
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































We miss not taking ourselves too seriously in the scheme of things even by the fact that
we  try  not to  take  ourselves  too  seriously.  The  god-like  view  we  want  of  ourselves  and
everything else – even the view of ourselves as not being gods – assures this paradox. A scientist
who peers into the cosmos and gives us an idea as to when it all started is no less removed from
this sublime foolishness. Either in the case of the scientist or the philosopher, good hard work
and considerable thought cozy up to extraordinary presumption and make us forget that we’re
always trying the impossible task of getting clear of ourselves and our world in order to have the
absolutely pristine view.

– Take some deep breaths. Think about your wife, your daughter, your colleagues, your
students. Oh, dear!

From where I stand, I can see it takes the view that the indeterminable whole is not just
the end of everything known but the beginning of the great unknown. Mortality runs deeper than
plummets  sound  and  yet  so  do  immortal  change  and  growth.  From  a  strictly  imaginative

completed as brutally truncated, in obedience to the requirements of the thesis and the thriller.”) One 
thing he never makes clear is how Mrs. Alving, who is essentially an innocent victim or, if not that, a 
person with the best of intentions, should accept a catastrophe totally out of proportion to the 
responsibility she has for it. Even if the action were to continue to the point where she sadly resigned 
herself to her fate (i.e., by presumably accepting her son’s affliction as a cross she must bear), it would
turn her not so much into a tragic heroine as a pathetic figure with all fight and resistance knocked out 
of her. 

The dilemma which Mrs. Alving faces at the end of Ghosts is in total conformity with what 
Fergusson calls the thesis-thriller if one sees Mrs. Alving’s fate not so much as a tragic quest but as a 
series of tragic choices. Her lifelong dilemma has always been whether to break away from or submit 
to the dictates of a society constantly at odds with honesty, truth, and a sensitive reading of new 
developments and events. Up to the point of the catastrophe, she has managed to run a middle course 
by making a number of both conventional and non-conventional moves. When she left her husband 
but quickly returned to him, usurped his position as head of the household but kept up a pretense that 
theirs was a normal marriage, and sent her son away from his father but kept alive in him the illusion 
that his father was a good and respectable man, she followed a pattern of conformity and 
rebelliousness which is in evidence at the very beginning of the play. There she plans to build a free 
and liberal-minded future on the false foundations of the past. At the end of the play, Mrs. Alving has 
finally reached a situation where she can no longer equivocate between what society tells her is the 
right thing to do and what she likely knows or feels in her heart is required (i.e., executing her son’s 
dying wish). If the play were to end with Mrs. Alving making a final decision whether her son should 
live or die, it would have to be considered, like Manders’ choice between either expressing his love for
the young Mrs. Alving or sacrificing it on the alter of public opinion, a choice between either 
achieving a great personal victory or suffering a great moral defeat. That is, by either following the 
dictates of her heart in a matter of great seriousness or, with fear more than anything else as the 
motivating factor, following the dictates of society.
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viewpoint, there is no reason not to celebrate what will come any less than to mourn what will
pass away. No reason not to think that the first won’t be as bounteous and as marvellous as the
second.

– I’m alright, Andrew. It was just shortness of breath.

– Theo, I’m starting to believe you. He doesn’t give a damn about the violence he does.

It is by virtue of the fact that truthtelling has its work ethic but is not just a work ethic that
it must move critically into itself. If analytic philosophy is prepared to do this with its empirical
tradition, then why not so-called postmodern philosophy with its theoretical? I suppose I was
doing  the  second  before  I  even  knew  it  and  certainly  before  I  had  ever  heard  the  word
postmodern. At the time of taking the moral theory course, I still thought of theory as a more or
less  neutral  thing  if  it  seemed  to  have  understanding  as  its  one  and  only objective.  Sayre-
McCord’s  article  –  but  not  only  Sayre-McCord’s  article  –  exasperated  me  because,  unlike
Nietzsche’s work, it showed not the slightest recognition of the subtlety and complexity of what
it was purportedly explaining.  Instead there was the assumption that certain ethical or moral
principles broadly accepted today and with a long history of acceptance are fundamental ones
and presumably so fundamental that one can dispense with calling them into question. In the case
of Sayre-McCord, all his epistemological and ontological concerns, all the points  by which he
wanted to show that moral theory could be scientific, bore upon such meagre items (meagre
because they brought nothing new into the picture) as the cause-effect relation between kindness
and happiness (on the one hand) and cruelty and misery (on the other). 

– Andrew, take your hand away from my forehead! 

Perhaps the hardest thought is that we are condemned to our immorality as much as our
morality and, as the key part of this thought, through the latter as much as by it. How much of
the heroic inevitably takes on the harsh traits of the inhumane and even inhuman and how much
of the humane takes on the soft and pliant ones of the hypocritical, cowardly, and mendacious. It
could be said that nearly all public discourse and role-playing are devoted to the task of denying
that any such state of affairs exists. That is, to a royal falsehood about morality that everything
about it  or at  least  everything essential  to it  is  clear and straightforward.  To a good deal of
dissembling, cover up, and self-delusion that goes on with a more or less good conscience and
makes up everything in society that glitters but is not gold. 

– I don’t like this collapsing of the distinction between good and evil. The very mixing of
the two is, at best, an excuse not to do good and, at worst — Andrew, there comes a point where
the only response to such intellectual devilry is a cold silence.

There must be a sense in which, morally speaking, one is always vulnerable. A sense in
which one’s morality is always one’s immorality. But who can pass the bulk of their time with
such paralysing considerations (unless their subject is truthtelling)? Who is not forced to a yes or
a no as soon as they put their hands to something? When I took up John Rawls’ A Theory of
Justice in the second part of the moral theory course, I was upset by its phoney manoeuvres to
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demonstrate that a certain system of social organization (call it Western, liberal, capitalistic, and
democratic) was the perfect convergence of justice and rationality.

“It is clear that the Original Position in A Theory of Justice draws just as much upon what
could be called irrational as rational. True it starts off as a hypothetical contractual situation
made up of parties distinct enough that we can more or less identify with them. But as one critic
has  pointed  out,  it  is  ‘a  very peculiar  selection  environment  where  there  are  no  conflicting
interests that need to be mediated, where everyone prefers the same two principles, and where
the agreement on these two principles is unanimous.’ 

“The  behaviour  of  these  presumably  rational  beings  is  strange  in  another  way.  The
condition  of  their  being  partially  amnesiac  (that  is,  being  forced  to  submit  to  the  Veil  of
Ignorance such that they don’t know their personal identities and stations in life) seems to sit
well with them (nobody presumably complains about it) and they attend to the business at hand
with an uncommon preference for theoretical planning and distant projects over practical and
immediate concerns. Of course what really underlies all this is that the Original Position involves
no contracting process per se but rather the machinations of a covert legislator, namely, John
Rawls, who determines the operative values and conditions in advance in order to allow for a
simulation of free choice and rational deliberation.” 

