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Abstract: 

Western theatre has its roots in democratic tradition, born of 6th century Athenian invention 

in the same period as democracy itself. Democracy occurs at the meeting place of multiple 

perspectives, in a seeking of mutually obtained knowledge that results from participation in 

its discourse. Theatre provides a medium by which abstracted ideas can be realised and 

hypotheses tested. Dialogues are presented both within the ‘world’ of the theatrical stage, as 

well as between the audience members and performers alike. The role of spectator in the 

theatre allows for democratic dialogue to be seen, to open the search for a shared, singular 

knowledge. This study makes a case for the inherent democracy of theatre, and in doing so 

reveals the delicate interplay between seeing and thinking. Made evident in the abstract 

nature of theatre, it asks us to accept that a singular univocal knowledge can never be fully 

realised, rather, a ‘leap of faith’ that finds its parallels in the theatrical form is also required in 

democracy as both what constitutes and affirms it. An interrogation of theatre’s genesis might 

reveal possible future enquiry into the structures and misdirects of its paratheatrical echoes 

in the political sphere. 
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Plato wrote his Dialogues as fictitious meetings of his knowledgeable contemporaries and 

predecessors, in which they debate different philosophical questions of the time.1 Perhaps 

the most timeless of these is Theaetetus, one of the latter Dialogues, that presents a study of 

knowledge itself, debated in the very form of a fictitious dialogue.2 Richard Halpern proposes 

that ‘Plato’s interlocking critiques of democracy and drama formalised a general intuition that 

theatre played a central role in the political life of the democratic city’, of which Theaetetus is 

no exception as a pseudo-performative text.3 Plato’s arguments about theatre and democracy 

‘provide a primordial “scene of the crime” to which democratic thinkers still feel compelled 

to return’, to seek traces of the ‘dromenon’, or ‘nuclear event’, that might reveal some truths 

about the dialectical parity of theatre and democracy.4 In this paper, I will argue that dialogue 

is intrinsic to a seeking of knowledge and that democracy is the social product of this process. 

I will explore how the relations between the theatrical inventions of Thespis, and the 

democratic reforms of his time, are not coincidental but rather form part of an 

epistemological paradigm shift, or historical a priori (the assumed knowledge of a time).5 

 

By addressing inventions of theatrical form, via a lens of an historical a priori—allowing the 

insight of modern practices to illuminate our reflective gazing—one might come to new 

understandings about contemporary theatre practice. In order to explore the effect of 

theatrical invention on dialogue and democracy, this paper will compare two such watershed 

 
1 Plato, The Dialogues of Plato (trans. B. Jowett), ed. by B. Jowett, 3rd edn (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 1892). 
2 Plato, Theaetetus (trans. M.J Levett), ed. by Bernard Williams and Myles Burnyeat (Cambridge, UK: Hackett, 
1992). 
3 Richard Halpern, ‘Theater and Democratic Thought: Arendt to Rancière’, Critical Inquiry, 37.3 (2011), 545–
72. p.545. 
4 Halpern. p.546; Herbert Blau, ‘Theatre and History: A Conspiracy Theory’, Performing Arts Journal, 5.1 
(1980), 9–24. p.11. 
5 Michel Foucault, ‘The Historical A Priori and the Archive’, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, ed. by A M 
Sheridan Smith (New York, NY: Pantheon Books, 1972), pp. 126–31. Foucault explains how ‘[T]his [historical] 
a priori […] is defined as the group of rules that characterize a discursive practice: but these rules are not 
imposed from the outside on the elements that they relate together; they are caught up in the very things 

that they connect […] and are transformed with them into certain decisive thresholds’ (p.127 ), such as how 
the world was once assumed to be flat; this was not because of rules imposed, but rather as a homogenous 
belief that thereby affected other areas of thinking. 
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moments. Firstly, Plato’s Theaetetus provides an example of a written dialogue, in which the 

very acts of seeing and on-looking are presented in exploring theory and knowledge itself. 

