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The psychological phenomenon of semantic satiation—by which repetition of a single word seems to strip the word of its 
meaning—prima facie supports Derrida’s characterization of repetition as deadening in Plato’s Pharmacy. Writing, 
the patricidal son of the living speech, performs its task of replacing and overcoming its predecessor by means of repetition. 
In much the same way, the repeated word, usually imbued with dynamic meaning within the context of language, 
apparently transforms into a foreign and meaningless sound. Yet, in true Derridean fashion, repetition can also take on 
the exact opposite role, fostering the growth of a living idea, e.g., in practicing while learning to play an instrument. Does 
this mean there are “good” and “bad” kinds of repetition? Perhaps, but maybe these poles can be harmonized in a single 
concept of repetition by rethinking meaning itself, looking for the potential for musicality in language, beyond the mere 
definition of a word. Instead of resignation to repetition as a pharmakon, we can consider it as a tool for disclosure of 
meaning. In semantic satiation, then, where it distances a word from its definition, repetition simultaneously facilitates 
perception of the same word’s aesthetic sonority. 
 
Repetition; repetition; repetition. The more I focus on this word—or any word in particular—the 
more it seems to slip away from me as a word with a discrete definition. In the single, contextual 
utterance, “repetition” is a noun that signifies the repeating of something already said, already written, 
already done. But the more I see it, or the more I hear it (internally or externally) the more this word’s 
other, previously hidden characteristics come to the fore. “Repetition” has a shape when written out 
on the page. “Repetition” has a rhythm, a sonorous continuity of one syllable to the next. “Repetition” 
has a melody, an intangible yet audible flow of inflection in speech. These dimensions beyond the 
noun itself rise to perception in the repetition of “repetition.” The word’s slippage qua word does not 
leave it empty, but instead unlocks its aesthetic appearance as sound and image. 
 Common analysis of this phenomenon, called semantic satiation, often characterizes it as a 
negative, subtracting process, disregarding the emergence of the aesthetic. In their psychological study 
of its effects, Rabindranath Kanungo and W.E. Lambert say semantic satiation “refers to a loss of 
meaning or a reduction in the effectiveness of verbal material following its continued overt repetition 
or its prolonged visual fixation.”1 In other words, it does not disclose the musical, aesthetic traits of 
the word referenced above; rather, it strips away the word’s definitional meaning, ostensibly the only 
trait of any import. Semantic satiation apparently renders the word meaningless; as a foundational unit 
of language, it is annihilated.  

Examining different languages turns up similar results. In learning to write the Mandarin 
Chinese language—set apart from English in several ways, including the usage of characters and the 

 
1 Rabindranath Kanungo and W.E. Lambert, “Semantic Satiation and Meaningfulness,” The American Journal of Psychology 76, no. 3 

(1963): 421; emphasis mine. 
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way pitch informs meaning—children “begin by motioning the characters with sweeping gestures of 
the arm and hand.”2 As a result, unlike in the traditional methodology in learning to write in English, 
the words “are remembered as gestures, not as images...the physical trace is almost an incidental by-
product, since it is the movement of forming it that counts.”3 Regardless of the disparity in how 
speakers adopt the language, satiation can cause the same destabilizing loss of meaning. In this case, 
the repetition is visual: “Chinese readers commonly report that staring at a character for a long time 
can lead to the disconcerting sensation that it is falling apart into randomly disposed elements...far 
from being formed under the impress of such visual surveillance, the written character is undone by 
it.”4 Just as audible repetition alienates the spoken word from our attempts to comprehend it, the 
visual repetition of staring disassembles the written word into a puzzle of lines and the spaces between 
lines. 

Through the critique of writing in the Phaedrus, Plato echoes these concerns about repetition. 
In the dialogue’s context, writing is inert, unable to formulate its own content or postulate its own 
meaning, i.e., its own liveliness, when compared to dynamic, “living” speech. Instead, writing repeats, 
banished to the shadowy outlines reflecting its counterpart. 

Plato issues this critique through the myth of Theuth, the god of writing. As Socrates tells it, 
when Theuth presents his craft to Ammon-Ra, the king of the gods, the latter contends that “it will 
introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they will not practice using their memory 
because they will put their trust in writing...you have not discovered a potion for remembering, but 
for reminding.”5 The king’s accusation weighs particularly heavily in the dialogue’s context, given the 
epistemological primacy of remembering, or recollection, in the Platonic corpus. As such, what the 
king and Socrates describe as writing’s hindrance of memory (by promoting the creation of a static 
inscription to which the writer can always return) constitutes a grave offense against language, 
meaning, and truth. 

