented in the Phaedrus. 
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By combining love and speech, moreover, friendship mitigates the tyrannical 

potential inherent in both: love, as seen in the movement of the Phaedrus, gains access to 

heterogeneity and the potential for self-reflection, while speech gains purpose and 

limitation.  The answer the drama of the dialogue offers to the question it poses with its 

speeches is that what could motivate one to have friends is not only good in itself because 

it helps create more ethical relations between individuals, but also because it is a means 

through which one can achieve self-knowledge.  What is more, if there is reason to 

believe that the true art of rhetoric is out of reach for most of us because it requires 

knowledge of the whole, the Phaedrus nevertheless points toward the relationship of 

Phaedrus and Socrates as a model of living that avoids the tyrannical potential inherent in 

both love and speech, but which also seems necessary to the philosophical quest for self-

knowledge.   

A friendly philosophical approach anchors Socrates in the human things�—it is 

Phaedrus who is able to temper Socrates�’ enthusiasm for �“naked�” theoretical speech and 

the attractions of dialectical collection and division�—so Socrates�’ attempt to gain self-

knowledge is tied to his friendly relationship to others, which presupposes a respect for 

alterity, but also a concern for the human good.  That Socrates�’ quest for self-knowledge 

should take this peculiar form is eminently understandable.  One of the difficulties with 

rhetoric or speech, as Socrates points out, is that it involves an attempt to create a kind of 

relationship between two souls; a self and an other, infinitely incommensurable to each 

other.  While this is in some ways a difficulty for speech, as persuasion attempts to create 

a change in another person without force, the self-knowledge we can gain through others 

is only possible because of this very incommensurability.  The unexpected nature of the 
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other, the ways in which their particular interests, character, and ideas interact with our 

own provide us with ways to arrive at knowledge of our very selves.  Friendship allows 

us access to difference in a way that limits the otherwise infinite incommensurability of 

the world of others outside of ourselves; furthermore, in helping us form relations with 

living others it allows us the experience of the unexpected�—particularly insofar as friends 

are better able to show us the ways in which we are unknown to ourselves.  The result is 

the realization that we lack self-knowledge, but also that the quest for self-knowledge 

must be circumscribed within the given, by the incommensurable others we call �“friend.�”  

In itself it creates a kind of dialectic through which we have the possibility to mitigate the 

potential for misunderstandings and alienation issuing from the incommensurability of 

the other, but by which we may be perennially confronted with different specific ways in 

which we are unknown to ourselves: thus Socrates is confronted with the utilitarian 

Phaedrus, who helps him remember of the very good reasons we have to care about 

utility as finite human beings with limitations.  The revelation of deficient self-

knowledge in this regard reignites the quest for self-knowledge, but we are not left with 

the same degree of uncertainty about ourselves and our limitations that Socrates evinces 

at the beginning of the dialogue when he is unable to know even if he is monstrous or 

divine, complex or simple: as we learn about our own soul and the souls of others, we 

gain nuance to this thought to accompany the recognition that we lack self-knowledge.  

This is perhaps an appropriate mode of life for a soul defined as it is in the palinode; a 

self both self-moving and desirous, existing in motion, yet able to maintain an identity 

over time.  This attempt to bring together the commensurable with incommensurable, the 

self with the other, without the prima facie disregard for limitations that characterizes 
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Derridean deconstruction; indeed, Derrida�’s account of the self as ipseity more closely 

resembles the static understanding of the nonlover speech than it does Socrates. 

Such a Socratic way of being�—both with respect to the other and friendship�—

represents a profound challenge to Derrida for three reasons.  First, as we saw in Chapter 

Two, Derrida supposes that �“Platonism�” requires a fundamentally closed stance toward 

alterity or difference in general, on account of Plato�’s attempt to uphold political order 

through the suppression of writing.  In this chapter we have seen that Socrates�’ 

philosophical quest for self-knowledge is intimately tied to an essentially openness to the 

other, in this case Phaedrus.  Socratic openness and the essentially zetetic character of the 

quest for self-knowledge indicates that, contra Derrida, Plato�’s understanding of 

philosophy requires a kind of hospitality or care for difference, or an ethic of openness 

towards the other.90 This conclusion is buttressed by our reading of the Sophist in Chapter 

Four, where Plato criticized the Stranger�’s philosophical approach as abstract and self-

forgetting on account of its attempts to free itself from the human context of philosophy.  

