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Abstract. My aim in this paper is to draw Plotinus and Derrida together in a comparison of
their respective appropriations of the famous “receptacle” passage in Plato’s Timaeus (specifi-
cally, Plotinus’ discussion of intelligible matter in Enneads 2.4 and Derrida’s essay on Timaeus
entitled “Khōra”). After setting the stage with a discussion of several instructive similarities
between their general philosophical projects, I contend that Plotinus and Derrida take compa-
rable approaches both to thinking the origin of the forms and to problematizing the stability
of the sensible/intelligible opposition. With these parallels in focus, I go on to explain how
examining such points of contact can help us to dismantle the canonical constructs of “Plotinus
the metaphysician” and “Derrida the anti-metaphysician” that have obscured important con-
nections between Neoplatonism and deconstruction, and suppressed latent resources within
the Platonic tradition itself for deconstructing the dualistic ontology of so-called “Platonic
metaphysics.”

Until recently, the idea that there might be substantive parallels between the
traditions of Neoplatonism and deconstruction has been all but unthinkable
for English-speaking philosophers. This fact isn’t surprising given that de-
construction came to fashion in North America in the late nineteen-sixties
as an anti-philosophy, a literary method for uncovering and discrediting ev-
ery last vestige of “Platonism” in the Western canon. By the late seventies,
Richard Rorty was promoting deconstruction in the philosophical mainstream
as a tool for overthrowing modern “representationalist epistemology” and the
“Platonic metaphysics” it allegedly presupposed.1 And by the early eight-
ies, the association of deconstruction with anti-platonism (anti-metaphysics,
anti-transcendence) had been firmly entrenched in the common sense of most
philosophers.

It was the late eighties before this anti-platonist caricature of deconstruction
began to lose its grip. In the wake of texts like Christopher Norris’s Derrida,
John Caputo’s Radical Hermeneutics, and Rodolphe Gasche’s The Tain of the
Mirror, it became increasingly respectable to understand deconstruction as an
inquiry into the transcendent origins of language and world, albeit an inquiry
that privileges a logic of difference and negation to that of straightforward
analysis.2 Throughout the nineties and into the present, a growing number of
English-speaking philosophers (continentalists and medievalists alike) have
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associated this alternative logic of transcendence with the negative dialectics
of the Neoplatonic tradition.3

But if this burgeoning Anglo-American interest in the Neoplatonic res-
onances of Derrida’s philosophical project is a comparatively recent phe-
nomenon, it is not for lack of early and frequently recurring cues in this di-
rection from Derrida himself.4 Indeed, Derrida has explicitly acknowledged
these resonances in numerous texts from the outset of his career onward, re-
peatedly situating his work in relation to “a tradition of the ‘via negativa’
which. . .accords its possibility to a Greek – Platonic or Plotinian – tradition
that persists until Heidegger and beyond: the thought of that which is beyond
being (epekeina tes ousias).”5

The ‘or’ Derrida places between ‘Platonic’ and ‘Plotinian’ is significant
here, for it is precisely Plotinus’ appropriations of Plato’s most perplexing and
oft-neglected offerings (Parmenides, Sophist, Timaeus) that make it difficult
to decide where Platonism-proper ends and something else begins. To be
sure, the “negative way” that Plotinus (and, I will argue, Derrida) finds in
Plato is something quite other than the cut-and-dried metaphysical dualism
often associated with “Platonism.” What is at stake for this “other” tradition of
Plato interpretation, I will suggest, is an implicit critique of the methodological
assumptions and conceptual hierarchies that are often presumed to be Platonic
orthodoxies.6

To this end, I attempt in what follows to draw Plotinus and Derrida together
in a comparison of their respective appropriations of the famous “receptacle”
passage in Plato’s Timaeus7 (specifically, Plotinus’ discussion of intelligible
matter in Enneads 2.48 and Derrida’s essay on Timaeus entitled “Khōra”).
After setting the stage with a discussion of several instructive similarities be-
tween their general philosophical projects, I contend that Plotinus and Derrida
take comparable approaches both to thinking the origin of the forms and to
problematizing the stability of the sensible/intelligible opposition. With these
parallels in focus, I go on to explain how examining such points of contact can
help us to dismantle the canonical constructs of “Plotinus the metaphysician”
and “Derrida the anti-metaphysician” that have obscured important connec-
tions between Neoplatonism and deconstruction, and suppressed latent re-
sources within the Platonic tradition itself for deconstructing the dualistic
ontology of so-called “Platonic metaphysics.”

I

To bolster confidence in the perhaps unlikely enterprise of drawing Ploti-
nus and Derrida together as readers of an “other” Plato, it will be useful to
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begin with a survey of several striking similarities between their respective
approaches to philosophical inquiry. First and foremost, both Plotinian Neo-
platonism and Derridean deconstruction are aporetic in structure; that is, both
endeavors are directed toward and disciplined by a philosophical impasse or
aporia that is recognized from the outset to be beyond the reach of conceptu-
alization.

For Plotinus, the aporia unfolds as an attempt to understand how the mul-
tiplicity of the universe is derived from transcendent unity. In addressing this
problem, Plotinus posits a dynamic process of emanation that he expounds in
terms of three hierarchically ascending intelligible hypostases: soul, intellect,
and the One.9 He characterizes this emanation in terms of both procession and
reversion; though the lower principles proceed from the One and are thereby
differentiated from it, they have their being in reverting back toward the One
even as they are disseminated.