Secondly, Thespis introduced an invention of performance form, bringing forth on-stage 

dialogue to be seen by the people of the polis (the body of citizens) for the first time. Both 

written and performed texts provide mediums for exploration in which abstracted ideas can 

be realised and hypotheses tested. I will draw extensively on a work by Rudolphe Gasché in 

which he debates Hans Blumenberg’s criticisms of Plato and whose analysis of theatre and 

knowledge provides a point of departure for this study.6 Other prime sources include Gilles 

Deleuze and one of his critics Francois Dosse, in bringing to bear modern thinking in oft-

subverting and furthering the arguments laid out in these case studies.7 

Through this paper, I argue that the spaces between the abstracted and the ‘actual’ present 

are to be embraced as the very constituent parts of epistemology and knowledge-seeking. In 

presenting difference itself as a point of an ontological bringing-forth (poiesis) of knowledge, 

I aim to reveal the inherent limitations of an epistemological search for knowledge, whilst 

also highlighting possible social origins of democracy itself. 

 

Theoretical Background 

 

I hope that this topic might have a broader resonance outside those engaged in theatre 

studies, as it acts as a provocation, privileging the visual field and the theatrical spectacle as 

the treatment of this debate. From an advantaged position, reflecting from a now-digital age 

in which abstractions—as expressions of possibilities—abound (particularly since the advent 

of digital technologies, coded programming ‘languages’, pixilation of reproduced images, 

and so forth), such an acceptance of abstracted knowledge-in-difference seems only a small 

leap for the modern reader. In contrast, a priori, Greek ‘theoria’ or philosophy, ‘which is first 

 
6 Rudolphe Gasché, ‘Theatrum Theoreticum’, in The Honor of Thinking: Critique, Theory, Philosophy 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007), pp. 188–208. 
7 Francois Dosse, ‘The Ontology of Difference’, in Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari: Intersecting Lives, trans. 
by Deborah Glassman (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2010). 
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and foremost the sight of that which remains unchanged—the divine—contemplates those 

courses of intelligence in the heavens’, marking an inherently different understanding 

through abstraction.8 William Goodman parses this ‘in contemporary terms: it may be that to 

make sense of our continual search for a knowledge that is stable’ (in this case ‘not 

changeable and relative’) it ‘requires that we make a "leap of faith" … that in the process of 

sincerely searching for knowledge, we might indeed come to gain a knowledge that is real’, 

or to harness the abstract and imaginary in the seeking of a democratic truth.9 Samuel Weber 

gives a succinct distillation of philosopher Søren Kierkegaard’s position, suggesting ‘that as 

soon as you speak, as soon as you think, you are moving in a domain that can never be that 

of pure singularity’ but in a domain one might (as this paper will suggest) call difference.10 

Following G.W.F Hegel, he too ‘emphasizes the necessity of a "leap": not that of the dialectic, 

however, but that, far more uncertain, of paradox and of a certain "faith". Or perhaps, of a 

certain madness.’11 Prompted by Gasché, this paper asks: ‘Does theory, and the seeing that it 

implies, have a natural affinity, as it were, with the theatrical stage’, even if such seeing is 

imaginary or illusory?12 

 

Regarding dialogue as a constituent part of democracy, Jürgen Habermas proffers the 

democratising concept of the ‘ideal speech situation’ in which all participants have an equal 

part and contribution.13 There are, in this matter, concerns around educational or professional 

virtues that often prevent this ‘ideal’ from being fully realised (we hope a Politician has better 

knowledge of, say, national budget pressures than the Layman). Goldman refers to this ideal 

as a ‘partial realisation’ of ‘democratic dialogue’.14 He goes on to posit that the question is, 

 
8 Gasché. p.193. 
9 William M Goodman, ‘Theaetetus, Part II: A Dialogical Review’, The Antioch Review, 42.4 (1984), 393–408. 
p.395. 
10 Samuel Weber and Terry Smith, ‘Repetition: Kierkegaard, Artaud, Pollock and the Theatre of the Image.’ 
(2009). 
11 Ibid. 
12 Gasché. p.189. 
13 Alvin I Goldman, ‘Social Epistemology’, Revista Hispanoamericana de Filosofía, 31.93 (1999), pp.3–19. 
p.12. 
14 Goldman. p.13, n.13. 
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in this case, ‘whether an ideal speech situation uniquely promotes veritistic value, the type of 

value with which epistemology is distinctively concerned.’15 This ‘veritistic’, or truth-seeking 

knowledge, I argue, is at the very essence of democracy’s genesis, by virtue of its 

shortcomings. Goldman suggests that ‘an ideal speech situation is not obviously an optimal 

scheme for obtaining knowledge’ though I propose that through an exploration of theatre, 

and the role of difference in theatrical dialogue, one might at least find the traces of an 

epistemological movement that gives insight into a specifically unstable or unattainable 

status quo of knowledge.16 Such democratically constituted knowledge requires Goodman’s 