Second, Derrida himself attempts to undo the closure of philosophy to politics through 

his notion of democracy to come.  Despite the impressive consistency between politics 

and philosophy he indeed creates, in Chapter Four we argued that such consistency is 

purchased at the price of an abstraction from limitations�—an abstraction common to both 

Derrida and the Stranger�—in such a way that he is ultimately unable to foreclose even 

tyrannical impositions in the name of democracy to come.  By way of contrast, Socrates�’ 

                                                 
90 This is enacted in the dramatic deeds of the dialogue.  It is in this way that the  

human good intersects with the seemingly limitless character of the dialectical quest for 
self-knowledge.  Griswold thus observes that the �“Good�” is nowhere mentioned in the 
Phaedrus, �“the absence from the cosmos of the Phaedrus of a unifying and synoptic 
principle has a bearing�…on the endlessness of dialectic�” (Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 
106). 
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way of being in the Phaedrus models openness to the other in a way similar to Derrida, 

but in a way that maintains the possibility of limitations.  This is put in evidence as 

Socrates�’ criticism of the nonlover�’s failure to come to terms with the reality of human 

dependency, and the Phaedrus�’ general resistance against the instrumentalization of other 

people through love and through rhetoric.  Third, the Phaedrus considers the nature of the 

self and the other in a way that gives due to Derrida�’s concerns with respect to the 

relationship of commensurability to incommensurability, while offering a model of 

friendship that combines respect for the alterity of others with a type of commonality or 

community.  Furthermore, as argued above, far from reducing the self to a kind of 

�“ipseity,�” Socrates presents it as both mysterious, as the object of a quest for knowledge, 

but also as in need of being kept open to the other who comes in order to gain knowledge 

of itself.  The self is thus relational, but not imperial, since self-knowledge requires, 

fundamentally, a stance of openness toward the other.  Plato indeed goes further than 

Derrida by demonstrating through the drama of his dialogue how such openness permits 

the possibility of correction through the particularities of our friends arising from the 

vulnerability of this openness.  In this way the presentation of the friendship between 

Socrates and Phaedrus not only responds to the questions implicit in the movement of the 

dialogue itself, but the Derridean political questions that have animated this dissertation 

so far.91  

                                                 
91 By suggesting that the relationship between Socrates and Phaedrus constitutes a  

kind of friendship, I depart from both Griswold and Zuckert.  Zuckert suggests that 
Socrates �“recognizes that he and Phaedrus do not share or have the most important thing 
in common, a desire for wisdom or truth.  They are not truly lovers or friends; in this 
conversation they had simply playacted�” (Zuckert, Plato�’s Philosophers, 331).  Griswold 
takes a view somewhat closer to my own, suggesting that Socrates is not simply being 
ironic or playful when he refers to Phaedrus as his friend, insofar as Phaedrus�’ particular 
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Appendices on Writing and Hermeneutics 

 The remaining issue to discuss is one important to both Plato in the Phaedrus and 

Derrida in �“Plato�’s Pharmacy:�” writing.92 In Chapter Two we saw that for Derrida 

�“writing�” is understood in an expansive way, �“representing,�” but also in a literal way 

�“participating in,�” Plato�’s suppression of the pharmakon, or of the fact that the failure of 

the metaphysics of presence is a threat to the ordered metaphysical-political �“whole�” 

Plato supports.93 Derrida moreover claims that Plato �“never came to terms with his own 

writing,�” and that even though Plato was aware of the strangeness of criticizing writing in 

writing, he never allowed himself to fully consider the radical implications of his own 

activity.  �“Plato�’s Pharmacy�” thus presents us with an interpretation of the theoretical 

significance of �“writing,�” but also with commentary on Plato�’s activity as the writer of 

the Phaedrus, a concern that, to a certain extent, implicates him (and us) in the difficult 

question of Platonic hermeneutics.  In this section I will argue that Derrida�’s approach to 

understanding writing in the Phaedrus fails primarily because of Derrida�’s failure to 

consider the radical implications of Plato�’s use of the dialogue form in his writings. 

                                                                                                                                                 
thesis about the relationship of love to speech represents not merely a conventional, but a 
philosophical challenge to Socrates (Griswold, Self-Knowledge, 33).  Mary Nichols�’ view 
is closest to my own, although, as mentioned above, she suggests that a discussion of 
friendship is not fully developed until Plato�’s Lysis.   
 