In this way, the Platonic criticism lends credence to the popular analysis of semantic satiation: 
repetition destroys meaning, condemning the once-living word to death. Yet in other contexts, do we 
not also see repetition in a better light? Consider the repetition of practice, whereby I learn a musical 
instrument; consider the repetition of insistence, whereby I assert the importance of a single idea and 
demand the other’s understanding. Repetition nurtures and scaffolds other aspects of human life, such 
that we must deem our discussion thus far as insufficient. 

The philosophical tradition since Plato has done some work to rescue repetition. Jacques 
Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, in particular, describe repetition as possessive of two sides: a type of 
repeating which deadens, as Socrates describes it, coexisting with a type that imbues meaning into the 
repeated object. While this split brings us closer to the truth of the repetitive phenomenon, it still 
misunderstands the supposedly “negative” side of repetition. Recall the musical and aesthetic sonority 
I appealed to above: repetition is particularly suited to reveal this facet of the word, written or spoken. 
Therefore, I propose no division of “good” and “bad” repetition, but a repetition that discloses meaning 

 
2 Tim Ingold, Lines (London: Routledge, 2016), 138. 
3 Ingold, Lines, 139. 
4 Ingold, Lines, 139. 
5 Plato, Phaedrus, in A Plato Reader, ed. C.D.C. Reeve, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing, 2012), 275a. 
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in every case. Wherever repetition does not present the benefits of practice or insistence, repetition 
unveils the sonorous element concealed within the semantic. 

We begin our elucidation of this new repetition with Søren Kierkegaard’s valorization of 
repetition (appropriately enough, under the repetitive pseudonym of “Constantin Constantinus”). He 
juxtaposes it with the aforementioned Platonic doctrine of recollection: “just as [the Greeks] taught 
that all knowing is a recollecting, modern philosophy will teach that all life is a repetition.”6 For him, 
repetition reinforces human experience, necessarily contributing to its cognizability and digestibility: 
“what would life be if there were no repetition? Who could want to be a tablet on which time writes 
something new every instant or to be a memorial volume of the past?...If God himself had not willed 
repetition, the world would not have come into existence.”7 Repetition, then, residing between the 
poles of blistering unfamiliarity and paralyzing stasis, conditions temporal reality for us. The capacity 
to repeat, to call forth a new iteration of an old thing, marks the passage of time while ensuring its 
comprehensibility.  

In Kierkegaard’s schema, repetition catalyzes a reality that not only conforms to our 
understanding, but also promotes our flourishing. As he sees it, the shift of philosophy’s focus from 
recollection to repetition reflects a worthwhile reorientation towards the future and away from the 
past. “Repetition and recollection,” he writes, “are the same movement, except in opposite directions, 
for what is recollected has been, is repeated backward, whereas genuine repetition is recollected 
forward.”8 The temporal direction of each movement transforms this apparently reciprocal 
relationship into an opposition—one in which we can unabashedly value one term over the other. 
The recollective dwelling in the past implies an unsatisfied longing, while repetition places me in the 
undeniable present: “repetition’s love is in truth the only happy love. Like recollection’s love, it does 
not have the restlessness of hope, the uneasy adventurousness of discovery, but neither does it have 
the sadness of recollection—it has the blissful security of the moment.”9 Security and bliss go hand-
in-hand with repetition’s assurance of our categorization of time. It guarantees that causes have effects, 
that the sun will rise and set tomorrow in the same way it did today, and that my breath and my 
heartbeat will sustain me without my intention. 

At this juncture, we have Kierkegaard’s “good,” meaningful repetition and Plato’s “bad,” 
meaningless repetition in front of us: Derrida discerns both and marries them at the altar of the 
pharmakon. This Greek word is of crucial importance in the project of Plato’s Pharmacy, which is in part 
Derrida’s reading and criticism of the Phaedrus. When Ammon-Ra disparages Theuth’s invention in 
the Platonic, pseudo-Egyptian myth, Plato uses pharmakon to stand in for the “poison” writing 
supposedly administers to memory. Derrida cautions us, however, noting the ambiguity etymologically 
contained within the term. He explains: “this pharmakon, this ‘medicine,’ this philter, which acts as 
both remedy and poison, already introduces itself into the body of the discourse with all its 
ambivalence. This charm, this spellbinding virtue, this power of fascination, can be—alternately or 
simultaneously—beneficent or maleficent.”10 Derrida endeavors to take Plato at his word, exploring 

 
6 Soren Kierkegaard, Repetition, trans. Howard Hong and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 131. 
7 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 133. 
8 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 131. 
9 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 131-32. 
10 Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 71. 
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the potential of writing (as a repetitive art) as a pharmakon, containing extremes resembling those I 
have outlined above. Only in the space of the pharmakon, i.e., in the multiple space of fluctuation, does 
the truth of the idea come to light: collapsing to either end “cancels out the resources of ambiguity 
and makes more difficult, if not impossible, an understanding of the context.”11 To appropriately 
entertain the paradigm of repetition as a pharmakon, we must therefore delineate and embrace the 
paradox. 

