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INTRODUCTION

What can parrhesia mean in a “post-truth” era? When factual claims are deemed 
“fake” because they are unflattering and the alternative is hyperbolic name-calling 
that does not even rise to the level of ad hominem fallacy, what does it take to tell 
the truth to oneself and another? In this essay, I posit that parrhesia is not, as is 
commonly thought, “saying everything” fearlessly or “speaking truth to power.” 
It is not one thing, but a problem that emerges precisely where speech is free, 
speakers are fearless, and the truth is uncomfortable. Truths are uncomfortable 
when they cause the one who hears them to give up a form of life that otherwise 
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serves them well. Courage is required to speak such truths when the one hearing 
them can harm the speaker, especially because the hearer is a friend and the 
one speaking is loath to lose their friendship. But what force can parrhesia have 
when the value of truth is said to be so thoroughly maligned as to be irrelevant? 
What can a truth-teller say to those who traffic in “alternative facts?” Why would 
someone risk speaking the truth to another who could do them harm for speaking 
it and who they know in advance holds that the only truth is what serves their 
comfortable life? Can such a truth-teller be motivated by the conviction that 
there are still truths worth telling and ways of telling them because the claims of 
a post-truth era are premature or passé? 

What is at stake in these considerations is nothing less than the nature of the 
truth and the role of parrhesia in speaking or, as we will come to say, staging the 
truth. What is it about such truths that they can be heard by the one whose form 
of life warrants revealing them? How has a speaker identified the truths, the need 
to reveal them and the language that can effectively communicate them to the 
one addressed? Must the speaker’s life be free of shortcomings or just freer from 
them to detect defects in the one they address? And if the character of the speaker 
will not be free from defects, how has the speaker a presentiment of the truths 
and their potential efficacy for redirecting the life of the other and themselves? 
Because, when it comes to parrhesia, the one revealing the truth by staging it is 
improved in a measure comparable to an improvement in the one to whom that 
truth is revealed. Which returns us, again, to questions about the nature of this 
truth.

In this essay, we first explore claims about a “post-truth” era by identifying its 
source, examining its dissemination and saying what it can mean to test the truth 
of claims about “post-truth.” We, next, compare that truth to the truths expressed 
as parrhesia in the texts of the ancient Greeks and in the contemporary expression 
“fearless speech.” We trace the source of that contemporary expression to the 
course Michel Foucault gave in the fall of 1983 at the University of California, 
Berkeley, under the title “The Discourse on Truth: The Problematization of 
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Parrhesia,” subsequently published as Fearless Speech.1 We note the importance of 
Plato’s Alcibiades in Foucault’s discourse on truth, and the importance, for us, of 
the problematising of parrhesia in the discourse on democracy that can be found 
in ancient Greek sources from the fourth century before the Christian era. We 
draw on an opportunity Foucault misses in his account of parrhesia to resist his 
admonition that we not assume for ourselves debates about “free speech” that 
emerged in a time and under circumstances quite different from our own. In fact, 
we speculate about what can be learned from that ancient quarrel about a society 
– our own – where fearless speech passes as free speech and tends to implausible 
fictions that desperately veil a truth that abides in things. Might parrhesia in our 
time lift that veil with a staging of the truth that Foucault termed “alethurgy” and 
that can form the basis for an aesthetics of existence?

POST-TRUTH

The term “post-truth” officially entered the English-language lexicon when it 
was included in the Oxford English Dictionary (Third Edition 2017) as an adjective 
originating in the United States “relating to or denoting circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping political debate or public opinion 
than appeals to emotion and personal belief.”2 The first documented use of the 
term in this sense can be traced to an article by Serbian-American playwright 
Steve Tesich in The Nation (6 January 1992). There Tesich wrote, 

We are rapidly becoming prototypes of a people that totalitarian monsters 
could only drool about in their dreams. All the dictators up to now have had 
to work hard at suppressing the truth. We, by our actions, are saying that 
this is no longer necessary, that we have acquired a spiritual mechanism 
that can denude truth of any significance. In a very fundamental way we, 
as a free people, have freely decided that we want to live in some post-
truth world.3 

In such a world, Tesich argues, the truth has lost its political efficacy.
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Tesich was writing with the debacle of Watergate in mind. In that hot mess, a 
sitting President conspired to dissemble about the purposes of the break-in at 
Democratic Party headquarters in Washington, D. C. This executive malice 
followed on the heels of revelations in the Pentagon Papers that the government 
had lied to the American people about the state of the war in Vietnam and acted 
to suppress that information. Democracy prevailed in those circumstances. The 
Pentagon Papers were published. Nixon resigned in disgrace, but the effect, Tesich 
concluded, was that people came to associate the truth with bad news. And 
Ronald Reagan, correctly surmising that people preferred to hear a sunny story, 
later used that inference to dissimulate widely, including about the Iran-Contra 
Affair. Tesich wrote for The Nation in the aftermath of the First Gulf War (1990 
– 1991) conducted during the presidency of George H. W. Bush, Reagan’s vice 
president for eight years, about which there was conflicting information.4 In that 
case, the truth about the U.S. invasion of Iraq was suppressed, but the reasons for 
the invasion were not publicly questioned.

What Tesich called a “post-truth world” really took off, however, ten years later in 
the run-up to the Second Gulf War conducted during the presidency of George W. 
Bush, the son of former President Bush. Following the attacks on the World Trade 
Center in New York City, 11 September 2001, the Bush administration leveraged 
the shared trauma of a people attacked by proxy to throw a national security 
blanket over the truth and gin up a fictional narrative justifying a counterattack 
against an enemy that had not been vanquished the first time around. It was, 
arguably, the beginning of an appeal to people’s feelings (they were vulnerable) 
and personal beliefs (in freedom at all costs) to motivate action. By trading on the 
sense that “America” was attacked on 11 September, it made a victim of everything 
identified as American and an enemy of everything that challenged that identity.