‘leap of faith’ that, itself, dialectically constitutes the enduring vitality of theatre. 

 

I: Thespis: A moment of separation 

 

It is widely understood that contemporary Western theatre has its roots in the Athenian 

theatre of the 6th century, and whilst there are discourses centred around non-Western 

perspectives on theatre and its origins, this exploration is concerned solely with the Attic 

(Athenian) genesis.17,18,19 An estimated 26 years after the democratic reforms of Cleisthenes 

the first tragedy performed by Thespis is believed to have taken place.20 In her book subtitled 

The Invention of Theatre in Ancient Greece Jennifer Wise writes that ‘before Thespis, all 

narrative performance had been delivered in propria persona’ (in one’s own person) and was 

presentational and proclamatory.21 In this performance, ‘one of the chorus members’, Thespis 

(often heralded as the first actor), ‘broke away from the group, mounted the altar stone in 

the centre of the performance arena’22 and then ‘impersonated the hero instead of singing 

 
15 Goldman. p.12. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Emeka P. Nwabueze, ‘In the Spirit of Thespis: The Theatre Arts and National Integration’, Inaugural Lecture 
Series (University of Nigeria, Senate Ceremonials Committee, 2005). 
18 Halpern. 
19 Jennifer Wise, Dionysus Writes: The Invention of Theatre in Ancient Greece (Cornell University Press, 2000). 
20 Beer. p.xiii. 
21 Wise. p.61. 
22 Nwabueze. p.7 
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about him’.23 The actor became separate from, but in dialogue with, the chorus; Emeka 

Nwabueze suggests the ‘Greek word for actor, hypocrite, literally means Answerer, thus 

emphasizing the fact that drama required the verbal exchange of dialogue and interaction of 

the actor with the chorus.’24 The shift to a dialogue between these on-stage entities is 

significant, in that the very act of representing the voice and intonations of a character invites 

an audience to imagine the ‘hero’ beyond the purely received level of proclamatory 

description. Furthermore, as there is a separation between the imagined character in the story 

of the chorus and that of the actor’s portrayal, it allows for the actor to determine how the 

character is seen. In turn, this has the potential agency to render the authority and authenticity 

of the voice(s) of the narration as questionable. To frame this differently, the decentred 

multiple perspectives of chorus and actor suggests a truth resides between the two accounts, 

rather than with the chorus as had traditionally been the case. 

 

Gilles Deleuze had since championed such thinking, suggesting that a univocity ‘“of Being 

does not mean that there is one and the same Being; on the contrary, beings are multiple and 

different”’.25 Democracy, as a singular whole, is constituted by ‘“all its individuating 

differences or intrinsic modalities”’.26 Francois Dosse, in his chapter on Deleuze entitled ‘The 

Ontology of Difference’, posits that ‘difference manifests itself as affirmation’.27 This can be 

understood in terms of the original and the copy, wherein a copy exists by the very fact of its 

separation from its original: if it were indeterminate as a copy (say, with no deterioration or 

loss in the act of copying, to set it apart from the original) one might think of it as a replica 

or surrogate; being so, its very multiplicity gives it away if the original still exists. Deleuze calls 

this ‘dispars’, what can be thought of as a ‘constituent disparity and of difference in itself’; the 

singular whole is always therefore constituted by disparate parts, whether individuals in a 

 
23 Nwabueze. p8. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Deleuze in Dosse. p.153. 
26 Deleuze in Dosse. p.165. 
27 Dosse. p.152. 
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crowd, or actors in a play.28 By the same logic, a search for a singular ‘truth’ must always fall 

short, as it must exist by virtue of its inherent difference from another. 