We begin with Derrida’s extension of the myth of Theuth. He invokes Thoth, the messenger-
god of writing and Theuth’s closest parallel in Egyptian mythology. In the Egyptian lore, Thoth is a 
son of Ra, and thus initially subordinate in the divine hierarchy. Yet this subjugation necessarily gives 
way to Thoth’s ascent to “become the god of the creative word only by metonymic substitution, by 
historical displacement, and sometimes by violent subversion. This type of substitution thus puts 
Thoth in Ra’s place as the moon takes the place of the sun.”12 In the myth as articulated by Socrates, 
writing’s a posteriori repetition doomed it to inadequacy when compared to speech, which was the 
living offspring of the orator. For Derrida, however, writing too is an offspring, utilizing its agency to 
surpass the speech that came before it, persisting in its permanence as the ethereal echo of the spoken 
word fades away. 

By no means does the inevitability of Thoth’s replacement of Ra—or the usage of the 
metaphor of the moon’s replacing the sun—imply that the transition is peaceful. Derrida writes 
explicitly that “this substitution...is nevertheless not lacking in violence,” and further that “it goes 
without saying that the god of writing,” who perpetrates this overthrowing action, “must also be the 
god of death.”13 Thus, Thoth’s violence ensures the realization of both of his godly vocations through 
the same brutal method: in defending and propagating the gift of writing, he murders the speech that 
precedes it. This violent tool, which Thoth necessarily implements in his usurping the throne, is none 
other than the tool of repetition: “as a substitute capable of doubling for the king, the father, the sun, 
and the word, distinguished from these only by dint of representing, repeating, and masquerading, 
Thoth was naturally also capable of totally supplanting them and appropriating all their attributes.”14 
With Derrida’s addendum and reapplication, the myth now classifies writing as subordinate only in 
the image of a genealogical tree; armed with the dagger of repeating, writing fulfills its inscribed destiny 
as the successor and patricidal son of speech. 

Yet for all the discussion of the repetitive logic of writing as violence and tending towards 
death, Derrida insists that the characterization cannot end here; we cannot content ourselves with an 
incomplete vision of the pharmakon. The severing of the connection between writing and the living 
word is performed not by repetition in general, but by one function of the always-dual pharmakon. He 
draws the demarcation between these forms or “moments” of repetition: “a repetition of truth which 
presents and exposes the eidos; and a repetition of death and oblivion which veils and skews because 
it does not present the eidos but re-presents a presentation, repeats a repetition.”15 In other words, 
there exists a repetition that reinforces, even strengthens the being of the thing itself, because the 

 
11 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,”, 97. 
12 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 89. 
13 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 89; 91. 
14 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 90. 
15 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 135. 



9 • American Society for Aesthetics Graduate E-Journal, Vol. 13, No. 1, Summer 2021 
 

repetition is always aimed at the truth of the existent. Indeed, this version of repetition undergirds 
truth: “the true is repeated; it is what is repeated in the repetition, what is represented and present in 
the representation.”16 Opposing this force is the repetition of a repetition, or that which directs itself 
to the image of the truth. 

It is this second form that inspires the devaluing of writing as a method of conveying meaning 
and truth. As repetition strays further from the eidos, or the truth of the original idea, it inscribes its 
own inevitable failure within itself; repeating that which has already been repeated leads to a frenzied 
flight from meaning that may end in writing’s repeating nothing. This is what Derrida sees as the 
jeopardization of writing’s potential “path-breaking force” viz. memory and knowledge: its power “is 
cut not by repetition but by the ills of repetition, by that which within repetition is doubled, redoubled, 
that which repeats repetition and in so doing, cut off from ‘good’ repetition (which presents and 
gathers being within living memory), can always, left to itself, stop repeating itself.”17 Like a coiled 
snake consuming its own tail, the “bad” end of the pharmakon of repetition directs its focus towards 
its own demise, not noticing its engagement in the self-destructive process of repeating the repeated 
until the word’s meaning completely unravels. 

Yet is this characterization of the “bad” repetition accurate and exhaustive viz. its relationship 
to the eidos? If we think of the eidos as nothing other than the original meaning of the term subject to 
repetition, then Derrida’s explication above likely suffices. Yet what if we entertain another possibility? 
Perhaps one in which the single word, spoken or written, contains multitudes of repeatable truths that, 
as they rise to the surface of our understanding, obscure others hidden in the deep? These questions 
open a door for the sonorous quality of language, ignored in Derrida’s schema, to sneak in and profess 
its truth. 