Though all being is in some sense “caused” by the One in this dynamic
participatory process, the One itself transcends being and thereby ruptures any
attempt to explain emanation in terms of temporal priority10 or a simple logic
of cause and effect. Rather, at the origin of each derivative hypostasis, cause
and effect are indistinguishable in so far as the effect is a perfectly unified
determinate expression of its cause. Consequently, there is no decidable mo-
ment at which the One gives way to intellect or the intellect gives way to soul;
on the contrary, pure soul is indistinguishable from intellect as pure intellect
is indistinguishable from the One. In this respect, the process of emanation is
characterized by the simultaneous appearance and disappearance of the One
in the lower hypostases; the One is paradoxically ever present in intellect and
soul as trace, though it is never present in itself as beyond being.11

Derrida confronts a similar aporia in attempting to understand the ori-
gin of language as a primordial difference against which the opposed terms
of conceptual oppositions (sensible/intelligible, immanence/transcendence,
etc.) become distinguishable from one another, and thereby meaningful as
delimitive concepts. Though the origin of language is traditionally explained
in terms of the duplication and transmission of an originary presence (logos,
intelligibility, cognition, etc.), Derrida argues that the concept of presence
itself is intelligible only within the context of the dyadic opposition “pres-
ence/absence.” This opposition, in turn, is intelligible only on the basis of an
originary difference that cannot depend, for obvious reasons, on a previously
disclosed presence.

To set apart this primordial difference from the concept of difference that is
the dyadic counterpart to the concept of sameness, Derrida names it différance.
Since différance is what makes it possible to constitute the differences that give
rise to meaningful concepts, it follows that it cannot itself be conceptualized



38 M. C. HALTEMAN

except approximately in terms of the conceptual oppositions it engenders.12

Thus, différance both appears and disappears in what it produces; for if it
vanishes behind determinate conceptual oppositions in producing them, it can
be glimpsed, if only provisionally, in those oppositions as a trace. Like the One,
then, différance has the aporetic status of a non-temporal (or perhaps “pre-
originary”) origin that can be conceived as such only indirectly by working
backward from the traces it engenders.

Given this structural kinship between their projects, it is not altogether sur-
prising that Plotinus and Derrida employ similar discursive strategies in their
respective attempts to describe the indescribable. First of all, both thinkers
are keenly aware that the privileged methodology of traditional philosophy
– direct and systematic predication through logical analysis – is an insuffi-
cient means for attempting the task at hand. At the same time, neither thinker
denies the continuing importance of logical analysis to their endeavors; the
challenge for both is to trace the logos to the limits of its power while at-
tempting to discern, at those limits, the provisional indications of that which
lies beyond them. Their shared commitment to the employment of this “trace
logic”13 is exemplified strikingly in the following passages from the Enneads
and Of Grammatology respectively:

Since to say it [the One] is the cause is to predicate an attribute not of it, but
of us, in that we have something from it, [it] which exists in itself. But he
who speaks accurately should not say ‘it’ or ‘exists’, but we circle around
it on the outside, as it were, wishing to communicate our impressions,
sometimes coming near, sometimes falling back on account of the dilemmas
that surround it.14

Since these concepts [the dyadic oppositions of western metaphysics] are
indispensable for unsettling the heritage to which they belong, we should
be even less prone to renounce them. Within the closure, by an oblique and
always perilous movement, constantly risking falling back within what is
being deconstructed, it is necessary to surround the critical concepts with
a careful and thorough discourse – to mark the conditions, the medium,
and the limits of their effectiveness and to designate rigorously their inti-
mate relationship to the machine whose deconstruction they permit; and, in
the same process, designate the crevice through which the yet unnamable
glimmer beyond the closure can be glimpsed.15

In seeking to glimpse the “unnamable glimmer” beyond the conceptual
“dilemmas that surround it,” however, this “trace logic” avails itself of more
than just those traces of the beyond that manifest themselves at the limits of
conceptual analysis. Indeed, for Plotinus and Derrida alike, conceptual anal-
ysis is but one of many finite human discourses that bear traces leading back
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to the aporia at their origin – among them analogical, allegorical, mythologi-
cal, and even artistic discourses. Accordingly, both philosophers are perfectly
comfortable with deferring to these other discourses and employing them
as complements, supplements, or foils when “rational” discourse inevitably
founders.

Compare, for instance, the following two passages in which Plotinus and
Derrida respectively affirm a surprisingly close kinship between logos and
mythos – two traditionally opposed discourses which are deemed here to
complement one another as alternative modes of access to questions regarding
“things ungenerated”:

But myths, if they are really going to be myths, must separate in time
the things of which they tell, and set apart from each other many realities
which are together, but distinct in rank or powers, at points where rational
discussions, also, make generations of things ungenerated, and themselves,
too, separate things which are together; the myths, when they have taught
us as well as they can, allow the man who has understood them to put
together again that which they have separated.16

Shall we gain access to the thought of the khōra by continuing to place
our trust in the alternative logos/mythos? And what if this thought called
also for a third genus of discourse? And what if, perhaps as in the case of
the khōra, this appeal to the third genre was only the moment of a detour
in order to signal toward a genre beyond genre? Beyond categories, and
above all beyond categorical oppositions, which in the first place allow it
to be approached or said?17

Plotinus and Derrida seem to agree, then, that – in Derrida’s words – “this
meshing of the mythological and the philosophical points to some more deeply
buried necessity.”18