It was Rawls’ means that I was targeting rather than his end and yet this end, what was it
to me? Certainly not what it was to Rawls. Certainly not something to protect and preserve and
perhaps, as a secret moral calling, to serve as a political theorist. 

– I suppose when we’re forced to take up sides, there’s always the chance of an injustice
creeping in.

– Andrew, there’s no injustice in taking up sides against evil. If you give up believing that
people fight it for no other reason than to defeat it, then you move into an area of cynicism that
is the first step towards not fighting it. 

This difficult thing of the intellectual in its relation to the practical or worldly, how it
feeds into it or plies it own course, how its very merit is plying its own course, is a venture so
vast and complicated that it can never quite know itself. Operating with an abundance of risk
capital, this indeterminate relationship squanders its time, energy, and resources without knowing
what long-term blessings or, for that matter, calamities will follow. And yet at the same time it is
always a knowing that they will follow for even the most cursory study of history shows that the
giving of birth to the present by the past is messy, complicated, and painful. It is almost a reflex
action  to  stay  away from the  more  disagreeable  terms  that  Nietzsche  uses  to  describe  this
process. His hyperbolic counter to hypocritical complacency in the moral sphere often seems like
a diagnosis of the past meant to be a prescription for the future.

– Are we supposed to look towards the future with no hope at all? Are we just supposed to
assume it will always be as it is?

– Given our species’ track record, it may get worse.
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– I don’t go in for that sort of pessimism. The world has always been faced with great
problems. It’s courage and conviction and not black thoughts that have gotten us over the worst
and will do so in the future.

Perhaps at no other time than this period of taking honours courses and being both a full-
time student and a middle-aged one was I so disposed to exercising a certain mastery or authority
in the classroom. The feminist voice versus my Nietzschean one was one of the axes on which
classroom discussion turned that tended to be more animated and controversial than usual. This
both generational and gender-oriented conflict that was really nothing more than brief displays of
passionate intensity on both sides was nonetheless frequent enough that it excited in me a will to
argue even more forcibly than I was used to. Being but a student and so, as it were, having no
Achilles’ heel in the way of professional concerns and commitments, in the way of having to be
on guard against upsetting people’s sensibilities, in the way of having to fear repercussions from
challenging  current  mores  or  those  who  chose  to  be  their  spokesmen,  I  was  almost
argumentatively unbeatable and perhaps unbearable. No doubt a few walked away from various
classroom discussions  with  a  view of  me  as  someone  who spoke too  loudly and acted  too
aggressively.  Certainly I  relished getting the better  of these young women (all  my principal
adversaries were young women and indeed much younger than me except for one middle-aged
woman with whom I frequently sparred) and on more than one occasion I was conscious of a
certain erotic tinge these skirmishes had. Given that the male professors largely kept silent in the
face of feminist commentary, I experienced the difference between their behaviour and mine as if
it were an enhancement of my virility and masculine identity. At the same time I felt myself to be
morally superior to both parties since the one, the professors, had knowledge but lacked spirit
(for the most part, they walked on eggshells whenever there was the chance that some indiscreet
remark or all too defensive or confrontational gesture might be construed as sexist) while the
other, the young feminists in the class, took advantage of this and had spirit without knowledge
or, rather, self-knowledge. While of course they invariably knew something about the material
that bore the brunt of their feminist critique, they were very much short in the area of awareness
that I admired most and naturally cultivated. Nowhere did I see amongst them the type of spirit
that peers deeply into itself and, going beyond theory, captures in one full movement its personal
limitations and deficiencies along with its will to overcome them. 

– Theo, I think I’ll cash out.

What I was fighting in my own egoistic way and with my own degree of ideological
commitment was no more simple and pure than my reaction to and reception of it. It was as
much the folly of youth as the titillating and sometimes even charming threat it poses to age (this
charm itself  may be a  threat)  as it  was the usual  bugbears I  encountered in  scholarly work.
Principally there was the ever-recurring one that I found not only in feminist writings but in all
scholarship. The one that, as I understand it now and try to deal with it even while reacting and
railing against it, is indispensable to generating a broad range of arguments and points of view.
The one that, though it be an entanglement and obstacle for me, is a fortuitous possibility for
many others.  In short,  the one that  is  the typical  scholarly move of starting off  with a  few
unexamined assumptions that are always-already problematic. Assumptions therefore that cannot
be turned over and looked at if one is to deal with relatively clear and straightforward problems
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that are to be found downstream and away from the unmanageable, intractable, indeterminable
source of all problems. 

– I think we’re getting variations on a theme that, like Chinese water torture, is supposed
to break us down, drive out us our minds and make us shout: “Halleluiah! The Truth has finally
come!”

No, I was not so supple in my thinking then as to see that where I hated or where I had
contempt was but a zone of passage in that otherwise not inhospitable realm where all discursive
possibilities take root. Or to see that, however great this hatred or contempt grew when I found
myself challenged, discomforted, afflicted, outraged, and so forth, it was nonetheless bound up
with  common  interest  and  enthusiasm,  with  what  on  a  general  level  is  inseparable  from
extraordinary  diversity  and  development.  The  all  too  delicate  and  almost  impossible
consciousness of this whole scene,  the hardly practicable,  manageable,  and yet indispensable
awareness of where we all are situated as truthtellers – this consciousness seems to me to be
something that swirls around like the finest of moral vapours and is what Nietzsche points to
when he says that we should be thankful for our enemies. 

– Bravo. Summed up well and worth a good long period of reflection.

Yes, there’s this matter that has been on my mind for some time now.

– Andrew, wake up. Otherwise I’m truly going to lose it.

It pertains to my subject in a strange, insolent, and even insulting way. It usually has far
less  to  do with not  telling the  truth  than with telling it.  Or rather  it  has  mostly to  do with
overtelling it or undertelling it, with not finding the right measure, means, pace, tone, setting, and
occasion for telling it. It continually complicates matters by making an active restless shifting
ground of the supposedly fixed and settled realm of intentions, aims, objectives, ideals, and so
forth. It presents itself as the threat, and hopefully no more than the threat, of the paralysing
nullity that  the telling of the truth can be when it  no longer connects,  no longer discharges
energy, no longer reveals itself as startling displays of synthesis, generation, transformation, and
so on. 

– Is he talking about his own truthtelling? Then I agree wholeheartedly. It’s a queue de
poisson.  It  tells  us  a  great  deal  about  nothing  that  could  make any  difference  to  a  person
seriously and responsibly concerned about the matter.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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sort of project that creates an argumentative edifice allowing for a step-by-step satisfaction and
sense of accomplishment, I continually find myself having to improvise, having to create and
discover over and over again.

– You’re with him, aren’t you?