What got the attention of the Oxford English Dictionary editors, however, was the 
twenty-fold uptick in instances of “post-truth” in coverage of the U. S. presidential 
election in 2016 and the vote on the Brexit referendum that same year. This use 
likely encouraged the editors to state in their rationale for naming it the word of 
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the year for 2016 that “post-truth” is often used in association with a particular 
noun in the expression “post-truth politics.”5 The “post” in “post-truth” does not 
denote a past time, as “post-war” refers to a period after a war, but to a time when 
the specified concept has become irrelevant or passé, the way “post-racial” and 
“post-feminist” mistakenly refer to a period when racial minorities and women 
would have equal rights with White men because “racism” and “feminism” had 
become de trop.

Most commentators draw a contrast between the deception that is generally part 
of political life and the post-truth dissimulation that is supposed to have taken hold 
of today’s public discourse. The general deception in politics begins with facts that 
are suitably ambiguous and interpretations that promote one truth rather than 
another. Post-truth dissimulation advances on that strategy by declaring what is 
manifestly false to be true and doubling down on those fabrications to smother all 
claims to the contrary. In addition, the falsehoods disseminated on the post-truth 
model are calculated to speak to what targeted constituencies want to be true 
precisely because they are not. By mirroring the disconnect between what is true 
and what those constituencies want to be true, post-truth dissimulators reflect 
the victimisation felt so painfully by those disaffected constituents. Thus, the 
deception peddled by the purveyors of post-truth appeals to affect over known 
facts and the kinds of personal beliefs that answer to no outside, objective criteria.

Another distinguishing feature of post-truth deception is its deployment of social 
media to accelerate the speed and expand the range of its circulation. In its most 
recent development, the dissemination of post-truth can be scaled up by using 
generative pre-trained transformers (chatbots) to cull personal data from the 
Internet and precisely target markets of disaffected constituents with the intent 
of making them even more disaffected. The aim of this post-truth is precisely to 
sow distrust in the truth itself creating a constituency prepared to be led by a 
demagogue who will show it the way, or any way that preserves its deep-seated 
antipathy toward reasoned argument and its determined commitment to what 
they believe in their hearts, all evidence to the contrary notwithstanding. That 
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some can see this trending across the globe indicates that not everyone is likewise 
disaffected and that there remain those committed to telling the truth about post-
truth.6 Claims about a post-truth era, then, appear to be premature. In fact, more 
than a few commentators have taken a stand outside its aura, but “post-truth” is 
not yet passé. It is rather pervasive in the public sphere and a problem that must 
be addressed. 

PARRHESIA 

As is commonly known, the word parrhesia is formed from two ancient Greek 
words, pas and rhêsis. The first is an adjective familiar (in its neuter form, pan) 
for denoting “all” or “every.” The second is less familiar. It is a noun that denotes 
“speech” or “a saying,” especially the speech that might be given by a character 
in a play or the saying associated with an author.7 In the 19th century, rhêsis was 
said to be etymologically rooted in the verb rheô which has two distinct meanings, 
“to rush or flow” and “to say,” though only the first meaning was actually extant 
in ancient Greek texts.8 Many will be inclined to associate rhêsis with the second 
meaning, leaving the first behind, but two meanings were likely thought to reside 
in one word for a reason. So, let’s consider that there might be a connection 
between rushing or flowing and saying, that rhêsis could refer to the tendency of 
speech to rush or flow out of us. 

The form of the verb rheô that means “to say” is referred in the lexicons to the 
actually extant verb, erô. Erô is the future tense of a rare present tense verb, 
eirô.9 As a future tense verb, erô means “I will say, proclaim or tell” something to 
someone. This future tense captures the sense that there is something about to be 
said that is known to the speaker who is about to say or declare it. It is something 
he cannot or will not hold back. It is ready to rush or flow out of him, we might 
say. Parrhesia, then, with the added significance of pas, would appear to denote 
a readiness to declare not just some part of what a speaker is ready to state, but 
all of it, with every bit ready to rush out of him. We could say parrhesia – as a 
quality of political life for which the Athenians are said to be famous – refers to 
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a political constitution where everyone, everywhere says everything they have to 
say, or something known to them that they feel compelled to disclose. No one 
holds back what they hold to be true, and they speak not so much to persuade 
others as to declare that truth. 

It is precisely this quality of life that led to the problem of parrhesia identified and 
discussed in the course Foucault gave at Berkeley. On the one hand, a commitment 
to the democratic constitution of Athens appears to require that everyone, 
everywhere, the demos, the many, say everything it pleases them to say without 
giving a thought to what it might be best to say. On the other hand, when speech is 
so free and distributed among so many speakers of whatever character, it drowns 
out the parrhesia of those speakers disposed to put the good of democracy, what 
might be true for the whole, ahead of their individual pleasure. In the course at 
Berkeley, Foucault contrasts the unthinking, political parrhesia of the demos with 
a philosophical parrhesia he also describes as “Socratic” that links parrhesia to an 
epimeleia heautou or “care of oneself” that proves to be his main concern in these 
reflections.10 Foucault tells us that political parrhesia – truly fearless speech – as 
it came to be practiced in the Athenian “democracy,” led to demagoguery: the 
rise of tyrants who tell the rabble what they already think is true for the sake of 
aggrandising the tyrants’ own position and not propound what might be true for 
the whole or true at all. Sound familiar?