 

As audiences observe multiple accounts of actor and chorus, they become active truth-

seekers, in search of a narrative of their own deduction. I argue that the effect is both to 

empower individual audience members with their singular experiences of a given 

performance within the multiplicity of the crowd, and also to show the self as a construct, as 

something that can be manipulated (a change of appearance, or of voice – represented as an 

abstracted and exaggerated form). Prior to on-stage dialogue, the chorus was comprised of 

a ‘group that was representative of some part of the community, whether they were elders, 

sailors, women, or slaves’, furthermore, whereas ‘the actors became professionals, the chorus 

was always formed of ordinary citizens’.29 As such, when they dictated narratives to the 

audience, they were effectively telling their own demographic how to think: ‘the chorus could 

be said to represent the polis “onstage”’.30 To draw parallels with Thespis’ theatrical invention 

and Cleisthenes’ reforms 26 years prior, it must be first considered that ‘the democratic nation 

is an imagined community’31, one that must ‘render sensible’32 the terms of its ‘membership 

and provenance’33 that ‘extend far beyond the individual citizen’s acquaintances and 

experiences’.34 John McGrath posits that theatre, ‘at the interface between the creative and 

the political’, calls ‘together audiences of citizens to contemplate their society or its ways’.35 

Knowledge, is thereby intrinsic to the question of democracy; Thespian theatre sees its echoes 

in (and provides a forum for) this epistemic truth-seeking, in the convergence of multiple 

perspectives in seeking an imagined, shared rendering of what a democracy’s membership 

 
28 Dosse. p.163 my emphasis. 
29 Beer. p.3. 
30 Beer. p.4. 
31 Clark A Miller, ‘Knowledge and Democracy: The Epistemics of Self-Governance’, in Science and Democracy: 
Making Knowledge and Making Power in the Biosciences and Beyond, ed. by Stephen Hilgartner, Clark A 
Miller, and Rob Hagendijk (Routledge, 2015). p.201. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 John McGrath, ‘Theatre and Democracy’, New Theatre Quarterly, 18.2 (2002), pp.133–39. p.137-8. 
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entails. Rather than being told a narrative by other members of the polis (the chorus), the 

audience position of observation enables a reflective mode of reception. The audience 

become active by virtue of seeing dialogue unfold in a verisimilitude (or suspended reality) 

of the stage—an abstracted space—and are invited to fill in the gaps with their own individual 

opinions and perspectives. In this looking-on, knowledge is generated. The gaps, or inherent 

differences in opinions and perspectives, are thereby generative. 

 

II. Plato’s Theaetetus: seeing is believing. 

 

The etymology of the word theatre is rooted in the Greek ‘théa’, meaning ‘sight’, ‘spectacle’ 

or ‘view’.36 The Greek ‘theoria’ is arguably a forerunner to the contemporary ‘theory’37, which 

in turn relates to a modern tradition of ‘continental philosophy’ and thought.38 This seeing-

thinking draws parallels between knowledge and spectacle, an academic concern of Plato. 

Rudolphe Gasché warns that, ‘however suggestive such etymologies are, they cannot serve’ 

to wholly ‘affirm some intrinsic relation between theory and theatre’.39 The concrete idea or 

concept for Plato (‘eidos’) was an ‘"identity-in-difference"’.40 Whilst the singular idea or 

concept is constituted from multiple determinate parts, these are defined and specific units 

that are unified to form the idea in totality. A premature conclusion might be to highlight this 

as another similarity with the theatre, as a similarly syncretic product of constituent parts 

(lighting, sound, acting and so forth). Whilst this is not improper, it oversimplifies the case. 