Not to dabble grossly in fiction but not to pretend I don’t dabble in it – this might be just
another way to put it. To make my life more interesting than I sometimes lived it is virtually
forced on me by the threat of letting this work run down, lose its dramatic impetus, and, with
ever-circling reflections, take the form of an interminable soliloquy. I like to think that I have
always craved a soul sister in my life and that, if she had ever popped up in it as Hilda in Halvard
Solness’s, I would have been more than willing to be completely devoted to her. This fantasy of
mine as the potential knight waiting to serve his princess has of course its ironic counterpart in
my inordinate desire for spiritual freedom and independence. 

– I want him to go on, of course. But not with the idea of changing your mind. I just want
him to have the chance to fly.

– To fly?

– Yes, to fly. Ever so high. Oh, I know, it sounds silly but I would like to see it and if you
decide you don’t want to be here, it won’t happen.

What essentially is left  to cover except many more years of university studies? What
essentially is left to say except that this was my spiritual course as I found it and did what I could
to make it fly?

– What in God’s name are you talking about?

What more can I probe as subject matter except the many essays I wrote over these years?

– He needs me now and yet I’m dependent  on you. Without you here,  I’m frivolous,
disappointing, nothing more than a silly enthusiast.

What more is there to say about my fixation on the heroic and how it kept popping up in
my writing assignments? 

– I’m not going to help him fly, whatever that means. I’m thoroughly against his crass
egoism.

Certainly I didn’t shy away from looking at it from all angles. But this is as much as to
say that, first, I recognized that it  is a stretchable term even to the point of being applied to
ordinary people. And that, second, it can be taken positively or negatively and elevated to the
very clouds or ranked with destruction and damnation.
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– You’re of course much more erudite than I am but are you sure you know everything
there is to know about egoism?

Does this mean that the heroic is dissolved or just that it is on a sliding scale? What does
the average man have to do with Oedipus or Hamlet?

– I could’ve popped up in another scene and been nothing more than a frivolous fantasy
and a piece of erotic  fluff.  But  I  came to this  one because I  wanted to be something more.
Professor Baumgarten, I need a bit more substance, that’s what it is. I just wish you would think
it worthwhile to stick around and help me make something new and possibly even thrilling come
about. Oh, Professor, think of it as a possibility for philosophy. A kind of thought experiment. You
can be just as you are and speak your mind and tell me when you think I’m being foolish or self-
indulgent or just plain stupid. You can even tell me if you think I’d be better off in one of your
classes.

Where can I touch down on this matter? There was the Milton course with Paradise Lost,
Paradise Regained, and  Samson Agonistes. And so heroes as different as the Satan of the first
poem, the Christ of the second, the Adam and Eve  of the first, and the strongman Samson in
Milton’s drama with the eponymous title.

– If I’m to be as I am, dear girl, I’ll tell you what should happen, This spell should be
broken, the wand of the experimenter thrown deeper than plummets  sound, and I, a wizened-
faced and thoroughly fed up Ariel, given my freedom.

There are types and many different types. Almost every different set of circumstances
generates a new type.

– Do you really want to leave, Professor Baumgarten?

– What are you proposing?

There are clearly false types. But is the Satan of Paradise Lost one of them?

– A game of chess.

Milton the theologian, the author of The Christian Doctrine, seems to have thought so.

– I’m sorry, I’m going. I need time to recover from this and then get on with my own
work.  If  you’ve got any sympathy for what I’ve just been through, you’ll  let me out of here
without  any  attempts  to  — you’re  as  bewitching  as  hell  but  I  won’t  fall  victim  to  you.  A
philosophical castle in the air? Is that what you want? Good heavens, that’s more suitable to
literature than to philosophy. And to make me part of that ? Me? An analytic philosopher? A
logician? I’m not the sort to dabble in the absurd. My name isn’t Lewis Carroll. And by the way
I’m late, I’m late. For a very important date. Goodbye.
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But as many commentators have noted, his poem or his poetic instinct had its own say.

– Professor Chalmers?

– Oh, that was an excellent dream! That was — good heavens, where am I? 

– In your office of course.

– But where is Theo? Who are you? My God, I feel like I’ve spent three months touring
Ireland in a motorcar and now have been abruptly returned to an earlier dream not nearly as
pleasant.

– Really? Was it that good?

– Oh, it was excellent, my dear! Astounding! I was all over Ireland. What a beautiful
country! And the people are truly friendly. Even the ones you pick up on the road.

– I’m glad you had such a wonderful dream. I certainly didn’t want to bring you back to a
nightmare.

– Well, it wasn’t a nightmare exactly though it was very strange. It was like being caught
in the head of a postmodern — where’s Theo?

– Let me explain. I wanted him to stay but he insisted that, if he were to be truly himself,
he had to leave and get on with his own work.

– Have I woken up yet?

–  Dear  Professor  Chalmers.  In  a  way  I’m  glad  it  didn’t  work  out  with  Professor
Baumgarten. I’m sure you’ll be ever so much more help to me.

The phenomenon of Milton the poet being taken in a direction that significantly departed
from and undercut the one he took as a systematic thinker (which of course is not totally absent
from his poem because he declares at the outset that his purpose is to teach God’s ways to men)
wasn’t something I looked at very deeply then. Nonetheless it weighed enough on me that I saw
him as one who, although enmeshed in the doctrinal points of his faith, was forced to return all of
this to fiction as the more telling and truthful principle. Principally it was the morality-based and
morality-engendering myths of Christianity that he returned to and that, so far as he could make
them vibrant and coherent, were also a matter of rendering the corresponding morality no longer
pure, unmixed, and entirely independent of contrary and conflicting elements. Here was the truth
that dared not speak its name but could only reveal itself stealthily so that all of us might receive
the grace of being less than doctrinaires in our heart of hearts. 

– Are you a student here?
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– Yes, I study philosophy.

– Really? I’ve never seen you before.

– I just arrived. Tell me, do you think a philosopher should really live his philosophy like
Thoreau says?

– Do you mean go off into the woods and criticize society from a distance?

– I mean caring about it so much you think about it every single day. 

– I’m sure there are many who do just that.

– I mean eating with it, sleeping with it, practically going to bed with it.

– That might not be for everyone.

– I’m not talking about everyone. I’m talking about philosophers.

– But there are many different types of philosophers.

– Isn’t that begging the question?

– I don’t see how. Why should anyone be constrained to follow a particular path when
there might be others equally important?

That we are inhabited by many voices that often conflict with one another is the still-
vague sentiment I would like to bring out more. Usually there is the other way of looking at it,
namely, that there are simply lines of argument or points of view that we’re free to take from
others and make our own. The surface play of our intentions and operations is thus treated as if it
were the whole of truthtelling or rather the only meaningful part cancelling all below it without
prejudice and remainder. To raise a question or have a doubt about this usually gets targeted as
being morally suspect.