There is apparent concurrence, as well, that traces of this “deeply buried
necessity” are also to be found in the similar and equally unheralded “mesh-
ing” of logos and the much maligned mimetic arts. In a discussion in Enneads
5.8 on the role of artistic beauty in the Platonic ascent to the Good (beyond
being), Plotinus puts the point as follows:

But if anyone despises the arts because they produce their works by imi-
tating nature, we must tell him, first, that natural things are imitations too.
Then he must know that the arts do not simply imitate what they see, but
they run back up to the forming principles from which nature derives; then
also that they do a great deal by themselves, and, since they possess beauty,
they make up what is defective in things.19



40 M. C. HALTEMAN

Derrida paints a similar picture in “The Double Session,” where he assesses
the duplicitous relation of mimesis to logos as it functions in the Platonic
corpus:

But painting, that degenerate. . .and supplementary frill of discursive
thought. . .also plays a role that seems to be just the opposite of this. It
functions as a pure indicator of the essence of a thought or discourse de-
fined as image, representation, repetition. If logos is first and foremost a
faithful image of the eidos. . .of what is, then it arises as a sort of pri-
mary painting, profound and invisible. In that case painting in its usual
sense, a painter’s painting, is really only the painting of a painting. Hence
it can reveal the essential picturality, the representativity, of logos. [. . .]
The painter. . .is able, through an exercise of analysis, separation, and im-
poverishment, precisely to purify the pictorial, imitative, imaginal essence
of thought. The painter, then, knows how to restore the naked image of the
thing, the image as it presents itself to simple intuition[.]20

What is intriguing about these examples is not just that Plotinus and Derrida
concur in their accordance of philosophical significance to the traditionally
marginalized discourses of myth and the mimetic arts, but also – and more
importantly for our purposes – that they elicit these insights from the very
Platonic texts that the received interpretation of “Platonism” has used to deny
the philosophical significance of myth and the arts. In addition to highlight-
ing important similarities between the ways Plotinus and Derrida approach
philosophical inquiry, then, these examples lend credibility to the guiding
suggestion that an “other” Plato is in play in their readings of the Platonic
corpus.

The emergence of this “other” Plato in the writings of Plotinus and Derrida
sheds light as well on the way that their general approaches to philosophical
inquiry influence the way they interpret particular philosophical texts. Rather
than subjecting a text to systematic commentary, both thinkers practice what
I call “epiphanic” exegesis: they find in the text a particularly important and
often mysterious philosophical insight (perhaps no more than a paragraph or
even a single sentence in length) and then go on to show how this epiphany
both illuminates the text at issue and serves as a catalyst for reflection beyond
what is overtly stated in the text.

For Plotinus, this epiphany is the ennoia, a moment of transcendent inspi-
ration whose conceptual unfolding parallels emanation from the One. Like the
One, the ennoia cannot be grasped as an object of propositional knowledge;
rather, it is the enigmatic source from which propositions are derived. For this
reason, the ennoia hidden in a given text cannot be brought to light by sys-
tematic commentary, but must be elicited using methods consistent with the
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logic of the trace: short citations, brief paraphrases, fragmentary references,
and recurring motifs.21

Though Derrida reads texts as traces of différance rather than finite insights
into transcendent ennoia, his methods are remarkably similar. Instead of af-
firming or rejecting a text’s standard interpretation, he attempts to solicit the
aporetic insights hidden within it by tracing recurring themes to the limits of
their intelligibility, playing key passages against one another, and uncovering
great importance in what might seem on the face of it to be the least significant
detail.22 As Derrida sees it, the value of a text is not reducible to the success
of its arguments, and it is often the case that the most illuminating insights are
revealed precisely at those junctures where the arguments break down. Like
Plotinus, then, Derrida approaches texts as open-ended invitations to philo-
sophical epiphany rather than as finished works to be tested for systematic
coherence.

In summary, three instructive similarities between Plotinian Neoplatonism
and Derridean deconstruction have come to the fore: first, each takes its depar-
ture from an aporia that is deemed to be beyond the reach of conceptualization;
second, each employs a “trace logic” that seeks to discern provisional indica-
tions of the “beyond” within the limits of the various modes of understanding
at its disposal; and third, each practices “epiphanic exegesis” in order to solicit
such indications from other texts.

II

With these general similarities between the philosophical projects of Plotinus
and Derrida in view, the stage is set for elucidating the significant parallels
between their specific discussions of the problematic origin of the forms.
The catalyst for these discussions is the curious passage in Plato’s Timaeus
in which Timaeus posits the necessity of a “third kind” of principle ele-
ment (over and against the “intelligible” and “sensible”) that serves as “the
‘receptacle’ of all generation.”23 What is intriguing about this “receptacle”
is that, from Timaeus’ description, it seems to have both intelligible and
sensible characteristics despite its alleged status as the “womb” from which
these first two kinds are given birth. Moreover, the appeal to this “third kind”
(also known as khōra (χώρα)) has unsettling implications for so-called “Pla-
tonic” ontology, given that it upsets the traditional hierarchy of form over
matter by placing a decidedly matter-like “emptiness” at the source of the
forms.