Gasché calls this ‘the allure of the etymological shortcut’, by which ‘all attempts to clarify the 

relation between theory and theatre face a set of’, what he terms, ‘strictly necessary 

temptations’.41 He goes on to suggest that ‘these are the temptations of theory itself, 

 
36 Gasché. p.190. 
37 Hans Blumenberg, The Laughter of the Thracian Woman: A Protohistory of Theory, trans. Spencer Hawkins 
(New York, NY: Bloomsbury, 2015). p.177, para.ix. 
38 Gasché. pp.9-11. 
39 Gasché. p.190. 
40 Jere O’Neill Surber, ‘Hegel’s Plato: A New Departure’, in Brill’s Companion to German Platonism, ed. by 
Alan Kim (Boston, MA: Brill, 2019), pp. 76–108. p.135. 
41 Gasché. p.190. 
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possibilities to whose enticement theory must respond if it is to be what it is.’42 Another such 

tempting shortcut would be to consider what Clark A. Miller terms the ‘co-produced’ nature 

of democracy as an ordering of ‘both the world and what is known about it’43, and drawing 

links to both dialogue and theatre as a common thread that entwines them all. Whilst this is 

not untrue, the ‘nuclear’ origin44, must go further in addressing what of human nature forms 

the conditions and requirements of knowledge as ‘an outcome of social and political 

processes of negotiation among a variety of stakeholders’.45 One must consider what actually 

enables this co-production in the first instance, to go beyond the shortcut and into the 

necessary temptation. 

 

As difference shows, in the spaces between things, in the separations between singularities, 

lies a generative and creative capacity. In order to better understand the ‘co-produced’ 

ordering of democracy one can look to dialects, or shared ways of speaking, to shed light on 

our social capacity to navigate difference. In this section, I argue that, via an interrogation of 

the spectacle (théa), one might come to regard the search for knowledge in the ‘sight that 

remains unchanged – the divine’, or omnipresent sight, as an historical a priori of the pre-

democratic Athens. In doing so, it might be evidenced as to how divine sight became 

overthrown in favour of a theoretical appreciation of human, flawed, omni-directional sight 

itself as a uniquely necessary limitation of knowledge. 

 

For the purposes of interrogation, I shall take a particular section of Theaetetus, that of the 

fictional story of Thales of Miletus, told by Socrates to a young Theodorus: 

 

…they say Thales was studying the stars, Theodorus, and gazing aloft, when he fell into 

a well; and a witty and amusing Thracian servant-girl made fun of him because, she 

 
42 Ibid. 
43 Miller. p.199-200. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid. 
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said, he was wild to know about what was up in the sky but failed to see what was in 

front of him and under his feet. (para. 174a)46 

 

Gasché contextualises this passage for the lay reader: ‘Thales of Miletus' prediction of the 

total solar eclipse in A.D. 585 [sic], which provided the Greeks with a spectacular 

demonstration of the effectiveness of theory, makes him, therefore, the proto-theoretician, 

or proto-philosopher’.47 If Thales is taken, then, as a representational character, as proto-

philosopher, it highlights a further bind of the veritistic quality of knowledge-seeking, as ‘it 

became clear that the spatial distance and unattainability of the objects of the starry heaven, 

compared to the proximity of the pitfalls of practical existence, did not constitute the 

strangeness of the theoretician, but was only a representation of it’.48 The difference between 

the knowledge of the heavens and the knowledge of the natural present are here depicted 

as perspectives, two modes of gazing that cannot (in this instance) be seen simultaneously 

by Thales. One can either interpret his ‘fall as an essential consequence of the philosopher's 

neglect of the life-world’49 or, perhaps, as ‘a testimony to the superiority of philosophical 

thought’ in transcending the material world of the servant-girl who can only look-on, 

ridiculing the philosopher for what she does not know (and cannot see).50 The latter, by 

acknowledging that knowledge has inherent distance from one perspective to another, 

actually frees ‘philosophical thought, or theory, from the need to seek "agreement and 

consensus"’.51 Rather than an anti-democratic sentiment, this lack of necessary consensus 

allows for positions of singularity that specifically exist by virtue of their difference between 

each other; in their separation the truth of knowledge—the ‘leap of faith’—resides.52 

 

 
46 Plato, Theaetetus, trans. M.J Levett, ed. by Bernard Williams and Myles Burnyeat (Cambridge, UK: Hackett, 
1992). para.174a. 
47 Gasché. p.193. 
48 Gasché. p.194 
49 Ibid. p.192. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Goodman. p.395. 
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Just as the astronomer observes the stars, so too is he observed by the servant-girl. He misses 

the well that lay before him in 'reality', whilst the servant-girl, laughing at his desire to seek 

an answer in the ‘divine’ sight of all things, misses the beauty and wisdom of the stars. To 

draw parallels with the theatre of Thespis, the reader or audience become a third position of 