– What’re you doing?

– We’re going to play a friendly game of chess.

– But I’ve been here long enough.

– Professor Chalmers!...

– No, I’ve got other things to do. 

– I could’ve popped up in another scene and been nothing more than a frivolous fantasy
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and a piece of erotic  fluff.  But  I  came to this  one because I  wanted to be something more.
Professor Chalmers, I need a bit more substance, that’s what it is. I just wish you would think it
worthwhile to stick around and help me make something new and possibly even thrilling come
about. Oh, Professor, think of it as a possibility for philosophy. A kind of thought experiment. You
can be just as you are and speak your mind and tell me when you think I’m being foolish or self-
indulgent or just plain stupid. You can even tell me if you think I’d be better off in one of your
classes.

Still I’m confronted with the insurmountable fact that one voice wishes to dominate and
lord it over all the others. Be it a voice in the wilderness or one of the many voices of community
and consensus, its will is to have its world organized as values or valuations descending from it
in rank. What significant difference is there between playing at this as if it were merely make-
believe and actually working away at it? It is an uneasy dictatorship of the mind that has to partly
democratize itself because it is always labouring to give fully legitimate birth to itself. The so
many things that arouse antipathy in us even while being formally recognized and saluted are the
traces of this incessant struggle to be benignly and inclusively on top. 

– You’re an admirer of his, that’s pretty clear. But how do you fit in?

– Professor Chalmers, there’s a lot of indifference and non-recognition in the world. The
gap between what we want most for ourselves and what we end up with is too great to bear.

– For all people?

– At some point I would say yes.

– And your hero?

– I’m here for a good time, Professor. Let’s not have any more depressing thoughts.

So I think now that there was this  dominant voice in me at  the time of taking these
courses whose particular bent was to demand that other voices present themselves in fair and
open combat. Of course the most imposing strength and greatest power of these other voices
came from the outside where they, operating as dominant voices in their own right, challenged
me to abandon mine and enter into their far-flung weal. While it is not easy to say how far any of
this went or how far it  goes at any time, I have little doubt that some of these other voices
brought about dissension and discord in me that needed to be quelled. Both those that hoisted the
flag of traditional longstanding values and those that sounded the trumpet of new and timely
ones were strong enough to brazen their way up to the borders of my post-Nietzschean realm and
assault its weakest defences. How like a Roman emperor I then sallied forth to meet them and
subdue them just as they, in their parleys and councils, sought to subdue me. No, it can’t be said
that I ever felt my seat to be truly shaken but no more can it be said that I didn’t relish the
challenge and risk to it. 

– You’re as beautiful as can be. Unfortunately, you don’t move me as much as those two
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boys in my class.

– I’ll go in drag, professor – then we’ll see.

Wasn’t Professor Wyke himself an argument for Christianity? Didn’t I feel this highly
intelligent, Oxford-educated professor, this competent, efficient, and serious-minded teacher to
be such an argument? What was the distance between him and me that he should believe and call
himself a Christian and I should not? Had it anything to do with his being any less courageous,
sincere,  and truthful  than  me?  Or  had it  anything  to  do  with  his  being  better  or  less  evil?
Ultimately I only ended up getting glimpses of someone with interests and preoccupations very
much compatible with his Christian faith and so someone separated from me only in this sense
and no other.

– This is some professor of his?

– Yes, he was driven to contest my hero’s – I shall call him my hero from now on – swipe
at Christianity. He wrote this essay, you see, on Samson Agonistes that cut against the grain of
Milton’s purported intention for it and so Wyke, being a Christian, naturally resisted it.

– Are you sure?

– Do you know Milton’s  Samson Agonistes? It’s about Samson after Delila has cut his
hair and just before he destroys the temple and kills all the Philistines.

– I’m familiar with the Biblical story.

– Wyke took issue with my hero’s reading of Milton’s dramatic retelling of this story.

– But surely he could’ve done so for reasons that have nothing to do with his being a
Christian.

– No, he made it clear he was against it because he wanted Samson to conform to the
model of a hero who learns patience and moderation (I’m talking about Professor Wyke) through
suffering and when my hero analysed it and threw it into a different light, he couldn’t do much
more than say “Look, I’m with Milton on this  and your proof doesn’t count as much as his
doctrinal account of what it is to be a Christian hero.”

“With Inward Eyes Illuminated”

“It is the contention of this essay that, to paraphrase what Samson’s father, Manoa, says at
the end of Samson Agonistes, Samson acquits himself like Samson, is more like Samson than
even he  himself  knows,  at  the  very beginning and throughout  the  drama and not  just  at  its
conclusion. That is, contrary to what many critics think, I contend that the greatest renewal of
Samson’s  spirit  has  already  occurred prior  to the  poem’s  action  and  that  the  latter  merely
provides the vehicle – the circumstances and events – for its fullest possible expression. But let
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us pause:  merely  here might be a misleading term.  What we see in the poem is a full-blown
dramatic realization of this spirit reviving and surpassing that which animated the stupendous
strongman and people’s warrior of former times. It is precisely this strength of mind, however
hidden  or  obscured,  however  seemingly  contradicted  by  swings  of  mood  and  despairing
thoughts, which in its final movement confers upon Samson the highest degree of honour and
heroic magnificence.

“Of course the terms ‘renewing’ and ‘reviving’ are in some sense interchangeable and so,
in order to draw a useful distinction between them, I will employ the image of a vital organ and
then point to the former term as referring to what is primary and the necessary condition of a
body’s returning to full health and vigour. The organ, if damaged or wasted, must regenerate; so
too that part of the human spirit which, due to injury or illness, draws down both the inner and
outer man, turning robust activity of mind and body into lethargy and despair. Yet conceptual
clarity would perhaps be best arrived at by, at the same time, thinking of spiritual renewal as a
total process, as that, in other words, which includes the highest degree of spiritual vitality and
recovery and  also  includes  within  itself  the  potential  for  even  surpassing  a  former  state  of
spiritual strength and self-sufficiency. 

“Like the regeneration of an organ within the body, spiritual renewal in the primary or
necessary sense begins and may continue for a long time in silence and with little outward show.
Then again, there are all sorts of oddities and what seems a sign of sickness – might even be a
sign of sickness – might also be a sign of health. The latter would be particularly true in the case
of an exceptional person who, in taking the most profound measure of himself (that is, at his
lowest point or the most critical time of his life), adopts a standard of behaviour at odds with
what normally passes for prudence or moderation. That which counts as excess to others comes
to him then as, for example, the affirmation of self even at the cost of losing life. In the case of
Samson, it is a kind of outwardly rough but inwardly delicate balancing act – a kind of rough
dance along a spiritual tightrope which might see him end with extraordinary success or plummet
headlong to destruction or both together.