To facilitate a fruitful comparison between the Plotinian and Derridean
discussions of this constellation of issues, it will be helpful on the outset to
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clarify two brief strategic considerations. First, because Plotinus and Derrida
address the primordial “emptiness” in question under different names – “in-
telligible matter” and “khōra” respectively – it will increase the plausibility
of the comparison to demonstrate, in advance, that there is a close conceptual
linkage between the matters for thinking given under these different names.
In “Intelligible Matter and Plotinus,” Dmitri Nikulin provides just such a
demonstration, observing that intelligible matter is “tightly connected” with
the imagination, a faculty that “corresponds to χώρα” in that it

is not any thing defined but is close to non-being, a mere possibility of
embodiment or accepting something (cp. Tim. 52a). But this “plenum” is
not merely a privative non-being, mere nothingness, but represents being
as well, since it is present primarily not in physical or bodily things but in
the noetic objects.24

Like the imagination, Nikulin continues, “intelligible matter is a ‘plenum’
and χώρα as empty” rather than as “a definite place for embodiment of
intelligible objects.”25 In short, intelligible matter, like khōra, gives place to
the forms without determining their content in any respect whatsoever.

But if it is plausible to interpret independent discussions of intelligible
matter and khōra as addressed to the same cluster of problems, it is crucial to
point out that there is more at stake in this comparison than the juxtaposition
of two parallel secondary readings of an oft-neglected puzzle at the margins
of “Platonism.” What merits attention here, rather, is the similarity between
the ways in which Plotinus and Derrida appropriate Plato in advancing their
own positive projects: in each case, a marginal and mysterious Platonic insight
that sits ill with the prospect of articulating a systematic “Platonic” ontology
becomes the guiding light of an attempt to glimpse the provenance, beyond
(or at least otherwise than) being, of the intelligible entities (forms, concepts)
through which being is ordered and understood. The aim, in summary, is
not just to compare Plotinus and Derrida as commentators on Plato, but to
appreciate how their original appropriations of a peculiar Platonic insight
simultaneously cut against the grain of “Platonism” and open new possibilities
both for thinking alongside Plato and for understanding the complexity of
Plato’s legacy to the history of metaphysics.

Plotinus’ dealings with this insight arise, among other places, in Enneads
2.4, where he distinguishes between sensible and intelligible matter. He argues
that these two types of matter correspond to two “diametrically opposed” types
of indeterminacy. Sensible matter is indeterminate in that it is “all things in turn
and only one thing at each particular time; so nothing lasts because one thing
pushes out another.”26 As a mutable substratum subject to the prior forms
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that give it shape, sensible matter is utterly alien to the good of existence
and is therefore identified with absolute privation itself: non-being/evil.27

By equating matter with non-being, however, Plotinus isn’t suggesting that
matter simply doesn’t exist; in this context, he explains, “non-being does
not mean absolute non-being but only something other than being.”28 He
describes this “something other” in terms of a “vision of shapelessness” that
the soul perceives only with respect to a whole of two components: “it thinks
the whole and the compound of both elements [matter and form]; and the
thought or perception of the overlying elements [form] is clear, but that of
the substrate [matter], the shapeless, is dim, for it is not a form.”29 In this
respect, the soul can be said to “know” sensible matter only by reference to a
privileged intelligible form.30

Given his discussion of sensible matter alone, Plotinus’ account might seem
a textbook case of what Derrida would call “logocentric metaphysics.”31 But
the indeterminacy of matter as “all things in turn” is not the end of the story.
Intelligible matter, by contrast, is indeterminate in that it is “all things at
once”: “it has nothing to change into, for it has all things already”.32 Eternal
and immutable, intelligible matter is the permanent substratum in which the
form-ideas themselves are differentiated and thereby rendered intelligible as
distinct in their unity. As the distinguishing difference to which even the form-
ideas owe their identity, intelligible matter is the originary derivative of the
One: “that which is before [intelligible matter] is beyond being”.33

In its close logical proximity to the One, then, intelligible matter has an
exceedingly curious ontological status. Insofar as intelligible matter is distin-
guishable from the One, it cannot properly be classed as beyond being. But
as the “necessary “substrate” of the forms in being which is “prior” to being,”
intelligible matter is equally alien to the realm of “being” proper.34 Moreover,
its priority over sensible matter precludes its classification as run-of-the-mill
“non-being.” But if intelligible matter is neither beyond being, nor being, nor
non-being, in what sense can it be said to exist? Only, one might conclude, in
an indefinite sense, namely, in that of the “indefinite dyad,” the primary source
and potentiality of multiplicity that, in turning towards the One, “receives, as
if, a double definition: both from the One and from the multitude of the forms
which form the structure of all-unity.”35 In short, we must glimpse intelligible
matter, however provisionally and paradoxically, as existing somehow “be-
tween” being (form-ideas) and beyond-being (the One) on the one hand, and
“between” being (form-ideas) and non-being (sensible matter) on the other.36

From this description, it is not difficult to see why the priority Plotinus
accords to intelligible matter would be cause for alarm from the perspec-
tive of the received interpretation of “Platonism.” For at the very inception
of the forms themselves, “before” the advent of the intellect that putatively
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reflects and transmits their presence into the shadowy world of sensible matter,
Plotinus locates a strange and undecideable emptiness, indeed, an intelligible
double of matter that would seem – notwithstanding its alleged intelligibility–
to compromise the purity of the forms and to contaminate their presence with
absence, their intelligibility with sensibility, their being with non-being.

