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Foreword

‘Philosophy: the doctrine and exercise of wisdom (not simply science)’

Kant

TO PHILOSOPHISE IS to think for oneself; but no one can truly do so without drawing on the thoughts of others, especially those of the great philosophers of the past. Philosophy is not simply an adventure; it is also a task which cannot be accomplished without effort, without reading, without tools. As often as not the first steps are off-putting and will discourage many. This is what prompted me to publish a series of notebooks: a philosophical primer in twelve slim volumes each containing some forty, often very brief, selected texts, each prefaced by a foreword of a few pages in which I tried to summarize what seemed to me to be the essential ideas …

These twelve forewords, revised and considerably augmented, constitute the present volume. The modest nature of the project remains unchanged: it remains a primer, let us say one among the hundreds of doors into philosophy. It leaves to the reader the task, once you have finished the book, of setting out to discover other works, as you must do sooner or later, and, if you wish, of compiling your own anthology. Twenty-five centuries of philosophy represent an inexhaustible treasure. If this little book inspires anyone to explore, if it helps someone attain some pleasure and some knowledge, it will not have been in vain.

At first I intended these books for teenagers, but I realized from the letters I received that their readership was much wider. My original intention is still evident in the examples chosen to illustrate certain points, the perspective, the tone. The style is informal – probably because I was thinking of my own children, who are teenagers, rather than of my pupils or students with whom I have never been informal … I did not think it necessary to change these stylistic qualities. There is no age-limit to philosophy, but teenagers, more than adults, need a guide.

What is philosophy? I have often addressed this question, and wrestle with it again in the last of these twelve chapters. Philosophy is not a science, nor is it wisdom, nor even knowledge: it is a meditation on what knowledge is available. This is why you cannot learn philosophy, according to Kant: you can only learn to philosophize. How? By philosophizing yourself: by thinking about your own thoughts, the thoughts of others, the world, society, about what experience has taught you, and what it hasn’t taught you … Hopefully, in doing so, you will come across a work by some professional philosopher along the way. In this way you will think better, more profoundly, more deeply. You will get farther, faster. Such a philosopher, Kant added, ‘should not be considered a model of judgement, but simply an opportunity to make a judgement of him, even against him’. No one can philosophize on your behalf. Of course philosophy has its specialists, its professionals, its teachers. But it is not first and foremost a speciality, nor a job, nor a university course: it is an integral part of human existence. Since we are gifted with both life and reason, it inevitably occurs to all of us to combine these faculties. Of course it is possible to think without philosophizing (in the sciences, for example), to live without philosophizing (in moments of stupidity or passion). But it is impossible, unless you philosophize, to think your life or to live your thoughts: for that is what philosophy is.

Biology will never tell a biologist how he should live, whether he should live, or even whether he should study biology. The human sciences will never tell you what humanity is worth, or what they themselves are worth. This is why we must philosophize: because we need to think about the things we know, the things we experience, the things we desire, questions which knowledge alone cannot answer or dismiss. Art? Religion? Politics? These are important subjects, but subjects which themselves must be questioned. And as soon as you begin to question them, to think about them deeply, you step outside the subjects themselves: you take a step into philosophy. No philosopher would deny that philosophy itself should be questioned. But to question philosophy is not to step outside it, but to step inside.

What path should one take? I’ve taken the only path I am really familiar with: that of Western philosophy. This does not mean that there are no others. To philosophize is to live by reason, which is universal. Why should philosophy be the preserve of any particular group of people? Everyone knows that there are other spiritual and speculative traditions, notably in the East. But it is impossible to deal with everything, and it would be somewhat ridiculous for me to attempt to present Eastern philosophy, which I largely know only at second hand. I do not for a moment believe that philosophy is either exclusively Greek or exclusively Western. But, like most people, I believe that there has been a great philosophical tradition in the West beginning with the Greeks, and it is towards this, through this, that I would like to guide my reader. The brevity of the pieces themselves belies the vast ambition of these preludes. In a way, it should excuse their incompleteness, which is part of the definition of a prelude.