“There is evidence to support the notion that, prior to taking a break from onerous toil
just outside his prison-workhouse, Samson already knows for himself  (rough-hewn though it
may be) a spiritual course. It can be summed up in three words: faith, knowledge, and passion. It
combines that of which he is highly conscious with that of which he is only partially conscious.
Its unifying principle is the will to preserve the integrity of his character in suffering. We can
look no further at this point because his prospects seem so bleak, because all that retains value
for him is the continuity, however weakened or threatened, of his present life with the past one as
well as, furthermore, his enduring the trials and tribulations which he believes in greatest part to
be warranted. Such is the surface movement of his psyche and only when we look deeper do we
see  that  the  series  of  radical  encounters  with  certain  people  and  events  brings  to  light  the
unspoken, barely thought, deeply buried intimations of greatest import: the hope, fantastic one
though it be, that he might yet fulfil his divine mission and utterly redeem himself. 

“Now it may be asked: what is the standing of Samson’s faith in God? And how does this
faith  bear  directly on him? He is  one whom, due to his  breaking of a sacred trust  (i.e.,  his
promise not to reveal the source of his strength), God has apparently abandoned. The Philistines
have put  out his  eyes  and hold him as  their  prized captive.  They work him to the point  of
exhaustion every day. They feed, clothe, and house him like an ill-treated slave. They add to his
misery by taunting and tormenting him. Moreover,  he suffers bouts of black depression and

296





















unfair play by another. 

– The nature of argument can’t be summed up so easily as that. It can’t be simply reduced
to strategy that either side thinks the other has but not itself.

– He didn’t say that exactly.

– What did he say exactly?

– He said arguments put forward as legitimate critique by one party can easily be treated
as unfair play by another.

– Well, I believe in a fusion of horizons. People can be acutely attentive to what others
are saying and if what they’re saying is sound and well-reasoned, then it can be integrated into
their own way of thinking.

– But how do we distinguish this fusion of horizons from appropriating from others what
merely fits in with our position?

– Is this an argument you’re giving me?

– How do we distinguish what comes from argument and what comes from other factors?

– Because there are some questions meant to sabotage any possibility of argument.

Pressing forward with my impossible subject, trying to make it possible only  in a way
that has never been done before, I do the singular violence of setting myself up as a sun from
which all else gains visibility. This is at least the close-up view of the matter that is never far
away from a reproach to such high-handed presumption and to leaving out so much thought and
observation  that  belong  to  others.  But  is  it  not  possible  with  a  more  wide-ranging  and
magnanimous outlook to see this presumption as a sort of monadic-like operation, a view of the
whole from one particular corner that may be captured in different ways and to different degrees
by others? 

–  Isn’t  it  incumbent  upon  us  to  respect  the  other  party  as  we  ourselves  wish  to  be
respected? Then if we consider ourselves serious and truthful thinkers, we should allow as much
to others.

– But what a burden that places on all whose goal is truth about something and not
truthtelling. (My hero, please grant me the strength to answer Professor Chalmers who is testing
you and yet is you and – oh, it’s so hard to be truthful!) For what they aim at never has this
telling as part of its subject and so is never an examination of what might or might not be
truthful about it.

The demands upon me are immeasurable. In truth, I can’t cope with all this complicating
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and even over-complicating.  Inevitably I’m driven towards  simplifying.  At  least  such is  my
situation  as  soon  as  I  want  to  give  some  substance  to  my  observations.  And  part  of  this
simplifying process is already underway when I’m forced to examine major works, particularly
philosophical ones, through my own lens. Through not only this essay but those past ones that
examine this and that in various works and so never examine them completely and with greatest
precision. Yet what other way, pray tell, would keep me on my subject and in the direction of
treating it as thoroughly as possible? To leave myself out (but of course this is never done by
anyone except in appearance) might very well be the better way to tell the truth about some other
subject but certainly not truthtelling. 

– I can see I’m but a pawn here and it would be better — where’s that book? 

All the factors I must keep an eye on and not let slip out of sight. It seems that the best
thing I can to do is to continually gauge the tension between the essays I wrote in the past and the
one  I’m writing  now.  Between  the  act  of  imagining  these  essays  stretching  out  and  being
consummated as one great project and remembering them as little ones (here of course I should
exempt the master’s and doctoral theses) caught up in immediate anxieties and concerns. At the
most technical level they were assignments to be done at certain designated times. Invariably
they involved intensive work over a relatively short period. Half the battle in writing them was
trying to come up with a suitable topic or theme. Whenever I hit upon a title for an essay that
pleased me, I generally thought I had the whole of it roughly in sight. Little did I write in the way
of  preliminary notes  but,  then  again,  never  did  I  write  an  essay without  much reading and
reflection.  On the other  hand,  I  tended to give a  few canonical  texts a  number of thorough
readings rather than carry out a survey of related literature.

– What book are you looking for, Professor Chalmers?

– It’s called Human Development and Destiny. 

– Perhaps you left it at home. 

– No, it’s here.

– It’s obviously taking on a very big subject.

– Yes, yes.

– It sounds very interesting.

– How could it disappear like that?

– Who’s the author?

– Irene Charinsky.
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– Is she well-known?

– Yes.

– What’s it about, Professor Chalmers?

– She argues – where the devil did it go?

– Please tell me about it.

– She argues in this book that, on the basis of our past patterns of behaviour and what
confronts us today in the way of environmental problems, we must choose between civilization
without militarism (involving of course some great changes and sacrifices) and a slide towards
barbarism. 

With all this in mind (but how can it all be kept in mind?), I will try to single out and bear
down on some essays that I haven’t  already touched upon and that belong to these honours
courses in both English literature and philosophy. Just as before, my way of looking at them must
cut against the grain, must subordinate some common virtues of philosophizing to elevate others,
must  reveal  less  by being clear  and consistent  than  by being unflinching in  the  face  of  all
complicating and over-complicating factors. The  latter even includes the simplifying and even
over-simplifying that go with any limited operation and perspective.

– Wow!

– It’s a very bold bringing together of disciplines that are normally kept apart. You must
understand that this is generally frowned upon by specialists who view it as being less strict and
scientific than their own work. Also there is the human element. The author doesn’t hide herself.
She speaks directly about her own development as a thinker.

– You mean she gives an account of herself while dealing with the subject?

– Yes, indeed, she does. Only it’s not something, as you might expect, that gets in the way
of it. It merely shows how her thinking is grounded in present realities.

– She’s taking into account the subjective side of things then.

– But not in a way that prevents her from saying something truthful about these matters.

– For people who share these present realities?

– Of course.

– So the book would be truthful even if these present realities changed and in some sense
made it untruthful. But tell me, Professor Chalmers, what is most topical and important about
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this book?

– It sounds the alarm for where we are at this juncture in our history and lays out the
options before us as rational beings presumably in charge of our destiny.