In the transcript from the course at Berkeley, Foucault draws our attention to 
the first appearance of the word parrhesia in the tragedies of Euripides (fl. 431 – 
408 BCE). This dating is consistent with the record in Liddell, Scott and Jones, 
which locates the first use of the noun in Euripides’ Hippolytus (428) and reports 
instances of it in Euripides’ Ion (c. 413), Phoenician Women (c. 410) and Bacchae 
(405). With so many documents from antiquity lost to history, we cannot know 
whether the term, used in Hippolytus to describe a quality of political life for 
which the Athenians are highly esteemed, did not appear in documents that were 
not preserved. It is not surprising, however, that it is preserved in the public 
documents of an aristocratic class of poets and in the more prosaic tragedies 
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of Euripides than in those by Aeschylus and Sophocles, which treated largely 
mythological themes. 

Foucault gives special attention to the deployment of parrhesia in Euripides’ 
Orestes (408 BCE, not cited by Liddell, Scott and Jones). The word turns up there 
in the speech by a messenger reporting to Electra what transpired at the Pelasgian 
court where her brother Orestes is on trial for matricide. Orestes, conspiring 
with his sister, killed their mother, Clytemnestra and her consort, Aegisthus, 
to avenge the killing of their father, Agamemnon, by their mother’s lover. The 
messenger reports four speeches. The first is the one given by Talthybius, herald 
to Agamemnon, described as not free, but subservient to those with power, who 
twisted eulogy and censure together in the hopes of winning the approbation of 
Aegisthus’ friends. As a herald, he does not know what is true. He speaks merely 
to gratify what he takes to be the winning side. The second is the one given by 
Diomedes, “famous as a Greek warrior both for his courageous exploits and his 
noble eloquence.”11 Diomedes advocates a moderate position, exile rather than 
death, to purge the city of impiety. Some of those assembled agree, some do not. 

The two speeches that follow are not attributed to mythological individuals, 
but Foucault notes, to two social types.12 “The first one (who is symmetrical to 
Talthybius, the bad orator), is the sort of orator who is bad for democracy … He 
has a ‘mouth like a running spring’ … someone who has a tongue but not a door … 
someone who cannot shut his mouth.”13 Speech rushes out of him without regard 
for what he has to say. In addition, what he says has no regard for the value of rational 
discourse (logos) as a means for gaining access to the truth.14 Consequently, he is 
ischuôn thrasei, “a giant of impudence” or “strong only by his bold arrogance.”15 
He is “not confident in his ability to formulate articulate discourse but only in 
his ability to generate an emotional reaction from his audience by his strong and 
loud voice.”16 He puts his confidence, thus, in “ignorant outspokenness,” amathei 
parrhesia. He claims the civil right of parrhesia guaranteed by the Athenian 
democratic constitution, but since his parrhesia lacks learning, mathêsis, it is 
nothing but affective noise lacking in positive political effects. And when speakers 
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use parrhesia without learning, amathei parrhesia, Foucault concludes, the politics 
of the city suffer.17

The final speech recounted from Orestes’ trial is made by a man described as 
plain looking and plain spoken. He owns land that he works himself and can be 
trusted to speak from a position of interest in the good of the city, of which his 
property is a part. In addition, because he is accustomed to giving instructions 
to servants, he knows how make a case for courses of action best suited to assist 
him in the management of his affairs in a number of different circumstances. On 
the one hand, then, he makes a good soldier, always ready to march in defence 
of the city. On the other hand, he makes a good leader, able to give thoughtful 
directions for action. Where the third speaker called for Orestes and Electra to be 
stoned to death drawing solely on the bluster in himself that he hoped to muster 
in the judges, the fourth speaker recommended that Orestes be honoured with 
crowns for avenging his father’s honour, arguing that no man would otherwise 
arm himself and go to war leaving behind a wife who could be seduced by cowards 
who stayed at home.

The Orestes stands out in Foucault’s reading of it for its depiction of parrhesia in a 
pejorative sense. Wherever else he invokes it, Euripides casts parrhesia positively 
or as a distinct and admirable trait of the Athenian constitution. In Orestes, 
however, parrhesia is shown as unthinking, unlearned (amathei) and described 
as rushing out of the mouth of the speaker with no regard for logos (the truth) 
in a way that poses a threat to the city. What Foucault identifies as the problem 
of parrhesia turns up when a distinctive feature of Athenian politics threatens its 
democratic constitution. As a counter to the untoward effects of this political 
parrhesia, Foucault introduces a philosophical parrhesia found in the figure of 
Socrates represented in Plato’s dialogues. For Foucault, Plato’s Apology represents 
Socrates as someone who confronts craftsmen, poets and politicians, alike, with 
the uncomfortable truth that they do not know what they say they know.18 And 
in Plato’s Alcibiades, Foucault finds Socrates leading his interlocutor to admit 
that he cannot govern the Athenian people if he does not govern himself, that 
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to govern himself he must know himself and that to know himself he must take 
care of himself. Foucault, thus, links philosophical parrhesia through the figure of 
Socrates with the epimeleia heautou or care of oneself that concerned him in the 
last years of his life.19

CARE OF THE SELF

There are two texts sometimes attributed to Plato titled Alcibiades. Both are 
devoted to dialogue between Socrates and the titular figure. In the one, referred 
to as Alcibiades or Alcibiades I, Socrates tries to persuade Alcibiades that he must 
first govern himself, if he hopes to govern others. In the second, called Second 
Alcibiades or Alcibiades II, Socrates counsels Alcibiades about what to ask of 
the gods when he prays. The attribution of both dialogues is subject to debate. 
Neither is included in the long-time, definitive English language collection of 
Plato’s dialogues edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntingdon Cairns.20 The current 
definitive English language collection, edited by John Cooper, includes both, but 
presents the second as apocryphal.21 The authenticity of the first – in antiquity 
thought to be the best introduction to Plato’s philosophy – was questioned in the 
19th century and has few defenders today. As Cooper notes, “it is not generally 
agreed by scholars whether Plato is the author of this work.”22 A cursory reading 
of the text reveals a flattened narrative lacking the dramatic flair and irony we 
regularly associate with Plato’s style. A closer reading raises more doubts.