To live by reason, I said. This indicates the path – philosophy – but could never exhaust its content. Philosophy is a radical questioning, a search for a global or ultimate truth (and not – as in the sciences – a particular truth); it entails the development and use of concepts (even though this is also a part of other disciplines), reflexive thought (thinking about the mind and about reason: thinking about thinking), meditating on one’s history and that of humanity; it is a search for the greatest possible coherence, the greatest possible rationality (it is the art of reason, if you like, but it also leads to the art of living); sometimes it creates systems, but always it extrapolates theses, arguments, theories … Philosophy is also – perhaps first and foremost – a critique of illusions, of prejudices, or ideologies. All philosophy is a battle. Its weapon? Reason. Its enemies? Stupidity, fanaticism, obscurantism – or the philosophy of others. Its allies? The sciences. Its subject? Everything, with man contained within it. Or man, but within everything. Its goal? Wisdom: happiness with truth.

In practice the subjects of philosophy are numberless: nothing which is human, nothing which is true is alien to it. This does not mean that all are of equal importance. Kant, in a famous passage of Logic, sums up the field of philosophy with four questions: What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope? What is man? ‘… the first three questions relate to the last,’ he remarks. But all of them, I would add, lead to a fifth which, philosophically and humanly, is probably the most important: How should I live? As soon as one tries to answer this question intelligently, one begins to philosophize. And since it is impossible not to pose the question, we have to conclude that we can avoid philosophy only through stupidity or obscurantism.

Should we philosophize? As soon as the question is asked, or at least as soon as we try to answer it, we are already philosophizing. This does not mean that philosophy can be reduced to self-interrogation, let alone to self-justification. To some extent, for better or worse, we philosophize every time we think (both rationally and radically) about the world, about humanity, about happiness, about justice, about death, about God, about knowledge … And how could we not? Man is a philosophical animal: he can renounce philosophy only if he renounces a part of his humanity.

Therefore we must philosophize: we must think as far as we possibly can, and further than what we know. The purpose? A life that is more humane, more lucid, more serene, more rational, more happy, more free … What we traditionally call wisdom – happiness without illusions or lies – is it something we can attain? Probably not entirely. But this should not stop us from striving for it, nor from coming closer to it. ‘Philosophy,’ wrote Kant, ‘is man’s striving for wisdom, which is ever incomplete.’ All the more reason to get started immediately. Philosophy is about thinking better in order to live better. Philosophy is the work, wisdom the repose.

What is philosophy? There are almost as many answers as there are philosophers. This does not mean that they do not agree on the essentials. Since my student days I have always had a particular fondness for Epicurus’ answer: ‘Philosophy is an activity, which, through discourse and reasoning, procures for us a happy life.’ This defines philosophy by its greatest achievement (wisdom, bliss) and it is better to define it thus, even if the achievement is never absolute, than to confine it to its failures. Happiness is the goal; philosophy the path. Bon voyage!


 

‘Hâtons-nous de rendre la philosophie populaire!’

‘Let us hasten to make philosophy popular!’

Diderot


1: Ethics

‘It is better to be a human being unsatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates unsatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool or the pig is of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question. The other, to make the comparison, understands both sides.’

John Stuart Mill

PEOPLE HAVE THE wrong idea about ethics. It does not exist primarily to punish, to repress, to condemn. There are courts, police and prisons for that and no one would claim they are governed by pure morality. Socrates died in prison, but he died more free than his judges. It is here, perhaps, that philosophy begins. It is here that ethics begins, ceaselessly, in each of us: at the point where no punishment is possible, no sanction is effective, no condemnation – at least no external condemnation – is necessary. Ethics begins when we are free: it is freedom itself, when that freedom is considered and controlled.

In a shop, you see a CD or a jacket you’d like to steal … but there’s a security guard watching you, or maybe there’s a CCTV system, or maybe you’re just scared of being caught, of being punished, of being condemned … This is not honesty; it is self-interest. It is not ethics; it is caution. Fear of the police is the opposite of virtue, or it is the virtue of prudence.