– Is she optimistic or pessimistic?

– Well,  pessimistic insofar as men have long ruled the planet and employed the care
principle as a subterfuge for dominating and exploiting whatever presumed enemy lay about.

– Is she saying we should turn our swords into ploughshares?

– There has to be a different mentality worldwide that turns away from the tribalism of
nations and is truly fixed upon our interests as a global community. 

There is  no question that  taking Nietzsche to heart  had emboldened me to attack all
comfort-seeking metaphysics, aesthetics, epistemology, and ethics. All that was a purifying, an
idealizing, an upholding of the good (that malleable metal!) and that at the same time was not
particularly pure in its ways and means of hammering out the truth. But of course why there
should be any attempt to render truthtelling more pure and honourable even as one sabotaged its
connection to the good was itself without answer except as a counter-idealization that had long
held sway in me and that I knew was alive in the world as much as the other sort.

– Professor Chalmers, I hear you play a mean game of chess.

– From whom did you hear this?

– From Baumgarten.

– Baumgarten isn’t in the habit of making comments like that.

– Well, I proposed a game of chess to him and he suddenly grew cool. I assumed it was
because you’d beaten him very badly because I read the board in an instant and saw you’d had
him in an impossible situation.

– My, how observant you are!

– You gave him a real shellacking.

– Yes, it’s true. He did suffer two amazingly quick defeats at my hand. But in fairness to
him, he was not playing well.

So with all that I have said and perhaps on occasion repeated, I’m ready to take hold of
some of my essays that lend themselves in varying ways to my ever-renewed demonstration of
the inseparability of truth from the telling of it. I will start with an essay that clearly cuts against
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the grain, that pitted the professor who read it against me (but not so much in the way of this
professor’s assuming the voice of authority as being the advocate of Aristotle’s), and that had
deficiencies resulting from my ignorance in areas related to but outside the area I was examining.

– Let’s play some chess, Professor Chalmers.

– I’m not in the mood.

It is the essay called “Contradiction and Confusion in Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics.”
What in essence was I doing here if not, by trying to make the case that Aristotle’s work on
ethics was maladroitly reasoned, overshooting the mark and thereby inviting a strong defence of
it? In retrospect I can say that the source of the problem insofar as it was my problem was that I
took Aristotle to be less competent than he was. Due to my limited familiarity with his works, I
failed to take into consideration the teleological principle that invests the  Ethics as well as the
rest  of  the  Aristotelian  corpus  but,  with  respect  to  the  first,  seems to  be  rather  unstated  or
obscured.

– I see you’re in the mood for a great game of chess, Professor Chalmers, but I only
hope, if I shellac you, you won’t take it unkindly.

At the time of writing this essay, I wasn’t sensitive to the fact that whatever problem there
is in Aristotle’s  Ethics (or, for that matter, his other works) has at its origin this teleological
principle. As a consequence I ignored this part of his metaphysics and focussed instead on that
part that, in the Ethics, is his schematic treatment of the human soul. Aristotle’s division of the
soul into rational and irrational parts was the nub of the problem for me since I took him to be
continually  smuggling  the  rational  back  into  the  irrational  part  in  order  to  account  for  the
formation  of  a  virtuous  character  by training  and  upbringing.  As  the  good  Professor  Miller
pointed out, I was operating with the assumption that Aristotle took the rational and irrational
parts of the soul to be mutually exclusive. 

Professor  Miller: “Aristotle  doesn’t  say  straight  out  that  the
responsiveness of the irrational part  of the soul  to the rational  part  is
rational  in  itself.  Rather  he  says  that  it  can  participate  in  the  soul’s
rational nature. You are trying to introduce deeper  divisions in the soul
than Aristotle countenances.”

My essay was thus a continual emphasis upon the divisions and exclusions that I took to be
either implicit or explicit in Aristotle’s treatment of the human soul and that Professor Miller, in
his ample marginal commentary, continually de-emphasized. It is easy for me now to see why he
did so and why a certain fluidity is permitted in Aristotle’s terminology.

Comment 2: “Aristotle says that philosophical ethics is pointless unless
one has some social mode of training and experience under one’s belt. He
also distinguishes ethics from the theoretical.”
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Comment 3: “Aristotle is not like Kant.  He maintains that there is an
empirical side to knowledge in its origins.”

Comment 4: “Aristotle doesn’t claim that the appetitive part of the soul is
rational but only that it can respond to deliberative choice.”           

Comment  5: “Aristotle,  like  Kant,  distinguishes  a  non-theoretical,
practical  form  of  rationality  whose  starting  point  is  our  rationally
clarified wish for the good life that is a product of a) our human nature
and b) our upbringing and experience.”

Comment 6: “Virtue in the strict  sense is the union of rightly ordered
appetite and rightly wishing and well-functioning deliberative reason.”

Comment 7: “There are outside forces of socialization but there are also
the individual’s own choices and actions and it is these last two that make
one responsible for one’s character.”  

Comment 8: “You raise some good questions about how appetite, action,
reason  and  virtue  are  connected  and  whether  Aristotle  can  present  a
consistent  picture  of  this.  You  have  to  be  careful,  though,  that  you
adequately justify your attributions to Aristotle.”

Even though Professor Miller admitted that I had raised some good questions  and even
while  I  recognized the generosity and fair-mindedness  of his  comments,  I  couldn’t  help but
notice that these comments didn’t extend to identifying and addressing these questions. No doubt
he took the view that a student should grasp well the philosopher he was studying and that this
understanding should have priority over all else. Perhaps he even felt that he only had time to
dwell  upon a traditional understanding of the  Ethics  and this for two reasons. First,  that the
radical critique I was attempting complicated matters and, as a consequence, demanded more
than could be properly handled by him as a pedagogue (if  not as a scholar).  Second, that a
student’s critique of a classical work should proceed on the basis of a traditional understanding
lest he establish one on the basis of a misunderstanding.

But after having said all this, I still find that Professor Miller’s commentary itself poses a
problem. In perusing it now, what I notice is that, although he responded well to the many points
I brought up about the rational-irrational distinction in the Ethics, he refrained from mentioning
anything about the underlying metaphysics or at least that part of it that gave Aristotle the right
to blur this distinction. Like most professors might  have done, he admitted the possibility of
inconsistency in Aristotle’s work and even the possibility that I had provided some evidence of
this. Yet while going thus far in recognizing the merits of my critique, it still remains the case
that he didn’t mention the teleological principle and that this omission could be interpreted as a
certain willingness to absolve it of any blame for the possibility of inconsistency. That Aristotle
can  rather  convincingly  project  the  rational  back  into  the  irrational  but  only  go  so  far  in
explaining how the first arises out of the second – what is this but the space of an immeasurable
problem and the perennial hope of solving it? 
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– It’s irritating that he doesn’t go anywhere, that he doesn’t have an objective, that he
goes so far as to demand dissatisfaction and disappointment with any possible answer. My word,
there’s a point at which one would like to get off the merry-go-round, take a stand somewhere
and say, “Yes, this suits me perfectly. I don’t have any reason to move from here. I don’t have to
fret and doubt and put things into question anymore.”