Foucault likely relied on the Budé critical edition of Plato’s dialogues, completed in 
1956, with the Greek text and a French translation on facing pages, the equivalent 
of the Loeb Classical Library collection in English.23 That edition includes only 
Alcibiades I (as Alcibiades) and presents it as one of Plato’s earliest works.24 It 
would be there that Foucault found the Greek epimeleia heautou rendered as le 
souci de soi, which we translate as “care of the self.” The Loeb translates the Greek 
as “taking pains over oneself,” and D. S. Hutchinson translates it as “to cultivate 
oneself,” while Liddell, Scott and Jones give as a first definition of epimeleia 
“care bestowed upon” or “attention given” to something and “diligence” before 
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giving as a definition of the verb epimeleisthai to “take care of, have charge or 
management of” and “to be engaged in, cultivate any pursuit, art, etc.”25 What 
Hutchinson seems to want to capture with “cultivate” is the sense that the care 
Socrates recommends to Alcibiades will lead to the improvement of their selves 
or souls. In the dialogue (Alcibiades 124b and ff.), epimeleia is often paired with 
techné, indicating that care of the self will require a skill.

Many things about the dialogue, no doubt, get Foucault’s attention.26 Paramount 
among them is the erotic relation between the two interlocutors. Socrates was 
Alcibiades’ lover many years prior to their meeting in this dialogue, and Alcibiades 
has had many suitors, all rebuffed, since. Here, Socrates claims he was the only one 
to truly love Alcibiades since the others only loved what belonged to Alcibiades 
while Socrates loved Alcibiades himself. 

Socrates: Now if there was someone who loved Alcibiades’ body, he 
wouldn’t be loving Alcibiades only something that belonged to Alcibiades.
Alcibiades: That’s right.
Socrates: But someone who loved you would love your soul.
Alcibiades: By our argument, I think he’d have to.
Socrates: Wouldn’t someone who loved your body go off and leave you 
when your beauty is no longer in full bloom?
Alcibiades: Obviously.
Socrates: But someone who loved your soul will not leave you as long as 
you are making progress [becoming better, beltion].
Alcibiades: That’s probably right.
Socrates: Well, I’m the one who won’t leave you – I’m the one who will 
stay with you. Now that your body has lost its bloom and everyone else 
has gone away.
Alcibiades: I’m glad you are, Socrates, and I hope you never leave me.
Socrates: Then you must try to be as attractive [kallistos] as possible.
Alcibiades: I’ll certainly try. (Alcibiades 131c–d, Hutchinson translation)
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This exchange takes place in the course of a discussion that ends the dialogue of 
what it means to take care of oneself and what the self is that is deserving of this 
care (Alcibiades 128a ff). It concludes by affirming that care of the self is a skilful 
knowing of the soul and of everything that belongs to that soul since the self that 
is the soul cannot be known apart from what belongs to it. This knowledge is 
said to be the same as self-control (sôphrosuné), and Alcibiades would, thus, make 
himself “as attractive as possible” by skilfully achieving this self-control.

Foucault does not note the lack of ambiguity in the dialogue nor the openly 
maieutic manner of Socrates’ questioning.27 Instead, he focusses on the friendship 
formed from a mutual concern with a skilful taking care of themselves that can 
translate the Delphic call to “know yourself” into a measure of self-control that 
can match the exacting standard set by the Spartan and Persian kings.28 To know 
yourself – gnôthi sauton – Socrates would have Alcibiades believe, you must take 
care of oneself – epimeleia heautou – and only in this way attain the self-rule that 
will qualify you to rule others. Foucault describes the question-and-answer, 
maieutic dialogue supporting this conclusion as “a certain ‘way of speaking,’ a 
certain ‘ethics of speech’ … which is called, precisely parrhesia.”29 “In ancient 
culture,” he elaborates, “telling the truth about oneself was an activity involving 
several people, an activity with other people, and even more precisely an activity 
with one other person, a practice for two.”30

For Foucault, then, philosophical or Socratic parrhesia, the antidote to political 
parrhesia, is an “ethics of speech” that emerges in a dialogue aimed at caring for 
oneself and another out of friendship and out of a shared conviction that caring 
for oneself is the best way of honouring the Delphic command to know yourself. 
And the goal of this care is to cultivate in oneself a self-control and self-rule that 
qualifies one to rule others.31 One governs others and oneself by being the kind of 
friend in the company of whom another can tell the truth about themselves. In the 
Hellenistic schools and in late antiquity, this philosophical parrhesia turned from 
the preparation for a political life to the preparation for the cathartic release from 
such a life. The attention Foucault gives in the course at Berkeley to the “truth-
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telling games” of the Epicureans, Stoics, and Cynics is an attempt to give “a sort of 
prehistory of those practices which developed later around some famous couples: 
the penitent and the confessor, the person being guided and the spiritual director, 
the sick person and psychiatrist, the patient and the psychoanalyst.”32 The truth 
that emerges in philosophical parrhesia so fashioned is not a fact, but a revelation, 
a truth about oneself that would not be revealed except in dialogue staged with a 
friend.