Imagine, on the other hand, that you had the ring that Plato wrote about, the famous ring of Gyges, which enables you to become invisible at will … It was a magical ring, discovered by a shepherd . All he had to do was turn the stone towards the palm of his hand to become completely invisible, and turn it back to become visible again … Gyges, who until then had appeared to be an honest man, couldn’t resist the temptations offered by the ring: he used its magical powers to enter the palace, seduce the queen, assassinate the king, seize power for himself and exercise it exclusively for his benefit … In Plato’s Republic, the person telling the story concludes that what distinguishes a good man from a bad man, or those who appear to be good or bad, is simply prudence and hypocrisy; in other words, it is either the inordinate significance a ‘good man’ attaches to other people’s opinions, or his ability to conceal his wickedness … If both the good man and the wicked man possessed Gyges’ ring, there would be nothing to distinguish them: ‘both would follow the same course’. This is to suggest that ethics is merely an illusion, a lie, that it is fear dressed up as virtue. It suggests that if we only had the power to make ourselves invisible, all taboos would disappear and everyone would attempt only to satisfy their personal pleasures or serve their own interests.

Is this true? Plato, of course, thought not. But you don’t have to be a Platonist … The only valid response, inasmuch as it concerns you, is within you. Imagine – this is a thought experiment – imagine that you have the ring. What would you do? What would you not do? Would you continue to respect other people’s property, for example, their privacy, their secrets, their freedom, their dignity, their lives? No one can answer for you: the question concerns you alone, but it concerns you entirely. Anything that you do not do now but would permit yourself were you invisible owes less to ethics than it does to prudence or hypocrisy. On the other hand, that which you would still require of yourself or forbid yourself, even if you were invisible – not out of self-interest, but from a sense of duty – that alone is strictly moral. Your soul has its touchstone. Your morality has its touchstone by which you judge yourself. Your morality is that which you require of yourself, not because of what others might think, nor because of some external threat, but in the name of a particular conception of good and evil, of duty and of proscription, of what is acceptable and unacceptable, of humanity and of yourself. In practical terms: morality is the sum total of the rules to which you would submit, even were you invisible and invincible.

Is that a lot? Is it a little? That is for you to decide. If you could make yourself invisible would you condemn an innocent man, for example, or betray a friend, beat a child, would you rape, torture, murder? Only you can answer; your ethics depends entirely on your answer. Even though you don’t have the ring, that doesn’t prevent you from thinking, judging, acting. If there is a difference, beyond appearances, between the villain and the honest man, it is that, for the latter, what others think is not everything, prudence is not everything. This is the wager of ethics, and its ultimate solitude: all ethics connects us to others, but also connects us to ourselves. To act ethically is, obviously, to be considerate of the interests of others, but ‘unobserved by either gods or men’, as Plato puts it, that is to say without hope of reward or punishment, requiring no one but oneself to witness the act. Is it a wager? Maybe I’ve expressed myself badly, since the answer, once again, depends entirely on you. It is not a gamble, it is a choice. Only you know what you should do, no one else can make the decision for you. The solitude and power of ethics is that you are only as good as the good that you do, as the evil that you refrain from doing, all with no other reward than the satisfaction – even if no one ever knows of it – of having done good.

This is what Spinoza means by reason: ‘Act well and rejoice.’ This is reason itself. How can you be happy unless you have some self-respect? And how can you respect yourself unless you control yourself, master yourself, overcome your failings? The ball is in your court, as they say, but it’s not a game, still less an exhibition match. This is your life: right here, right now, you are what you do. Ethically speaking, it’s pointless wishing you were someone else. You can dream of being rich, healthy, good-looking, happy … But it is absurd to dream of being virtuous. Whether you are a villain or a good person is for you and you alone to decide: you are worth precisely what you want.

What is ethics? It is the sum total of those things that an individual imposes on himself or denies himself, not primarily to further his own welfare or happiness – that would be nothing more than egotism – but in consideration of the interests or the rights of others, in order to avoid being a villain, in order to stay true to a certain conception of humanity and of himself. Ethics is the answer to the question: ‘What should I do?’ It is the sum of my duties, in other words of the imperatives which I believe to be legitimate – even if from time to time, as everyone does, I break them. It is the law which I impose – or which I should impose – upon myself; independently of the judgement of others and of any expectation of reward or sanction.