So far am I from abandoning the teleological principle that I have as my personal and
philosophical goal taking the broadest and boldest risk with it. Am I to do otherwise when it is
precisely along this line that I see my subject most fully exposed and laid out? Most severely
tried and tested and, as it were, put on the rack and stretched? Could irritants and vexation and
possibly  even  boredom  (what  other  tortures  might  there  be?)  be  a  reason  to  abandon  my
teleology?  Well  then,  abandon all  highest  hopes  and aspirations.  Abandon the idea  that  one
should tell the truth fearlessly and without compromise. Abandon the idea that to tell the truth,
the whole truth, and nothing but the truth should be carried out by you or anyone else. 

– Professor Chalmers, I’ve got something in my eye. 

It  is hard to study philosophy for very long without recognizing the almost universal
objective of finding some first and final resting place. Indeed, it goes hand in hand with the
project of planting and constructing a great technical tree of knowledge between a beginning and
an end that are taken to be secure in at least some sense. And yet it is precisely this beginning
and end that are not only modifiable but subject to being doubted, shaken, suspected, challenged,
and even disbelieved through and through. 

– He talks about his own teleology in glowing terms while disavowing or desacralizing –
if I can use that word – philosophy’s.

In philosophy there might be  two teleologies conflicting with each other as the higher
way, that is, precisely as two ways conflicting. Two ways each of which struggle to be the higher
or highest way that is neither one nor the other but both. 

– He’s always waffling in a way that, if taken seriously, would cut the heart out of the
very thing he wants to tell the truth about.

There may be a heart  that beats in philosophy or, for that matter,  truthtelling forever
without a thought being necessary to it.  In any event,  when it  came to writing an essay on
Leibniz with the cheeky and even derisive title, “For God’s Sake, What’s a Monad?,” it was not
without the feeling that I was already in the presence of some such conflict. And this perhaps for
the reason that Leibniz’s metaphysics didn’t register with me as something to be taken quite
literally. That is, as something that was bereft of art or not possessed with a subversive element
that allowed for a sort of dual register. Something like a secret avowal of the incomprehensibility
of the whole at the heart of an account purporting to make it comprehensible.  
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“For God’s Sake, What’s a Monad?”

“This essay tries to follow two principles, the first of which it is the present business to
unfold and the second of which is an assumption regarding the appropriate means by which to
grasp hold of a complex subject. To grasp hold of it, that is, in the face of having to do so with no
more than a student’s level of scholarship and within the commensurately modest bounds of this
writing assignment. The assumption about appropriate means then is that, in order to have the
surest grasp of the subject (however much rough handling this entails), a student with limited
means and time does best to immerse himself in the subject, reading and thinking carefully not
simply with an eye for one particular part of it but for the whole and each part’s relation to it. In
so doing, there is an inevitable blurring of at least some of the finer points, memory possibly
altering them in the attempt to keep strictly before the eye the main outline and grosser features.
As bad as this might sound, I do not think that the gain in insight and overall comprehension
should go light in the scales. In any event, it is with this in mind that I decided to forego making
specific references to the various writings of Leibniz and keep myself within the confines of
memory and a general understanding. I place my trust in the diligence with which I read and
thought about his philosophy and, as a corollary to this, the consideration that such a reading and
reflection is the most important work.

“The first principle mentioned above and long delayed in being spelled out is really the
form, style, and content of this paper. Specifically, it is the view that Leibniz’s metaphysics is art
as well as argument. In saying this, I pay heed to that part of the postmodern discourse that, as I
understand it,  sees all philosophy as in some sense artful. More specifically, it is the art that
suppresses rhetorical elements but ultimately does not eliminate them. All such works, in other
words,  tell  a  story  or  paint  a  picture,  paying  a  kind  of  covert  but  nonetheless  painstaking
attention to such things as style,  probability,  diversity,  unity,  balance,  tonality,  and so on.  In
works of highest accomplishment, one finds a content which is not only intellectually appealing
but imaginatively so. This being said, Leibniz’s metaphysics presents a particularly masterful
example  (despite  the  scattered  nature  of  his  work  and  the  lack  of  a  magnum  opus)  of  a
metaphysical epic whose argument is about heaven and hell and everything in between.

“We begin  by noting  that  God is  at  one  end of  the  spectrum or  continuum and the
humblest of bare monads at the other. Leibniz tells us that, though the monads be finite entities,
they are infinite in number. At the same time they individually participate in this infinitude by
not only mirroring God (at least such is the case with human souls or rational minds), but also by
mirroring  the  created  order  as  this  infinite  number  of  monads.  The  idea  of  such  intensely
complex entities stretching themselves away from God and of necessity becoming less perfect
and simpler (but how is ‘simple’ to be understood here?) is, to say the least, stunning. Here we
note, as we shall  have occasion to note elsewhere,  what might be called a grand paradox in
Leibniz’s account of the whole. It is non-reason suddenly becoming acceptable in a work of
reason simply by virtue of the latter’s breathtaking scope. And here it might also be noted that
Leibniz  resorts  to  a  rhetorical  ploy  to  cover  up  this  paradox.  Denying  as  he  does  that  the
imagination plays any part in grasping and appreciating monadic reality, he conveniently avoids
examining  even  the  possibility of  its  role.  Which  to  identity  it  now  and  in  an  admittedly
convenient  way,  is  its  ability to  follow reason to the vanishing point  while  engendering the
conviction that it isn’t really a vanishing point, that reason has every reason to turn away from
this point to spend most of its time with the more visible features and details that prevent the
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monadology from being an immaculate conception.
“The Leibnizian god is analogous to the Christian god and the monadic continuum to

Christian  eschatology.  The  metaphysical  saga  and the  theologico-biblical  one  have  much  in
common.  In both cases,  God is  an omnipotent,  omniscient,  and beneficent being who exists
outside but participates to some degree in his own created order. In both cases, the latter is to
some extent dependent on his divinity yet independent as mechanically self-operating universe
and  vitalistic  community.  Moreover,  the  created  order  in  both  cases  involves  a  ranking  or
classification. The metaphysical equivalent of the angelic is that part of the monadic continuum
stretching between man and God. The metaphysical equivalent of man himself is the monad as
rational soul. The metaphysical equivalent of animals and plants is the monad as non-rational
soul. And, finally, the metaphysical equivalent of insensate matter is the monad as bare entity. 