There to make the first turn of the doorknob is Deleuze, whose own theorizing about 
repetition shares at least one important trait with that of Derrida: namely, repetition’s simultaneous 
containment of opposing poles, i.e., behavior as a pharmakon. Deleuze writes of a superficial repetition 
of particular objects, like words, co-operating with a repetition of a subject repeating itself that lies beneath. 
He explains: “we are right to speak of repetition when we find ourselves confronted by identical 
elements with exactly the same concept. However, we must distinguish between these discrete 
elements, these repeated objects, and a secret subject, the real subject of repetition, which repeats itself 
through them...we must distinguish two forms of repetition.”18 These forms of repetition, much like 
their Derridean parallels, possess different aims and strongly suggest a valuation of one over the other. 
Comparing the repetition of objects to the repetition of the “secret subject,” Deleuze proposes a litany 
of distinctions that belittle the former and consecrate the latter: “one is negative, occurring by default 
in the concept; the other affirmative, occurring by excess in the Idea. One is conjectural, one is 
categorical. One is static, the other dynamic.”19 The pejorative terms of “negative,” “conjectural,” and 
“static,” especially against their opposites, certainly give an impression that Deleuze, like Derrida, 
believes in a “good” and a “bad” repetition. 

 
16 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 111. 
17 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 135. 
18 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 23. 
19 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 24. 
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The most striking Deleuzian articulation of repetition as a pharmakon comes when he writes 
about the exact functions contained in the Greek word itself, considered as a drug that can be poison 
or remedy: “if repetition makes us ill, it also heals us; if it enchains and destroys us, it also frees us, 
testifying in both cases to its ‘demonic’ power.”20  

By way of repetition, the subject “denounces its nominal or general character in favour of a 
more profound and more artistic reality.”21 In the case of repetitive language, this artistic reality 
encompasses the characteristics of the word I introduced at the start: its shape, its rhythm, its melody. 
The word always already possesses this musicality, yet its entanglement in the signification of language 
holds it fast in common usage. Repetition does not instill meaning, but discloses it: referencing Hume, 
Deleuze reminds us that “repetition changes nothing in the object repeated, but does change 
something in the mind which contemplates it.”22 Only the disorienting refocusing accomplished by 
repetition can bring about this change within us, directing us to semantic sonority. 

Wassily Kandinsky corroborates the effect of repetition of the word, particularly in poetry. 
Unsurprisingly, as we discussed above (and know anecdotally), repeating entails the receding of the 
word’s definition: “frequent repetition of a word...deprives the word of its original external 
meaning.”23 This deprivation, however, takes place within private subjectivity, i.e., only for me; the word 
still has a meaning in dictionaries and in conversations, even while its repetition engages and 
destabilizes me. In the event of my perception, “the apt use of a word (in its poetical meaning), 
repetition of this word, twice, three times or even more frequently, according to the need of the poem, 
will not only tend to intensify the inner harmony but also bring to light unsuspected spiritual properties 
of the word itself.”24 In other words, in a situation where repetition betrays the meaning of the word 
as we usually understand it, it still insists upon something. Within the poetic context, this something is 
none other than the spiritual sonority of the word.  

Though we are still left with multiple kinds of repetition, we can disabuse ourselves here of 
any concept of repetition as a subtraction of meaning. Repetition either entrenches us in a definitional 
meaning we usually take for granted or thrusts us into the unusual world of aesthetic language. 
Repetition embraces the pharmakon insofar as its kinds oppose each other, yet it sheds the classification 
as pharmakon insofar as it never poisons.  
 Recall the effect that staring, i.e., visual repetition, has in a symbolic language like Mandarin 
Chinese, dismantling or, more accurately, rearranging the single character into a new object of aesthetic 
experience beyond linguistics. How does the average reader bring herself back into the context of 
language? At this concluding point in our investigation, perhaps the answer is obvious: “before you 
can write [the character] again you have to practise it a few times in order to recover the movement, 
whereupon ... ‘the character re-emerges like a submarine resurfacing from the depths of the sea.’”25 In 
short: only another repetition undoes the work of repetition. Repetition conditions the journey into 
language, the journey into art, and the passageways between the two. Those qualities and qualia that 

 
20 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 19. 
21 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 3; emphasis mine. 
22 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 70. 
23 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, trans. M.T.H. Sadler (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1977), 15. 
24 Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 15. 
25 Ingold, 139. 
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we value and pursue, both in others and ourselves, are those which can be repeated. They only have 
need of a repeater. 
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