‘looking’, in the observation of both Thales and the servant-girl. The triangulation that occurs 

positions the reader/audience as a mediator – fulfilling a centre position between decentred 

entities. It can thereby be argued that in the theatre an audience occupy the very space of 

difference. Herbert Blau poetically suggests that ‘the theatre is in the looking’53, that ‘looking 

is performed in theory, as if life were maybe a conjecture but not a dream’54, that this 

privileged position of spectator is an abstracted one, one that echoes our social nature. 

 

In specifically referring to the visual field, W. J. T Mitchell suggests that: ‘it is not just that we 

see the way we do because we are social animals, but also that our social arrangements take 

the forms they do because we are seeing animals’.55 Put differently, Mitchell asks that we 

consider visual culture as the 'opening of a dialogue with visual nature', drawing us to regard 

culture as an intrinsic part-product of our nature, for we cannot assume that one supersedes 

the other entirely.56 The centre position of the audience empowers them with a semblance of 

the ‘divine’ sight, though ultimately falls short due to the fatal flaw, or limitation, of omni-

directional human sight. Democracy, and democratised knowledge are, arguably, 

developments that represent a co-produced response to this fatal flaw, harnessing the 

culture-nature dialectic as a means of transcending the limitations of the self through 

combined effort and knowledge sharing. By collaborating and engaging others in dialogue, 

we can come to learn of multiple perspectives, and as such transcend the bounds of our 

individual understanding. 

 

 
53 Blau. p.23. 
54 Ibid. 
55 W. J.T. Mitchell, ‘Showing Seeing: A Critique of Visual Culture’, Journal of Visual Culture, 1.2 (2002). p171, 
original emphasis. 
56 Ibid. 
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To compound this point, it is pragmatic to consider the invention of limelight in 1826, that 

introduced directed light in the theatre (via mirrors angled to reflect the light).57 In 

Blumenberg's words, this introduced ‘"new possibilities for an accentuating approach to 

vision, one that always takes as its point of departure the dark as the 'natural' state"’.58 As 

another example of a watershed moment in the development of the theatre, it ‘coincides with 

the origins of modernity, that is, of the conception that truth can only be methodologically 

secured’.59 A truth, or ‘nuclear event’ might not be something to be found (by gazing at the 

heavens) but rather through taking deliberate and specific perspectives: by directing one’s 

gaze to find a version of a truth. In this, there is an assumed position post-1826 that 

knowledge is about revealing or—as is commonly used to describe this act—illuminating 

truths. 

 

In a similar ‘necessary temptation’, Dosse tells us that ‘we must follow Plato along the path 

that he perceived for an instant but was unable to pursue.’60 This ‘instant’ is seen at the end 

of his book Sophist in which Plato himself questions the relation between the original and 

the copy; Deleuze summarises his words: “one can never say that the one is a copy and the 

other a model”.61 Plato is otherwise engaged in ‘univocal theses’62 throughout ‘the 

Theaetetus, where he appears to initiate an ethical order oriented toward truth, according to 

the immutable model of recognition’.63 In this contradictory moment, ‘Plato was the first to 

suggest how to overturn his own method.’64 As explored previously, this aligns with Deleuze’s 

concept of dispars, as a ‘constituent disparity’ (or in saying that no two things are ever the 

same).65 Dosse quotes directly from Deleuze, stating that “overturning Platonism, then, means 

 
57 Gasché. p.188. 
58 Ibid, p.188. 
59 Ibid. p.188. 
60 Dosse. p.151. 
61 Ibid. p.150. 
62 Ibid. p.151. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. p.150. 
65 Ibid. p.163. 
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denying the primacy of the original over the copy”.66 In the case of directed limelight, one 

might consider the ‘copy’ as the directed gaze, as different or separate to that of the totality 

of the stage. The illuminated moment audiences are directed to observe is an abstracted, 

discrete part of the whole stage (altered by all the colour, direction and intensity of light and 

the meanings or emotions it may thereby bestow). The theatre as a whole, therefore, can also 

be thought of as not just a copy or reflection of the ‘real’, but as that which ‘affirms’ the real 

events it reflects. In its difference from the ‘natural’ world the abstract is in dialectical relation, 

that in return, orders and affirms the world that bore it. 