It is precisely the problem of this “contamination” at the genesis of intelli-
gibility that has been the animus of Derrida’s project from the very beginning,
and that has motivated his sustained interest in the thought of khōra. In prefac-
ing the 1990 publication of his 1953 dissertation on Husserl and the problem
of genesis, Derrida retrospectively sums up the trajectory of his thought from
the dissertation onward as follows:

It is always a question of an originary complication of the origin, of an
initial contamination of the simple, of an inaugural divergence that no
analysis could present, make present in its phenomenon or reduce to the
pointlike nature of the element, instantaneous and identical to itself. In fact
the question that governs the whole trajectory is already: “How can the
originarity of a foundation be an a priori synthesis? How can everything
start with a complication?” All the limits on which phenomenological dis-
course is constructed are examined from the standpoint of a fatal necessity
of a “contamination” (“unperceived entailment or dissimulated contamina-
tion” between the two edges of the opposition: transcendental/ “worldly”,
eidetic/empirical, intentional/nonintentional, active/passive, present/non-
present, pure/impure, etc.), the quaking of each border coming to propagate
itself onto all the others.37

In the intervening fifty years since the Husserl dissertation, Derrida has
ceaselessly attempted to show up the “quaking borders” from which this
oppositional “contamination” seeps by reference to various “supplements
of origin” linked in a chain of “non-synonymous substitutions” (including
“arche-trace,” “différance,” and “khōra”); while each of these supplements
may be provisionally posited as a stand-in for the absent genesis in question,
Derrida is adamant that each is but a trace of the withdrawal of this genesis,
and that consequently none may serve as a master name.38

But if khōra is just one of many substitutions in Derrida’s “system beyond
being,” it enjoys an exemplary significance in virtue of its status as a “sup-
plement of origin” that irrupts within the Platonic corpus itself at the alleged
origin of so-called “Western metaphysics.” More specifically, tracing the fig-
ure of khōra as it operates in the Timaeus (and as it destabilizes the broader
Platonic narrative in which Timaeus is situated) allows Derrida to perform
two of his favorite deconstructive maneuvers at once. On the one hand, he
can exemplify the conceptual slippage (or “contamination”) that confronts
any attempt to think the origin of intelligibility. On the other hand, he can
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demonstrate that this loss of traction on the question of genesis is not a prob-
lem of recent provenance, but one that has confounded philosophical inquiry
from the very beginning of its history, despite its best efforts to conceal this
difficulty. In addition to furnishing another unique case study of the “quaking
border” between the sensible and the intelligible, then, the thought of khōra
opens the way to a previously hidden (or at least marginalized) interpretation
of the philosophical tradition as a history of the perpetual deferral, differ-
entiation, and repression of the difficulties inherent to posing questions of
origin.39

This exemplary significance of the figure of khōra for Derrida’s broader
project is well documented by his most influential interpreters.40 However,
there is one leading commentator whose work merits special mention given
the support it affords to the specific interpretation of Derrida on khōra under
development here. In “Pardes: The Writing of Potentiality,” Giorgio Agamben
locates the thought of khōra – and more importantly, the thought of khōra
precisely as intelligible matter – as the primary site of Derrida’s problematic.41

After citing Plotinus’s treatise “On the Two Matters” expressly in order to
illuminate “Derrida’s concept of the trace and its aporias,” Agamben situates
“Timaeus’s khōra” as “the model [for the] experience of matter” at stake in
these discussions, and then positions Derrida accordingly:

Khōra is thus the perception of an imperception, the sensation of an
anaisthēsis, a pure taking place (in which truly nothing takes place other
than place). [. . .] Derrida’s trace, “neither perceptible nor imperceptible,”
the “re-marked place of a mark,” pure taking-place, is therefore truly some-
thing like the experience of an intelligible matter. The experimentum lin-
guae that is at issue in grammatological terminology does not (as a common
misunderstanding insists) authorize an interpretative practice directed to-
ward the infinite deconstruction of a text, nor does it inaugurate a new
formalism. Rather, it marks the decisive event of matter[. . .]42

Having established the centrality of intelligible matter and khōra to the sim-
ilar Plotinian and Derridean problematics in which they respectively function,
we may review our case study of the problematic origin of the forms with a
brief comparison of two pivotal texts in which the previously observed par-
allels come vividly and summarily to the fore. Consider, first, the following
passage from Derrida’s “Khōra:”

Khōra seems to be alien to the order of the paradigm, that intelligible
and immutable model. And yet, invisible and without sensible form, it
participates in the intelligible in a very troublesome and indeed aporetic
way. . .Khōra marks a place apart, the spacing which keeps a dissymmetri-
cal relation to all that which, “in herself”, beside or in addition to herself,
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seems to make a couple with her. In the couple outside of the couple, this
strange mother who gives place without engendering can no longer be
considered as an origin. She eludes all anthropo-theological schemes, all
history, all revelation, and all truth. Preoriginary, before and outside of all
generation, she no longer even has the meaning of a past, of a present that
is past. Before signifies no temporal anteriority. The relation of indepen-
dence, the nonrelation, looks more like the relation of the interval or the
spacing to what is lodged in it to be received in it.43

Against this backdrop, Plotinus’ description of intelligible matter as “that
in which the difference of the form-ideas is lodged” is particularly instructive:

Intelligible reality [the realm of the forms] is certainly altogether absolutely
without parts, yet it has parts in a kind of way. If the parts are torn apart
from each other, then the cutting and tearing apart is an affection of matter:
for it is matter that is cut. But if intelligible reality is at once many and
partless, then the many existing in one are in [intelligible] matter which
is that one, and they are its shapes: conceive this unity as varied and of
many shapes. So, then, it must be shapeless before it is varied; for if you
take away in your mind its variety and shapes and forming principles and
thoughts, what is prior to these is shapeless and undefined and is none of
these things that are on it and in it.44