Prior to its institutionalisation in the Christian confession, Foucault finds in 
parrhesia an ethics of speaking that stages the truth. Where in the Christian 
pastoral the penitent knows the truth which he confesses to the priest, in parrhesia 
the truth becomes manifest to the one hearing it only in the course of a dialogue 
with a friend. Alcibiades enters into a dialogue with Socrates not knowing where 
it will take him and is led by fits and starts to realise he is not prepared to govern 
others because he does not yet govern himself and that to govern himself, he must 
take care of himself. Uncharacteristically, and in another reversal of the Christian 
confession, Socrates appears to know in advance how he expects the dialogue to 
conclude. Alcibiades was taken in antiquity to be a summary of Plato’s philosophy 
in part because it models the so-called “Socratic method” according to which, 
in the manner of a midwife, Socrates draws out of his interlocutor a truth he 
finds nascent in their soul. In the Platonic dialogues nowadays called “Socratic,” 
Socrates is represented as not knowing where the dialogue is headed, and those 
dialogues conclude with the truth that neither Socrates nor his interlocutor know 
what is true.

ELENCHUS

At about the time Foucault was lecturing about parrhesia, Gregory Vlastos was 
writing about the Socratic elenchus.33 For our purposes, we can understand the 
elenchus as Socrates’ standard method of testing the claims of his interlocutors to 
know something morally significant. The elenchus – rendered variously as “test,” 
“examination,” and “refutation” – turns up exclusively in those Platonic dialogues 
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called “Socratic,” which aim to give a definition of the concept in question. These 
dialogues represent Socrates as testing and refuting the claim of an interlocutor 
to know what he thinks he knows. Vlastos’ view is not uncontroversial. Vlastos 
invoked the distinction between elenctic knowledge – based on beliefs that 
survived testing by the elenchus – from certain knowledge – analytic truths, 
which Socrates disclaimed – to make sense of Socrates’ reputed claim that virtue 
depended upon knowledge, that he, Socrates, did not know and that he was 
nonetheless virtuous. According to Vlastos, Socrates’ elenctic knowledge was the 
basis for his claim to virtue, while his interlocutors had neither certain knowledge 
nor elenctic knowledge and, so, no basis for their claims to virtue.

The elenchus was, in Foucault’s terms, a certain ethics of speaking. It began with 
Socrates’ interlocutor claiming to know that S is P. Socrates would then question 
his interlocutor who would agree that he also believed that A and B and C were 
true about seemingly unrelated things, that believing A and B and C entailed that 
D was true about S, that D was the equivalent of not-P and that the interlocutor 
thereby believed both P and not-P about S at the same time. The interlocutor is, 
thus, shown to hold inconsistent beliefs, and the claim of P being true about S is 
disqualified. In the elenchus, the truth that emerges is that the interlocutor does 
not know S and does not know he does not know S, but we do not learn what is 
true about S. When in Euthyphro, the titular figure asserts that piety is what is 
loved by the gods, but also admits that the gods disagree with one another and 
take sides against one another, he has to acknowledge that the same thing will 
be both loved and hated by the gods; so he appears to believe that what is pious 
is both loved and hated by the gods and, as a result, pious and not pious at the 
same time. But certainly, piety will always be the same: pious, whether the gods 
love it or not. Euthyphro is, thus, convicted of holding inconsistent beliefs about 
piety and of not knowing that he does not know what he thinks he knows, and the 
dialogue ends without answering what piety truly is.

Socrates made a career of these elenctic examinations. It started with Socrates’ 
attempt to refute the Delphic Oracle who declared that no one was wiser than 
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Socrates, in response to a question put to it by Chaerephon.34 Plato’s elenctic 
dialogues represent examples of the kinds of examinations Socrates made of 
artisans, poets, and politicians to prove the god wrong by finding someone wiser, 
to no avail.35 If he appears to be wiser than any of his interlocutors, Socrates 
concludes, it is because not knowing anything, he does not think he knows. 
The basis for his claims to virtue is just the consistency of his beliefs, which he 
tests at the same time as he tests the beliefs of his interlocutors.36 The elenchus 
is a philosophic parrhesia in which Socrates tests what his interlocutors believe 
arriving at the truth that neither of them knows anything, but as Socrates is made 
to state in Meno, “we will be better men, braver and less idle, if we believe that one 
must search for the things one does not know, rather than if we believe that it is 
not possible to find out what we do not know.”37

When Foucault, in the course at Berkeley, turns to a discussion of the elenctic 
dialogue Laches, he focusses on the occurrences of the word parrhesia in the 
dialogue and the association there with the care of the self.38 Foucault renders care 
of the self in that dialogue as a question of education, and he describes Socrates 
as the truth-teller (parrhesiastes) best suited to educate the sons of the generals, 
Nicias and Laches. In this role, Foucault says, Socrates will lead the young men to 
give an account of themselves, that is, an account of how the rational discourse 
they have at their disposal, logos, what they have to say, squares with the way 
they live, bios. Foucault makes Socrates the ideal touchstone for testing the 
accord between a person’s life and its principle of intelligibility because, he notes, 
Nicias and Laches declare their satisfaction in the dialogue with the way Socrates 
exhibited this accord in his own life. As such a touchstone, Foucault writes, it is 
appropriate for Socrates to take a leading role in this parrhesiastic exchange with 
his interlocutors. 