92 While questions of hermeneutics naturally assert themselves in a study like this  
one which has focused on Plato and Derrida�—both of whom write in provocative ways�—
it is outside of the scope of this dissertation to provide an exhaustive account of the 
relationship between Derridean and �“Platonic�” hermeneutics.  For such accounts see 
Stanley Rosen�’s Hermeneutics as Politics and Drew Hyland�’s Questioning Platonism; see 
also Jasper Neel, Plato, Derrida, and Writing.  For a thorough, but, as argued in Chapter 
Two, unsympathetic and unpersuasive, attempt at refuting Derrida�’s reading of the 
Phaedrus see Rinon, �“The Rhetoric of Jacques Derrida I�” and �“The Rhetoric of Jacques 
Derrida II.�”   
 

93 See Chapter Two. 
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 In the Phaedrus the discussion of writing occurs after the discussion of the true art 

of rhetoric has drawn to a close.  Socrates shares a story about the origins of writing that 

he has �“heard from men of former times�” (274C).  The story is interestingly not Greek in 

origin, but Egyptian, and tells the story of the Egyptian god Theuth who�—along with 

several other useful arts�—invents writing (274C-D).94 Theuth presents writing to the ruler 

of Egypt, the god-king Thamos-Ammon, saying that it will make the Egyptians wiser and 

improve their memories, describing it as a �“drug (pharmakon) for memory and wisdom�” 

(274E).  Thamos, however, disagrees, saying that it will instead engender forgetfulness as 

these �“alien markings�” build mnemonic dependency rather than independence, leading 

would-be students to shallow opinion rather than profound, internal wisdom (275B). 

 After the story ends, Phaedrus remarks that Socrates �“easily makes [poieis] 

Egyptian speeches�—and speeches from whatever country [he] wish[es]�” (275B).  

Phaedrus recognizes that Socrates�’ versatility and creativity make him an uncommonly 

talented speaker.  It is therefore surprising that when Socrates responds to Phaedrus that 

�“perhaps it makes a difference to [him] who the speaker is and from what country [the 

speeches] originate, although he should concentrate principally on whether a speech is 

true �“or otherwise�” (275C), that he does not resist more vigorously, since presumably a 

speech given by Socrates would not be the same as one given by someone less able to 

make Egyptian speeches.  What is more, given the fact that one of the principal lessons of 

the true art of rhetoric involved taking into consideration the identity of speakers and 

auditors, it seems that Phaedrus is allowing himself to forget a lesson recently learned. 

                                                 
94 Rosen suggests that the fact that the story is Egyptian is perhaps the most 

important thing about it: Egyptian culture�—unlike Greek culture�—had no understanding 
of logos as Plato understood it, or as been the interpretation of it in the Western tradition 
from which Derrida works.  Rosen, Hermeneutics as Politics, 56-59. 
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Socrates, at any rate, appears to endorse the Egyptian tale, and expands upon its 

criticism of writing.  He suggests that writing is inferior to speech because writing gives 

the appearance of intelligence, while lacking the active intelligence of a real-live human 

interlocutor.  If one questions works of writing, after all, �“they altogether keep a solemn 

silence�” (275D).  Writings cannot clarify their arguments, and instead repeat the same 

things time and again, regardless of context and audience (275E).  Unlike the true art of 

rhetoric, where a specific speech is matched with a particular soul, written works say the 

same thing to everyone.  Because of this apparent rigidity of writing, a written speech is 

in danger of having its arguments manipulated or misunderstood, because it cannot 

defend itself.  Yet this very ambiguity is endemic to all speech: whenever we speak, we 

run the risk of being misunderstood, even if we have the ability to clarify ourselves.  

What writing would actually then seem to lack is the ability to, in the manner of a human 

interlocutor, respond to the specific preferences and biases of other people.  The danger 

then lies with the reader, and not with the writer, as the reader may be allowed, as 

Phaedrus was with Lysias�’ speech, to hold mistaken views, to not have the unexpected 

incommensurability of others assert itself.  Writing, more than speech, therefore appears 

to erase the difference between self and other because the passive character of the written 

word allows for texts to be misappropriated.  This criticism is related to writing�’s other 

failure: writing is unable to discern the character of its readers, and consequently cannot 

know when silence is appropriate.  Writing appears to say the same things to everyone, 

because it is static and unchanging.95 This view of writing makes it sound somewhat like 

                                                 
95 This difficulty is seen in the nonlover speech, where the nonlover was unable to  

argued why his argument would be an argument specifically for him, and not for 
nonlovers in general.   
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the Eleatic Stranger�’s method of collection and division, which requires �“freezing�” the 

things it sorts into static, stable looks so that they can be, in effect, counted.  Writing 

would thus appear to be especially problematic, in Socrates�’ view, because it reduces 

complexity and motion to simplicity and rest.   