The parallels between these accounts are striking indeed. Like khōra, in-
telligible matter participates in the intelligible in an “aporetic way” in that
it brings together the typically opposed characteristics of intelligibility and
indeterminacy. Also like khōra, intelligible matter marks “a place apart” as
“the shapelessness before variation” that is in “dissymmetrical relation” to
the “couples” of oppositional thought lodged within it. In this respect, intel-
ligible matter (despite its name) would seem to represent, again like khōra, a
third genus that is neither sensible nor intelligible, but prior to both of these
kinds, and thus “outside of all generation.”45 By the lights of “Platonism,” in
short, the upshot of these discussions is unsettling. In virtue of their putative
anteriority even to the forms that ostensibly ground being and presence, in-
telligible matter and khōra appear to indicate an abyss at the very ground of
ground, thereby raising the question of whether the forms themselves, in all
their plentitude, are but traces of a more primordial emptiness.

It would appear, then, that the writings of Plotinus and Derrida furnish am-
ple resources both for affecting a destabilization of the ontology upon which
the privilege of form over matter has traditionally rested, and for leveraging
the suspicion that the “Plato” handed down by this history is not the only one
to be found in the Platonic corpus. Of course, the claim that Derrida deploys
these resources in the above capacities is uncontroversial. But the questions
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of whether Plotinus in fact deploys them thus, and whether, in any case, it is
responsible for others to do so in his name, call for further investigation.

III

While it is still somewhat unorthodox in the English-speaking academy to
draw Plotinus and Derrida together as critics of ontology, French philoso-
phers (both Neoplatonists and phenomenologists alike) have been pondering
the merits of such comparisons for decades. In “French Neoplatonism in the
20th Century,” Wayne Hankey locates Heidegger’s critique of ontology as
one of the guiding problems “at issue in the French endeavor to open modern
subjectivity through the retrieval of Neoplatonism in this century.”46 Among
the thinkers whose work Hankey surveys are several that look to Plotinus
for just the sort of deconstructive critique we’re hoping to find. Jean Trouil-
lard, Hankey observes, was initially attracted to Plotinus by “the Plotinian
language of the ‘unspeakable contact,’ the grounding in what is unthinkable
because prior to both noesis and esse”.47 Pierre Aubenque, in like fashion,
finds in Plotinus an overcoming of Classical Greek ontology that might “es-
cape Heidegger’s critique of [onto-theology]” as well as “belong to a Der-
ridean deconstruction of ontology.”48 Along with these Neoplatonists, French
phenomenologists as diverse in their approaches as Emmanuel Levinas and
Reiner Schürmann have identified Plotinus’s discourse on the One with an
“overcoming of metaphysics.”49

As luck would have it, another French philosopher who identifies Plotinus
as a critic of ontology is Jacques Derrida himself. In his 1967 essay “Form
and Meaning,” Derrida bookends his text with an epigraph from Plotinus50

and a long footnote concerning the affinities between his own critique of the
form/meaning distinction in Husserl’s theory of language and what he takes
to be Plotinus’ critique of the dualistic ontology characteristic of “Western
metaphysics.”51 On Derrida’s analysis, because Plotinus locates the source and
ground of all being in the beyond-being, “form (presence, evidence) would
not be the final recourse, the last instance, to which every possible sign would
refer – the arche or the telos”. Rather,

in a perhaps unheard of way, the morphe, arche and telos would still turn
out to be signs. In a sense – or a non-sense – that metaphysics would have
excluded from its field, while nonetheless being secretly and incessantly
related to it, the form would already and in itself be the trace (ichnos) of a
certain non-presence, the vestige of the formless, announcing and recalling
its other to the whole of metaphysics – as Plotinus perhaps said. The trace
would not be the mixture or passage between form and the amorphous,
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between presence and absence, etc., but that which, in escaping this oppo-
sition, renders it possible because of its irreducible excess.52

As Derrida reads the Enneads, then, Plotinus maintains that the attempt
to think form as primordial presence, indeed that the very advent of thought
itself, is tainted at its origin by a necessary fragmentation, a dissemination
into traces of that which is beyond thought and being.53 According to Derrida,
Plotinus’s hypothesis that the realm of the forms is not an absolute origin (and
that the abyss indicated beyond it must remain unthought except in terms of
the traces it produces) marks a “transgression of metaphysical thought” which
indicates “the closure of metaphysics.”54

But here we must proceed with caution. For in light of Derrida’s icono-
clastic reputation, the temptation is strong to misinterpret terms such as the
“transgression” or “closure” of metaphysics as denoting something akin to the
rejection or repudiation of metaphysics. And if it were the rejection of meta-
physical questioning and its traditional concepts and categories that Derrida
had in mind in employing these terms, his application of them to Plotinus’s
thinking (which is thoroughly saturated with the metaphysics handed down
to him from Plato and Aristotle) would be implausible at best, if more likely
absurd. However, what Derrida intends by these often misunderstood terms is
certainly not the “end” or “abandonment” or “circumvention” of metaphysical
questioning that Richard Rorty, for instance, has popularly associated with
deconstruction.55