 

Theatre (as with our exploration of Thespis) acknowledges the observer of the observed—the 

audience/reader ‘watching’ the servant watch the philosopher watch the stars—as the very 

position of a pseudo-divine sight. Deleuze relates to this in similar terms in saying that dispars 

“defines difference as difference of difference”.67 Each position of difference affirms the other 

(does a tree fall if there is no-one there to see it?). With the privileged hindsight of directed 

limelight as forcing the appearance of sights, from a ‘natural state’ of darkness, one can think 

of the theatrical space as ‘a space in which that which is seen stages its own appearance’.68 In 

doing so, it affirms its own difference, as well as affirming the bounds of the ‘dark’ space left 

unlit. 

The hypothetical nature of theatre and the abstracted nature of its presentation allows an 

audience to consider not only what is being shown, but also how it is being shown. The truth-

seekers of our audience might, by an awareness of how the theatrical event is constructed (a 

change of costume, a focussed light and so forth), therefore also be induced into a self-

reflective seeing: both seeing one-another as they observe the stage, but also in seeing their 

reflections and everyday interactions presented back to them. Gasché goes so far as to 

question whether the ‘theoretical gaze seeks … to see itself?’69 Theatre, as with democracy, is 

 
66 Ibid. p.151. 
67 Ibid. p.163. 
68 Gasché. p.190, my emphasis. 
69 Ibid. p.190. 
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concerned not just with its constituents (polis, audience) seeing themselves reflected but in 

seeing difference, in seeing (and affirming) the search for truth itself. 

 

III: Seeing double: ‘collaborating with illusion’. 

 

This paper has, thus far, taken the theatre at face-value as a direct participant in the 

democratic shift, eluding the question of ‘why it requires a theatrical apparatus, or to be seen 

in the first place.’70 As any reflection on historical and past events requires a certain amount 

of imagination, or assumption, one can quite well argue, as Herbert Blau does, that ‘history 

collaborates with illusion’.71 Miller invokes Yaron Ezrahi, as he ‘observes that one “cannot 

think, reason, speak, or act, or even begin to experience the world without engaging the 

faculty of imagination”’, manifest in everyday practices of our ‘leap of faith’.72 Similarly to the 

nature-culture dialectic of the visual field explored previously, the ‘ways of knowing and 

reasoning about the world likewise frame and shape the exercise and construction of the 

imagination’.73 Miller goes on to suggest that such ‘habits of practice and thought’ become 

privileged ‘in modern democracies, to describe the underlying common reality of the world 

collectively inhabited by democratic citizens’.74 These imagined communities engage in 

generative and creative collaboration, sharing in imagined boundaries, places and spaces, 

akin to those delineations of the ‘theatrical apparatus’.75 

 

Hannah Arendt ‘declares theatre “the political art par excellence.”’76 Halpern suggests this is 

because ‘Politics is not merely redoubled in theatre but in some sense comes to depend upon 

it’.77 Theatre, through ‘revealing action’ also acts as an inherent ‘recording function’, that, 

 
70 Ibid. p189. 
71 Blau. p.12. 
72 Miller. p.202. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Gasché. p189. 
76 Halpern. p.548. 
77 Ibid. p.549. 
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‘renders it a kind of internal supplement to the polis, making good the internal lack that would 

otherwise condemn political action—the very substance of the polis—to oblivion’.78 Halpern, 

via Arendt, further suggests that ‘in order to survive, words and deeds must fall back on the 

durability of made things’ to ensure that these acts are sustained and reflected upon.79 What 

this introduces is the concept of mimesis (imitation). Where this exploration has touched 

upon abstraction and difference inherent in theatre, mimesis (in this case) marks a generative 

act and originating moment, of what Jacques Rancière calls a ‘splitting in two’.80 Where the 

audience member watching a performance is reflecting on abstracted versions of people, 

places and events known to them, they are transformed into a ‘double being’ 81; the theatre 