This asymmetry in the parrhesiastic exchange where one partner takes a leading 
role in the dialogue matches the account Foucault gives of the erotic relation 
between men and young boys in The Use of Pleasure written at about the same 
time as his course given at Berkeley.39 In that published volume, Foucault makes 
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a point of the way the young boy reciprocates the leading role the older man 
takes by drawing out of the man the responsible model he is to make for the 
boy.40 This reciprocity does not figure in Foucault’s reading of Plato’s Alcibiades 
where there appears to be nothing Socrates learns from his young interlocutor. 
It does figure in our characterisation of the elenctic exchanges between Socrates 
and the numerous interlocutors he confronts in the early dialogues, including 
the elenctic exchange in Laches, where Socrates reciprocally tests his own beliefs 
about courage in the course of testing the beliefs of Laches and Nicias. At no 
point in this exchange, however, does Socrates claim any prior knowledge about 
the subject. If Socrates takes a leading role in the elenctic examinations of his 
interlocutors, it is not because of a presumed superiority in knowledge or virtue, 
but by a willingness, as in the passage from Meno just cited, to push the exchange 
forward when the interlocutor demurs, as he regularly does. 

Importantly, Socrates does not pronounce any truths in these elenctic exchanges. 
He leaves it to his interlocutors to concede that they do not know what they 
thought they knew. While they have been capable of carrying forth in public 
settings about what they thought they knew, they concede they are struck dumb 
by Socrates’ questioning. In parrhesiastic exchanges mobilised by the elenchus, 
the truth comes out or is staged as a result of a method of interrogation that 
is not what is commonly called the “Socratic method.” It is rather something 
much subtler and disarming. Since Socrates never offers a positive alternative 
to what his interlocutors propose, he does not speak the truth nor does he, as a 
midwife, deliver from his interlocutors a truth nascent in their soul. Instead, the 
truth emerges that neither of them knows what the truth is and only Socrates 
insists that the most worthwhile thing a person can do with their life is search 
for what they do not know. His dedication to that search led Socrates to a death 
sentence. We should not tempt this fate in our response to post-truth politics 
since affordances for the Socratic irony that drives those elenctic exchanges are 
forcibly depleted from the post-truth landscape. Rather, if we consider how the 
elenctic dialogues present parrhesia as a problem, we might ask what ethics of 
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speaking will stage a truth that cannot be anticipated in advance, but that is true 
from the start about the lives of those speaking?

ALETHURGY

Foucault gives an illustration of what he means by staging the truth in his account 
of the drama in Euripides’ Ion.41 From Hermes’ prologue, the audience knows the 
truth about Ion’s parentage. The god of the temple, Apollo, knows the truth of 
Ion’s parentage, but Ion himself, his mother, Creusa, and his mother’s husband, 
Xuthus, do not. The play stages the truth for the new-formed family. The problem 
of parrhêsia turns up here in the figure of a god who knows the truth, but will not 
tell it and in the promise of Ion’s rights as an Athenian citizen. By comparison, 
in the elenctic dialogues, Plato knows the truth, but does not tell it. Instead, he 
represents the interlocutors as both unaware of the truth and Socrates as staging 
the truth for his interlocutor, all the while using the dialogue to stage the truth for 
the reader. The problem of parrhêsia turns up here in the mode of veridiction, the 
form of telling the truth, namely, the Socratic elenchus, which stages or enacts the 
truth without knowing it.

In the very last lectures at the Collège, Foucault contrasts the elenctic parrhesia 
of Laches with the maieutic parrhesia in Alcibiades saying the latter leads to a 
metaphysics of the soul while the former leads to an aesthetics of existence.42 It is 
this staging of the truth as an aesthetics of existence that holds the most promise 
for responding to the problem of parrhesia in post-truth politics, not by deploying 
the Socratic elenchus, but by invoking versions of its Cynic lineage. The fearless 
speech of post-truth politics cannot be challenged on the facts because it traffics 
in lies fabricated to fit a generalised fiction about the disservice done by those 
who bother with the facts. The best counters to these lies are modes of veridiction 
that do not espouse a truth, but draw on logos to generate provocative dialogues 
and artefacts from a life formed from affordances dishonestly depleted by post-
truth politics. The problem of parrhesia turns up here in the courage it takes to be 
true to oneself when the truth is so thoroughly maligned. From what we are told 
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about him, Socrates stood out among his peers for having the courage to stage or 
enact the truth of what he thought and how he lived in the company of others.

The philosophical parrhesia practiced or enacted in the search that defined 
Socrates’ life lived on in the Cynics, where the fit of what they believed (logos) 
with how they lived (bios) confronted the force of nomos, the law.43 Already with 
Plato, an early follower of Socrates, there was the problem of how to reconcile 
the ethical relation of logos to bios governing an individual with nomos, the laws 
governing an individual’s life in its relations with others. While Plato recommended 
an isomorphism between the individual soul and the city, the Cynics declared 
bios and nomos irreconcilable and gave primacy to the consistency of logos and 
bios in the individual over the claims of nomos and the city. The Cynics had no 
positive doctrine to espouse and, instead, used public platforms to denounce 
the institutions of government, to perform scandalous acts meant to shame the 
authorities, and to engage those authorities in what Foucault calls “provocative 
dialogue,” which, he says, “derives from Socratic parrhesia.”44 Whereas the aim of 
the Socratic parrhesia was to expose the ignorance of Socrates’ interlocutors, the 
Cynic practices of parrhesia aimed at hurting their interlocutor’s pride. We want 
to consider whether there might be a place for something approximating Cynic 
practices of parrhesia in post-truth politics, today.