In point of fact, Derrida’s disposition to the metaphysical tradition is decid-
edly less deflationary and anti-metaphysical than his reputation might tempt
one to think. Indeed, he has insisted from the beginning of his career onward
that deconstruction is aimed at anything but a clean cut severance from the
metaphysical tradition that would be leveled from a discourse “outside” of
(and “uncontaminated” by) metaphysics. On the contrary, Derrida argues that
deconstruction must always begin with and within metaphysics, and that de-
construction is therefore constantly susceptible to the very vicissitudes it sets
out to uncover. As he explains,

The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures from the out-
side. They are not possible and effective, nor can they take accurate aim,
except by inhabiting those structures. Inhabiting them in a certain way,
because one always inhabits, and all the more when one does not suspect
it. Operating necessarily from the inside, borrowing all the strategic and
economic resources of subversion from the old structure, borrowing them
structurally, that is to say without being able to isolate their elements and
atoms, the enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey
to its own work.56
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If deconstruction aims thus to mark the finitude of its predecessor discourses
and to indicate their indebtedness to an unacknowledged pre-conceptual re-
serve, it does so in full awareness of its own finitude and indebtedness to these
discourses, and without any ambition to reject or ultimately supplant the con-
ceptual resources that allow it, however tentatively, to indicate this reserve.
Though the following passage was cited previously as a description of the
workings of “trace logic,” its pivotal significance for the present discussion
of “closure” warrants a second look:

Since these concepts are indispensable for unsettling the heritage to which
they belong, we should be even less prone to renounce them. Within the
closure, by an oblique and always perilous movement, constantly risking
falling back within what is being deconstructed, it is necessary to surround
the critical concepts with a careful and thorough discourse – to mark the
conditions, the medium and the limits of their effectiveness and to designate
rigorously their intimate relationship to the machine whose deconstruction
they permit; and, in the same process, designate the crevice through which
the yet unnameable glimmer beyond the closure can be glimpsed.57

Against the backdrop of this text, the crucial difference between certain
popular conceptions of the “end” of metaphysics (as a severance or termina-
tion) and Derrida’s understanding of its “closure” comes into much sharper
relief.58 For if deconstruction is necessarily beholden to the inherited con-
ceptual machinery from within which it operates, then there is a fundamental
incompatibility between the task of deconstruction and the achievement of
a definitive “end” from which one could then leverage a “new” beginning –
a discourse that would finally expel the contaminants of metaphysics from
its system and behold the unthought commerce of the tradition in light of its
authentic fruition. “Because it has always already begun,” Derrida maintains,

[metaphysics] therefore has no end. But one can conceive of the closure
of that which is without end. Closure is the circular limit within which the
repetition of difference infinitely repeats itself. That is to say, closure is its
playing space. This movement is the movement of the world as play.59

Since this infinite repetition of difference “within” the closure is simulta-
neously the tracing of what withdrawals from it, however, neither its “inside”
nor its “outside” can be constituted as a “homogeneous” field; rather, the
“outside” is always already inscribed “within” the closure as traces.60 Ac-
cordingly, thinking “within” the closure must first of all be cautious of any
ordering of these traces that aims to homogenize the field with the conceit of
drawing “nearer” to its “outside”. As Derrida explains,
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What we must be wary of. . .is the metaphysical concept of history. This
is the concept of history as the history of meaning: the history of meaning
developing itself, producing itself, fulfilling itself. And doing so linearly, as
you recall: in a straight or circular line. This is why, moreover, the “closure
of metaphysics” cannot have the form of a line, that is, the form in which
philosophy recognizes itself. The closure of metaphysics, above all, is not
a circle surrounding a homogeneous field, a field homogeneous with itself
on its inside, whose outside then would be homogeneous also. The limit
has the form of always different faults, of fissures whose mark or scar is
borne by all the texts of philosophy.61

If “all the texts of philosophy” thus bear witness to the closure of meta-
physics, and if this closure is inscribed in them along “always different faults,”
then the history of philosophy is not a continuous progression of a monolithic
metaphysical tradition that, upon the onset of a definitive deconstruction, sud-
denly discovers what the tradition had left unthought; rather, it is a diasporá
of traditions whose thoughts and unthoughts penetrate, inseminate, and thus,
disseminate one another to such an extent that their causes and effects, origins
and ends, insides and outsides, are ultimately undecideable. As Derrida reads
this history, then, the indication of the unthought beyond thinking that irrupts
at the closure of metaphysics is not the exclusive commerce of our “epoch”–
the age of the late “prophets of the apocalypse of metaphysics” (Hegel, Marx,
Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger)62 – but is rather in play from the very in-
ception of this history, and often in the very texts that these prophets might
lead us to believe are the least likely places to find it.

Thus, while a certain reading of Hegel’s history of philosophy might find
in Plotinus an instance of “unhappy consciousness” taking flight into mysti-
cism, and a certain reading of Heidegger’s might find an early stage in the
oblivion of “Platonism,” Derrida’s history invites one to locate in Plotinus
those insights that indicate his confrontations with closure, and thereby to
resist his categorization as a mere placeholder in a pre-scripted metaphysical
progression that evolves with nary an inkling of its limits.

The closure of metaphysics, which certain bold statements of the Enneads
seem to have indicated by transgressing metaphysical thought. . .would
crack the structure and history of [metaphysics], by organically inscribing
and systematically articulating from within the traces of the before, the
after, and the outside of metaphysics. In this way we are offered an infinite
and infinitely surprising reading of this structure and history.63

What Derrida has in mind when he speaks of thinking the closure of meta-
physics, in summary, is a way of criticizing metaphysics from within by
observing how its limited access (traces) to what lies beyond it complicates
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and confounds its efforts to provide definitive answers to questions of origin.
Far from an anti-metaphysics, then, attempting to think the closure of meta-
physics might more appropriately be called a “meta-metaphysics” in that it
seeks to save metaphysical thinking from the bad faith of imagining itself to
have reached its unreachable origin and end.