‘removes the artisan from ‘his’ place, the domestic space of work, and gives him ‘time’ to 

occupy the space of public discussions and to take on the identity of a deliberative citizen’.82 

Through seeing the theatre for what it is, a place of abstraction and hypothesis, the theatre 

enables audiences ‘to witness their own emergence into political daylight’.83 

 

Plato’s ‘identity-in-difference’ can also be applied to understanding the Platonic polis as 

‘composed of well-defined parts or groups, each assigned its role’.84 Halpern tells us that: ‘a 

democracy, by contrast, involves artisans—who should have neither the time nor the 

expertise for Politics—insisting on making themselves heard.’85 As with ‘dispars’, and 

Deleuze’s overthrowing of Platonism, the ‘double being’ is empowered by individual thought 

and action, becoming a unique singularity amidst a polis of disparate others. Halpern argues 

that theatre ‘is a fundamentally dangerous institution because it gathers the demos as a 

crowd’ and ‘encourages them to judge poetry and music (for which they are not qualified)’.86 

 
78 Ibid. p.552-3. 
79 Ibid. 
80 In Halpern. p.566. 
81 Halpern. p.566. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. p.565. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
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As with the aforementioned ‘ideal speech situation’87, this in itself can be a limitation, whilst 

also being the very thing that perhaps empowers dialogue: unqualified judgements often 

make for more varied opinions. Halpern goes on to warn that audiences seeing the staged 

reflections, or ‘poetic imitations’88 of themselves acts to ‘violate the rule of one artisan, one 

craft’.89 In overthrowing Platonism, Deleuze’s theory aligns with the agency of the theatre in 

enabling the phenomena of the ‘double being’. As to why theory ‘requires a theatrical 

apparatus’90, theatre is fundamental because it ‘disturbs the principle of counting on which 

the Platonic republic relies by confusing the one and the multiple’.91 

 

Conclusion 

 

Whether via an analysis of historical a priori, or via the nature-culture dialectic, the human 

condition and its developments in the socio-political sphere are not only represented in but 

causally affected by the ways we seek knowledge within the spaces between things. These 

differences are exaggerated in the theatre, the gaps widened between the original and the 

copy by process of abstraction, that might perhaps be better described as a separation that 

makes itself known through affirming its position apart. The theatre positions itself both as a 

hypothetical playing-space and reflective mirror, and simultaneously as an abstracted version 

of the very processes of democratic identity-making in itself. The developments in the theatre, 

or more broadly the theatrical (as that which ‘stages its own appearance’), can, by return, 

directly affect the socio-political sphere. Inventions of dialogue and the illumination of 

directed light become watershed moments in changing the ways we might think about how 

we seek knowledge. Through seeing, observing and in being-seen to do either, we are 

collaborating not only with illusion, but also with difference itself. We are actively engaged in 

eternal dispars, and our democratic lives are defined by collective efforts to transcend our 

 
87 Goldman. p.12. 
88 Halpern. p.565. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Gasché. p189. 
91 Halpern. p565-6 my emphasis. 
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limitations, through making good use of our inherent positions of difference. As mentioned 

in the introduction to this paper, it is intended as a provocation for further study. Perhaps 

through this return to the ‘scene of the crime’, one can frame the role of difference and the 

multiple in addressing our own ‘social turn’ of the modern theatre, toward forms that (via 

Bourriaud) Claire Bishop calls ‘relational practices’ that promote direct dialogic exchange 

between participants, collaborators and audiences – often in ways that are perceived as 

actively political.92 It too sheds some light on the paratheatrical sphere of Politics itself and 

asks us to question whether it is simple enough to define Politics by either ‘truths’ or ‘lies’, or 

whether, as our human limitations suggest, we live in false hope of univocal truth. We can, at 

least, turn to the theatre to help us comprehend what watershed moments might be just 

around the corner, as we ‘realise that the theatre causes you to think as if thought itself were 

transmuted to its nature. Nothing but illusion, and all too actual, there were no thought but 

theatre’.93 

 

 

 

 

 
92 Claire Bishop, ‘The Social Turn: Collaboration and Its Discontents’, Artforum International, 44 (2006), 
pp.178–83. p.179. 
93 Blau. p.14. 
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