In Derrida�’s interpretation of the Phaedrus much is made of the fact that �“living�” 

speech is taken to be superior to �“orphaned writing.  Indeed, one of the central 

contentions he makes is that one cannot simply be a �“father�” of logos, in the sense that 

we are never fully present to our own discourse.  According to Socrates in the Phaedrus, 

writing is preferred to speech in part because of its fully �“present father,�” the speaker, 

who is alive to defend his or speech to any one who comes to question it.  Derrida is 

highly suspicious of this notion, arguing that when pushed to its limit, the phrase �“father 

of the logos�” slides into incoherence, as one indeed must use logos to describe its own 

�“father,�” suggesting that the �“father�” or the speaker is not as thoroughly prior to speech as 

it would initially seem.  This at once demonstrates Derrida�’s need to mediate all human 

experience through speech, but at the same time it shows his inattentiveness to the basic 

construction of the Phaedrus in general.  In this dialogue, Phaedrus is �“father�” to many 

speeches not by uttering them, but by requesting or inspiring them.  Derrida�’s case is 

indeed a strange one to make with respect to this dialogue in particular because Socrates 

systematically distances himself from the speeches he delivers, attributing them to the 

Muses, or �“ancient men and women,�” or suggesting that they are a �“heard thing�” of 

ancient, but uncertain, origins.  With such a gesture Plato�’s Socrates signals his own 

awareness of the extent to which speeches do not necessarily flow directly from the 

speaker in a certain and stable way, but that much of what we say is influenced by forces 
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outside of ourselves; once again, Plato�’s understanding of the self eschews �“ipseity.�”  

This point is made even more emphatically through Plato�’s use of the dialogue form, 

which always places �“distance�” between a writer and a written speech, as Plato�’s 

intentions remain ultimately concealed behind a wall of silence.   

As has been frequently observed, although a point no less important for the 

frequency of its observation, the Phaedrus resists its own criticism of writing.96 As 

argued in Chapter Two, Derrida�’s hermeneutical approach to Plato has been largely 

mischaracterized by defenders of Plato.  There, I suggested that Derrida�’s method of 

reading Plato involves attempting to find the thread which unites this otherwise 

�“disjointed�” dialogue, a thread he finds in the issue of writing/the pharmakon.  Derrida 

then begins by assuming that Plato�’s intention is to put in play the intricacies he assigns 

to the pharmakon/writing dialectic, but that what we learn from Plato�’s apparent intention 

is indeed the impossibility of finally determining authorial intent.  By beginning with the 

assumption that Plato�’s text is coherent, Derrida suggests that Plato�’s text then indicates 

the impossibility of the texts being simply coherent at all.  The affirmation of the text 

thus leads the text to show itself unable to bear the weight of its own intention.  But 

Derrida�’s theoretical account of his hermeneutics does not in fact align with his practice; 

if he is actually concerned with affirming the notion authorial intention until it discloses 

his own limitations, he needs to be more attentive to the specific character of the literary 

text he approaches: in this case a dialogue.  Derrida�’s narrow focus on writing as a 

                                                 
96 For an account of interpreters of Derrida�’s interpretation of Plato, see Chapter  

Two, FN 32. 
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metaphysical category leads him to be inattentive to taking into full consideration the 

effects of the dialogue form.97  

Derrida�’s theoretical approach�—affirming Plato�’s intention and attempting to 

match the parts with the whole�—seems to me sound if one also takes into consideration 

the nature of the dialogue form as we have done here, investigating its setting, characters, 

and drama in addition to its arguments.  The problem is, however, that Derrida does not 

in fact deliver on his promised approach to Platonic hermeneutics.  The substantive 

problems we have examined with Derrida�’s political thought in fact reverberate through 

his hermeneutics.  Derrida, indeed, who neglects the silence of the Phaedrus, also fails to 

consistently apply his own hermeneutical standards to the dialogue, which, silently, 

through its drama, draws itself closer to Derrida�’s own concerns than he recognizes.  The 

Phaedrus seems to resists its own critique of writing precisely by becoming self-

questioning; by leaving open a question that is ultimately answerable through recourse to 

its dramatic action.  I argued above that the capacity of writing to represent 

�“impossibility�” was one of its benefits in evidence in the Phaedrus.  One additional way 

in which it does this is to silently portray silence.  By creating a dramatic world populated 

by human beings who speak and act and suffer, the Phaedrus is a writing that 

acknowledges the limitations of speech to mediate the phenomenological priority of the 

human things.  We are thus shown the friendship between Socrates and Phaedrus because 

friendship consists not only in speaking but in loving as well.  The dialogue effectively 

silently speaks its defense of friendship, and thus gains a kind of life akin to the 

                                                 
97 This observation has been made by the many commentators named above,  

perhaps most thoroughly and provocatively by Hyland, who in effect argues that Plato�’s 
use of the dialogue form allows him to out-deconstruct Derrida�—something Derrida 
himself, I suppose, would have liked.  See Hyland, Questioning Platonism, 87ff. 
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prelinguistic experience of human love.  To bring life to dead writing seems miraculous, 

and it is on account of Derrida�’s essential closure toward such a possibility that he is 

unable to teach us to speak and to love as Plato does, and why despite the radical 

character of Derrida�’s challenge to the Platonic dialogues, they remain a powerful guide 

to how we might live. 
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