So, Derrida understands himself and Plotinus as mutually engaged in the
attempt to think the closure of metaphysics, albeit from radically differ-
ent vantage points within its history. But what is perhaps most intriguing
about this Plotinian subtext nestled in the footnotes of “Form and Meaning”
is that Derrida finds the attempt to think this closure not only in Plotinus,
but also in the very philosopher who is so often branded the most naı̈ve of
metaphysicians, and presumed the least likely to share common ground with
Derrida:

An irreducible rupture and excess may always occur within a given epoch,
at a certain point in its text (for example in the “Platonic” fabric of “Neo-
Platonism”) and, no doubt, already in Plato’s text.64

While Derrida is not specific about the Platonic text(s) from which the “fabric”
of Neoplatonism is woven, one can well imagine Plotinus with Parmenides,
Sophist, and Timaeus on the loom, painstakingly separating and reweaving
Plato’s own attempts to think the closure of metaphysics.

Without doubt, there are many questions left to consider about the re-
lationship between the Plotinian and Derridean agendas drawn together in
this study. The one that looms largest (which the comparison of intelligi-
ble matter and khōra conveniently enabled us to skirt) is that of whether
the “beyond-being” of Plotinus’s One and that of Derrida’s “other than be-
ing” are in fact remotely similar. While both signs are aimed beyond the
order of being, it might be that they indicate opposed interpretations of
“beyond-being” (say, as “positive infinity” and as “negative infinity”) that
have radically different consequences for the practice of ontology. If there
were two such “beyond-beings” to consider, how would the critiques of on-
tology motivated by each differ? Could that of “positive infinity” still rightly
be called an “overcoming of metaphysics” in the Heideggerian sense?65 How
about the Derridean sense? And what of this “other” Plato said to be at
play in the texts of Plotinus and Derrida? Is he simply a revisionist fan-
tasy? Or is the Plato of so-called “Platonic metaphysics” the chimera, and
the “other” Plato the authentic one?66 The remainder of such difficult and in-
teresting questions is indicative, I hope, that this comparison has been worth
making.67
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yet definite and not defined thinking, νóησ ιζ of the second hypostasis, tends to “offer
itself” back to its source, the One which is beyond being and any determination (III.8.11).
Therefore, the dyad. . .necessarily “misses” the One and can only grasp it as multiplic-
ity and plurality. Then the dyad in “looking” towards that which cannot be seen. . .and
thus returning back to the One engenders the whole multiplicity of the forms.” Nikulin,
“Intelligible Matter in Plotinus,” 92.

54. Derrida, “Form and Meaning,” 127, note 14.
55. In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) and

elsewhere, Rorty argues that Derrida should be read as a “private ironist” whose engage-
ments with the philosophical tradition are largely intended as “private jokes” designed to
help us laugh off the “pseudo-problems” of Western metaphysics.

56. Derrida, Of Grammatology, 24.
57. Derrida, Of Grammatology, 14.
58. Derrida states his commitment to this distinction between “end” and “closure” early

and often. See, for example, in Of Grammatology, 4, 14; “The Supplement of Origin,”
in Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, 102; “The Theater of Cruelty and the Closure of



ON THE PROBLEMATIC ORIGIN OF THE FORMS 57

Representation”, in Derrida, Writing and Difference, 250; Positions, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 13, 57; and “On a Newly Arisen Apocalyptic
Tone in Philosophy”, trans. John Leavey, Jr., in Raising the Tone of Philosophy: Late
Essays by Immanuel Kant, Transformative Critique by Jacques Derrida, ed. Peter Fenves
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 167–168.

59. Derrida, “The Theater of Cruelty,” 250.
60. Geoffrey Bennington’s gloss on this difficult notion of “closure” may be helpful here:

“And we shall also insist on the complexity of the idea of “closure,” which should not be
imagined as a circular limit surrounding a homogeneous field: that would be metaphysi-
cal thinking of the closure, which would on this view separate an inside from an outside,
and would facilitate the analogical transfer of this inside/outside onto before/after, which
is none other than the confusion we are trying to avoid here: the closure is rather to be
thought as an invaginated form that brings the outside back inside and on the contrary facil-
itates the understanding of the Derridean always-already.” Geoffrey Bennington, Jacques
Derrida, 287–288. Derrida himself has used the vaginal metaphor to approach this phe-
nomenon of “the inside that is always already outside” in the analysis of “the medium
of the hymen” offered in “The Double Session”: “What holds for “hymen” also holds,
mutatis mutandis, for all other signs which, like pharmakon, supplément, différance,
and others, have a double, contradictory, undecideable value that always derives from
their syntax, whether the latter is in a sense “internal,” articulating and combining un-
der the same yoke, huph’ hen, two incompatible meanings, or “external,” dependent
on the code in which the word is made to function.” Derrida, “The Double Session,”
221.

61. Derrida, Positions, 57.
62. Derrida, “On the Newly Arisen Apocalyptic Tone in Philosophy,” 149.
63. Derrida, “Form and Meaning,”127, note 14.
64. Derrida, “Form and Meaning,” 127, note 14.
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