For we appear to find the unthinking, political parrhesia exemplified in the third 
speech at Orestes’ trial in the fearless bluster passing as the free speech guaranteed 
by our modern democratic institutions. Ancient Greek democracy came undone 
quickly in the 5th and 4th century before the Christian era as the demos developed 
a strong preference for speakers who bolstered their cause by telling them early 
and often only what they wanted to hear. As a result, “it is not even possible to be 
heard in Athens if one does not parrot the demos’ will,” and the only speakers who 
have an audience are what Isocrates calls “reckless orators” and “comic poets.”45 
“Hence,” Isocrates concludes, “real parrhêsia, parrhêsia in its positive critical 
sense, does not exist where democracy exists.”46 In the long time from antiquity 
to the “post-truth” present, the situation has become much worse.
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Today, the demos are those assembled on social media who deeply feel their 
exclusion from a world increasingly disposed to include others. They cast an evil 
eye on those they blame for heightening this feeling of exclusion, and they lionise 
those who do not just recognise their affective animus, but affirm it as legitimate 
and worthy of reparation. Their heroes are demagogues, reckless orators, using 
their bluster and unthinking outspokenness to animate the thoughtless crowd. 
Their outspokenness, heard by the many as clever and calculating, cannot be 
supported by argument (logos), and the consequences of this unthinking parrhesia 
for the politics of democracy are poisonous. Where are there Cynics, today, those 
inspired by Socrates’ philosophical parrhesia, who might speak up to redress this 
injury to democracy? 

They have largely become what Nietzsche called “priests” – clerics, career 
politicians, financial advisors, the professoriate – who long ago traded a care of 
the self that would prepare them to engage political life for a care of the self that 
prepares them to exit this life. Those who have not become priests or ideologues 
who promise to change the world, which is just another means of escaping it, can 
perhaps be found in the gadflies after Socrates’ elenctic heart. Like those ancient 
Cynics, they deploy “provocative dialogue” and, even, scandalous acts to question 
the truth of manifestly false claims and to injure the pride of those who draw on 
those claims in the increasingly demagogic, mob rule that passes for democratic 
politics, today. This new cynicism, which we can trace back to elenctic Socratic 
parrhesia, stages the truth with provocative and scandalous salvos in the writings 
by investigative journalists and monologues by late-night comedians.

CONCLUSION

This new cynicism can also be found in the work of those Foucault might identify 
as parrhesiastes – artists and intellectuals – who have never given up on the truth, 
but who have never sought the truth in the discoveries of natural or social science 
or in conclusions drawn from those discoveries. They have, instead, found the 
courage to stage or enact truths in artefacts from an aesthetics of existence that 



20 · john m. carvalho	

give life, bios, to what they have good reason, logos, to believe is true. These artifacts 
– artworks and other performative interventions – are fragile achievements, 
constantly negotiated in a world where the affordances for staging the truth are 
rare. In the elenctic Socratic parrhesia, the truth was hard fought, but always the 
same: we must not think we know what we do not know. For artists and thinkers, 
today, there is no one truth to uncover, but many truths to be staged with the 
chance affordances that turn up for staging those truths.

Those truths will be many not just to match the diversity in the forms of life 
inhabiting the planet, but because, emerging from so many different sites and so 
many different skills, the truths staged will be enacted in many different forms: 
a painting, a movie, or a manifesto, say, written by a young woman in Brooklyn 
or an old man in Prague. Additionally, these truths will be difficult and disarming 
precisely because there is no single standard to measure their achievement. Post-
truth politics draws its strength from declaring the prevailing narrative false. It 
depends on a narrow account of the status quo that it decries as “fake news.” 
Artists and thinkers who challenge the very idea that there is such a narrow account 
deprive post-truth of the affordances it needs to enact itself. Because post-truth 
sees the world as black-and-white, anything that cannot be aligned with “us” or 
“them” threatens its epistemic economy. Today, artists and thinkers practicing 
critical parrhesia will be those staging truths that upset that economy. That is 
what makes those truths difficult and uncomfortable. The difficulty for these 
practitioners will be finding the affordances and, importantly, the environments 
for staging these truths. 

For these truths will also be regional. One alethurgy will not be suited for every 
environment. The specific staging, the affordances turned up, the skills acquired 
and refined, the truths to be staged will be specific to environments where these 
stagings are enacted. Different truths in different settings will disturb the epistemic 
and political economy of the purveyors of post-truth and their followers. These 
environments will not be limited to physical sites. They will take shape wherever 
there are shared skills and histories and a shared sense of what affordances are 
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available, where those affordances turn up and how to use them to enact or achieve 
aims shared by those occupying that shared cultural site. Truths that are difficult 
in one environment may be benign in another. What would count as a staging of 
these truths will also certainly differ in one environment or another.

Michel Foucault’s genealogies, for example, stage difficult truths about the health, 
delinquency, sexuality, and care of human subjects for readers of his books and 
auditors at his lectures. Those readers and auditors have shared these truths with 
diverse audiences through their own writings and teaching. Still, there are large 
populations of people and expansive environments where those truths never 
turn up or their achievements are ever felt. The silhouettes of Kara Walker are 
another example.47 They stage difficult truths about race and gender drawing on 
allusions to the antebellum South. They are difficult differently in degree and 
in kind relative to the environments where they turn up, if they turn up, at all. 
Their staging requires special environments in galleries, museums, and books. 
Encounters with them have triggered virulent controversy with some artists 
and Black commentators criticising Walker for using her artworks to circulate 
hurtful stereotypes and others applauding Walker for making the unspeakable 
visible. It is fair to say that Walker’s artworks stage truths that challenge status 
quo narratives about the enslavement of Black people and the post-truth fictions 
peddled to whitewash that racist brutality.48

Two things need to be said about the truths staged by popular culture. First, they 
are freighted by the substructural economics that undermine their efforts. They 
circulate, by virtue of being popular and fetishised commodities, the very wrongs 
they aim to right. Second, in this way, they prop up the mainstream narratives that 
post-truth declares to be fake and, derisively, “woke.” The post-truth attacks against 
DEI initiatives and LGBTQ+ rights are based on denying factual documentation 
of discrimination against under-resourced racial minorities and evidence of the 
value contributed by gender nonconforming and non-heteronormative lives. To 
the extent that these facts and that evidence are affirmed by pop-cultural truths, 
that culture serves the post-truth agenda. That the bend in the arc of history 
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toward truth is still evident to some holds out hope that the truths staged by a 
few avant-garde artists and thinkers can bend that arc toward a future where post-
truth politics is truly passé.