‘What should I do?’ and not: ‘What should others do?’ This is what distinguishes ethics from moralizing. ‘Ethics,’ according to Alain, ‘is never for one’s neighbour’: someone who is preoccupied by his neighbour’s duties is not moral, but a moralizer. Is it possible to imagine a more unpleasant person, a more pointless task? Ethics is legitimate only in the first person singular. To say to someone: ‘You ought to be generous’ displays no generosity. To say: ‘You should be brave’ is not an act of bravery. Ethics is valid only for oneself; duty applies only to oneself. For others, compassion and the law are enough.

Besides, who can know another’s intentions, his reasons or his merits? None can be morally judged except by God, if he exists, or by himself – and that is sufficient. Have you been selfish? Have you been cowardly? Have you taken advantage of another’s weakness, his distress, his innocence? Have you lied, stolen, raped? You know all too well, and that self-knowledge is what we call conscience. From an ethical standpoint, it is the only judge that matters. A trial? A fine? A prison sentence? These are the trappings of human justice; nothing but a matter of police and lawyers. How many thugs are walking free? How many honest men in prison? You may be able to square yourself with the laws of society, and no doubt you should. But that does not exempt you from squaring yourself with yourself, with your conscience, which is in fact your only true law.

Are there then as many ethics as there are individuals? Absolutely not. This is the paradox of ethics: it applies only in the first person singular, but it also applies universally, in other words to every human being (since every human being is an ‘I’). That, at least, is how we act. We know that in practice ethics may differ depending on one’s education, the society and the era in which one lives, the circles in which one moves, the culture with which one identifies … There is no absolute ethics, or at least none that anyone can fully know. But when I abstain from cruelty, racism or murder, it is not simply a question of personal preference, something which depends on individual tastes. It is, essentially, a question of the survival of – and the dignity of – society as a whole, in other words of humanity, of civilization.

If everyone lied, no one would believe anyone any longer: in fact it would become impossible even to lie (since lying presupposes the trust which it betrays) and all communication would become absurd or futile.

If everyone stole, life in society would become impossible or miserable: there would no longer be any concept of ownership, no well-being for anyone and nothing left to steal …

If everyone killed, humanity and civilization themselves would be on the road to ruin: there would be nothing but violence and fear, and we would all be victims of ourselves, the killers …

These are only hypotheses, but they take us to the crux of what ethics is. You want to know whether an act is virtuous or reprehensible? Ask yourself what life would be like if everyone behaved as you do. When a child throws chewing-gum in the street, parents say: ‘If everyone behaved like you imagine all the rubbish there’d be, wouldn’t it be horrible for you and for everyone else!’ Imagine – at the extreme – that everyone lies, everyone kills, everyone steals, rapes, assaults, tortures … How could anyone wish for such a world? How could you wish such a thing on your children? How then can you exempt yourself from what you wish for? You must therefore abstain from those things which you would condemn in others or else refrain from believing yourself to be guided by the universal, that is to say by reason and the mind. This is the crucial point: to be moral is to submit ourselves to a law which we believe applies, or should apply, to all.

This is the substance of the famous Kantian expression of the categorical imperative in Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals: ‘Act only on that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.’ It is to act as humanity might act, rather than as ‘little old me’, to follow one’s reason rather than one’s inclinations or one’s self-interest. An action is good only if the principle which sustains it (the ‘maxim’) could apply in practice to everyone: to act morally is to act in such a manner that you would wish that everyone might submit to those same principles. This corresponds to the spirit of the Gospels, or indeed the spirit of humanity (since comparable ideas are to be found in other religions), what Rousseau refers to as the ‘sublime maxim’: ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.’ It corresponds, too, though more modestly and more clearly, with the spirit of compassion, once again formulated by Rousseau, ‘much less perfect, but perhaps more useful than the former: Do good to yourself with as little possible harm to others’. It is, at least in part, to live for others, or rather for oneself, but a self which reasons and thinks. ‘Alone’, says Alain, ‘universally …’ This is what ethics is.

Do we need a basis to justify this ethics? It is not necessary, nor perhaps even possible. A child is drowning. Do you need to justify your decision to save him? A tyrant massacres, oppresses, tortures … Do you need to justify your decision to oppose him? Such a basis could only be an incontestable truth which would guarantee the value of our values: it would enable us to prove, even to someone who does not share our values, that we are right and he is wrong. But in order to do this we would have to provide a basis for reason itself, and that is something which we cannot do. What proof is possible without a prior principle which would in turn have to be proven? In any case, what basis can there be for a morality which postulates the very morality which it sets out to prove? How can we prove to a person who prizes selfishness over generosity, lying over honesty, violence and cruelty over gentleness and compassion, that he is wrong, and what would it mean to him if we could? Why should someone who thinks only of himself care about reason? Why would someone who lives only for himself care about universal principles? Why would someone who does not hesitate to violate the freedom of others, the dignity of others, the lives of others pay the slightest attention to the principle of non-contradiction? And why, if we are to do battle with him, would we need arguments to refute him? Horror cannot be refuted. Evil cannot be refuted. In the war against violence, against cruelty, against barbarism we need courage rather than an ethical basis. And for ourselves, we need discipline and loyalty rather than an ethical basis for our actions. What is essential is to prove that we are not unworthy of what humanity has made of itself. Why should we need a basis or a safeguard for this? How could such a thing be possible? Will is sufficient, and is worth far more.

‘Ethics,’ writes Alain, ‘consists of knowing that one is of the spirit and, therefore, is obligated absolutely; noblesse oblige. There is nothing more to ethics than one’s sense of one’s own dignity.’ Ethics is a respect for one’s own humanity and that of others. This does not come without self-denial, without effort, without struggle. It requires you to deny that part of you which does not think, or which thinks only of itself. It requires you to refuse – or at least rise above – your own violence, your own selfishness, your own baseness. It requires you to strive to be a man or a woman and to be worthy of it.

‘If God does not exist,’ one of Dostoyevsky’s characters says, ‘then everything is permitted.’ But this is not true, since, whether or not you believe in God, you do not permit yourself everything: everything – including the worst – would be unworthy of you!

A believer who respected ethics merely in the hope of heaven or the fear of hell would not be virtuous: he would simply be selfish and prudent. Someone who does good only that he may be saved, to paraphrase Kant, does no good, and will not be saved. That is to say that an action is good, ethically speaking, only on condition that it does not depend, as Kant says, ‘on the result expected from that action’. It is at this point that we come to modernism, or secularism (in the most positive sense, the sense in which a believer can be as secular as an atheist). It is the spirit of the French Enlightenment philosophers. The spirit of Bayle, of Voltaire, of Kant. Religion is not the foundation of ethics; rather it is ethics which provides the foundation for – which justifies – religion. It is not because God exists that I should do good; it is because I must do good that I may need – not to feel virtuous, but to escape despair – to believe in God. It is not because God commands something that it is good; it is because a commandment is morally good that I can believe that it comes from God. Thus ethics does not preclude belief; in fact, as Kant says, it gives rise to religion. But it is not dependent upon it, nor can it be reduced merely to it. Even if God should not exist, even if there were nothing after death, that would not exempt you from doing your duty, in other words, from acting compassionately.

‘Nothing is so beautiful, so right,’ wrote Montaigne, ‘as acting as a man should.’ One’s only duty is to be human (in the sense in which to be human is not merely to be a species of animal, but to act in the light of the collective knowledge of civilization), the only virtue is to be human, and this is something which no one can do on your behalf.

This does not replace happiness, which is why ethics is not everything. It does not replace love, which is why ethics is not the most important thing. But happiness does not make it any less necessary, nor is love sufficient to replace it: morality, therefore, is necessary.

It is this which enables you, while being free to be yourself (rather than remaining a prisoner of your instincts and your fears), to live freely among others.

Ethics is a universal (or at least potentially universal) necessity which has been conferred upon you personally.

It is by doing good to man and to woman that one helps humanity to exist. And it is necessary: it needs you just as you need it!
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