In authoritarian regimes, where propaganda parades as politics, the courage to 
manifest the truth is met with violently repressive means. In so-called democratic 
regimes, the courage of the truth is policed by norms sedimented in the 
institutions constituting those regimes. The fearless speech of post-truth politics 
flaunts democratic norms to create a scandal and recruit unthinking collaborators 
to its cause. The truth it claims for itself derives from declaring false the truths 
that discover its nefarious schemes. The problem of parrhesia, here, that free and 
fearless post-truth politics comes with the democratic territory, must be met 
with a philosophical and artistic parrhesia enacted and fashioned by an avant-
garde who, now more than ever, dare to stage truths for themselves and others 
that disquiet and disarm the many and the post-truth demagogues who serve 
them. Such an aesthetics of existence is rather rare and all the more distinctive, 
distinguished, and potentially efficacious for being unexpected. 

People are disposed to think that philosophical parrhesia can have a positive 
political impact on the political parrhesia that manifests as post-truth in part 
because they esteem the life and writings of Michel Foucault and, in part, because 
they think there must be some solution to the post-truth impasse in modernist, 
political philosophical terms, but these two parts are entirely commensurable. 
Starting with Discipline and Punish, commentators tried to find in Foucault 
a critique of the state taking discipline to be a repressive mechanism of that 
apparatus. When the deployment of power introduced in the first volume of The 
History of Sexuality challenged that critique, Foucault was criticised for not making 
a revolutionary enough contribution to the modernist, political philosophical 
cause, or his writings were reverse engineered to make his contribution more 
fitting than outwardly supposed. As I read him, Foucault wanted no part of either 
agenda. His genealogies do not recommend interventions, but map the terrain 
where such interventions might be staged. The terrain where debates about 
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post-truth are staged, today, is pock-marked with ideologies left and right. That 
terrain is populated by journalists who debate the truth in less than ideal speech 
situations. The best of these debates end up on the nightly news in “special 
segments” devoted to “serious” discussions of important issues.

My proposal, following what I take from Foucault, is that philosophical parrhesia 
in the form of avant-garde arts and philosophy has always worked beside the point 
of the mainstream and never attempted to engage that mainstream dialectically. 
My proposal depends on a distinction between the Socratic elenchus and Socratic 
maieutic from which Foucault’s sense of philosophical parrhesia derives. Everyone 
loves Socratic midwifery. Everyone wants philosophical parrhesia to be a midwife 
to the truth. I want philosophical parrhesia to be elenctic, a staging of the truth 
that the interlocutor does not know the truth and does not know that they do 
not know. The best response to post-truth is not another truth. It is a truth that 
has not yet been discovered as the truth. Édouard Manet was ridiculed in his day, 
now his paintings are lauded as political for refusing to accept the founding rules 
of the salon and bourgeois democracy. The political impact of Pablo Picasso’s Les 
Demoiselles D’Avignon (1919) is still not fully appreciated. The political importance 
of Kara Walker’s art will not be fully appreciated for a century to come. That does 
not mean that Les Demoiselles and Walker’s A Subtlety (2014) are not meaningful and 
politically efficacious now. Their impact is just felt by a minority of the population 
which has turned its back on the stupidity of post-truth for good reasons.

As stated above, the insistence on a solution to the current post-truth impasse is 
part of the post-truth logic. The purveyors of post-truth want to be targeted so 
as to emerge as the aggrieved victims and to perpetuate their evidently bankrupt 
gambit. The point of my essay is to eschew that engagement, to encourage the 
avant-garde to proceed as it has always done, with disregard for the mainstream, 
keeping to itself, producing work that feeds and nourishes those who have likewise 
turned their back on the mainstream, who have not lost sight of the truth and who 
stage truths to fill the field razed by post-truth politics and the “pundits” who 
unwittingly contribute to the blight. None of this will change the minds of the 
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sheep flocking to the post-truth herd or hoping to lead parts of that herd astray 
with promises of “a new way.” None of that is of a concern for the philosophical 
parrhesia advanced above, which is busy making artworks and writing philosophy 
that chafes against the grain.

Foucault says that the philosophical parrhesia of the Laches, which he does not call 
elenchus, leads to an aesthetics of existence, while the philosophical parrhesia of 
the Alcibiades, which he does not name maieutic, leads to a metaphysics of the soul. 
Metaphysics will certainly be music to the ears of the post-truth crowd, which will 
declare it the soundtrack of snowflakes. A commitment to an elenctic aesthetics 
of existence might leave the purveyors of post-truth indifferent, but perhaps the 
indifference of that aesthetics of existence to the claims of post-truth can galvanise 
the resolve of those with the courage to tell the truth in an environment where 
the value of the truth is maligned, but not yet irrelevant. The courageous can be 
cheered by the cynicism of journalists whose writings stab at the pride of post-
truth, but they can become truly fortified by artists and thinkers who posit truths 
where the truth is a fragile achievement, not freely given, but fiercely enacted and 
staged to show that we are better (more attractive, says Socrates in Alcibiades) 
when we seek what we do not know, rather than suppose there is nothing to know. 
The truths so staged derive from lives led by the artists and thinkers who enact 
them, and when those truths and lives are consistent with one another, they can 
achieve an aesthetics that can be a model for the existence of those who still have 
the courage to tell the truth. 
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