“Grand schemes of this nature stun the intellect and appeal to the imagination. This might
be  evidenced  in  Leibniz’s  hierarchical  ordering  that  is  similar  to  Aristotle’s  Great  Chain  of
Being. With respect to the former, however, there is a continuum with infinitesimally varying
degrees of change which conflicts  with the classificatory scheme.  To sum it  up quickly,  the
rational  part  of  the  Leibnizian  continuum  should,  according  to  its  characterization,  merge
imperceptibly  with  the  non-rational  part.  Since  both  Leibniz’s  metaphysics  and  Christian
theology identify all rational souls with human beings, it stands to reason that the former implies
that there are creatures extremely close to being human  beings without actually being them.
However, this point of tension or inconsistency (which of course has doctrinal implications) is
covered over by what we may observe as human beings acting like animals and vice versa. It is
the  plausibility factor then that ultimately speaks on the side of Leibniz’s conception: the fact
that human beings can, given pride on the one hand and shame on the other, think that there is an
immense gulf between them and animals and yet, for all that, an intimate bond. (This parallels
the traditional view of the relationship between man and God.) 

“One important way in which the metaphysical narrative differs from the theologico-
biblical one is its depiction of what we might call the pre-Creation scene. Leibniz addresses
himself to the big question: Why is there something rather than nothing? Tackling the matter of
God’s existence, he argues that, in order for him to exist, there must first be the possibility of his
existence. Since anything is possible that does not include a manifest contradiction, and since the
possibility of something is its essence, and since the essence of God is or includes his existence,
it follows, according to Leibniz, that God must exist. (We note in passing that, however terrible
this  argument  strikes  the  modern  mind,  it  and  variants  of  it  convinced  the  best  minds  of
Christendom for centuries.) Neither is it, according to Leibniz, contradictory to state that God is
supremely powerful, wise, and beneficent. Such a god does not create possibilities so much as
comprehend their infinite range. Moreover, he comprehends whole series of possibilities, that is,
possibilities that can connect with others. The series which God allows to spring into being is the
best of all these series of  compossibles. Clearly, Leibniz provides something here which is as
aesthetically  and  morally  pleasing  as  it  is  intellectually.  As  in  the  greatest  works  of  art,
complexity combines with a certain unity, a certain meaning or purpose, and the clearest possible
expression.  

“The Bible tells us that God created heaven and earth and all things in them. Leibniz tells
us  that  heaven and earth and all  things in  them are really spatio-temporal  projections of an
infinitely complex arrangement of single substances called monads. These monads themselves
exist  outside  time  and  space,  are  indivisible  units,  and  individually  contain  infinitesimally
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different readings of not, strictly speaking, the complete monadic order, but the phenomenal one
which represents it.  

“As already stated, magnificent schemes confound and leave the much-vaunted intellect a
slavish dolt.  Leibniz’s  metaphysics  is  such a  scheme and no doubt  one of  the  greatest  ever
conceived. Its basis is the long philosophical and theological tradition of employing the verb
‘exist’ in ways that are questionable without raising too many questions. In the case of Descartes,
for example,  exist applies to entities which occupy time but not space (i.e., minds) and those
which occupy both (i.e., bodies). Leibniz takes a further step by asserting the existence of minds
over bodies. At this point there are but two positions: to deny the reality of bodies altogether or
to accord them a secondary status. It is my contention that Leibniz comes down both ways: the
conception  of  monads  as  independent  entities  corresponds  with  the  first  position  and  the
conception of them as a vast network of ideal relations corresponds with the second.  

“I do not think it is difficult to see that, conceptually speaking, the human mind is, for
Leibniz,  the paradigm of all  monads from the very least  up to and including God. Thus all
monads have internal activity which manifests itself separately from the internal activity of all
other monads. This activity may be described as expressions which are entirely contingent on
and determined by previous ones. In the case of the human mind, these are thoughts and desires
which, at their origins, would seem to be generated from a site where certain monads break rank
with others in order to take on a rational destiny.  Not only are there infinitesimally varying
degrees of clarity among monads,  but also with respect to each expression of a monad as a
snapshot mirroring of the universe. The specific nature of each monad corresponds with its rank
in relation to God. This in turn involves the overall clarity of its expressions. God is pure activity,
pure understanding, and immaculate perception. Rational souls have more limited activity and
understanding  but  are  likewise  self-conscious.  Animal  souls  possess  an  even  more  limited
consciousness  and  memory.  Plant  souls  are  even  more  limited  again.  The  entelechies  or
substantial forms of inanimate bodies are monads with an entirely unconscious level of activity.
However, they are understood by Leibniz to be distinguishable from the monads of unformed
matter.

“So far the dimension of the ideal relations between monads has not been taken up. To
my  mind,  this  part  of  Leibniz’s  metaphysics  compromises  the  whole  scheme  and  yet  this
compromising is such an elusive affair that, like a thin mist, it wafts almost unnoticeably behind
the pyrotechnics of what Leibniz calls  pre-established harmony. In brief, he arranges it so that
God is the great orchestrator of all monadic being and, as such, is one who calibrates each and
every monad, has its internal activity varying in accordance with the internal activity of every
other monad. And just  as Leibniz,  the good artist-metaphysician withdraws himself  from his
work,  so  God,  the  supremely  good  artist-Creator,  withdraws  himself  from his.  That  is,  the
monads function independently as a vast array of automata, as an endless army of obedient but
fundamentally independent  entities.  And their  activity,  need it  be said,  is  of  a  precision and
complexity which goes well beyond any parade square performance. Each monad registers in
some fashion or other the shifting activities of all other monads. But the question still remains:
how  do  these  infinitesimally  ordered  proceedings,  these  infinitesimally  varying  movements,
these delicate, dance-like steps all known and as it were divinely choreographed – how do they
translate into the perception, understanding, or experience of one monad which itself is an entity
of varying importance?

“Let us allow the mist to waft in more noticeably for a moment, the pyrotechnical display
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to be frozen temporarily and let us, in order to be more critical metaphysicians than aestheticians,
examine the relationship between Leibnizian phenomena and Leibnizian monads. First of all, we
are  told  that  all  monads  exist  outside  of  time  and  space.  However,  it  cannot  be  that  they
completely exist outside of time and space for, if they did, their internal activity would also be
atemporal and non-spatial. And if this were the case, nothing would separate monads from God
himself. Therefore the unavoidable conclusion is that the monads exist  both inside and outside
time and space.

“Let us grant that their unchanging monadic nature belongs to the one and their changing
internal  activity  belongs  to  the  other.  There  follows  then  this  difficulty.  Unless  the  latter  is
understood  in  terms  of  monads  directly  influencing  one  another  (something  that  Leibniz
disallows), time and space are entirely locked up in each and every one. The result is that it
would be more appropriate to claim that there are an infinite number of universes as opposed to a
monadic unity that constitutes one universe of infinite extent.    

“However, Leibniz’s presentation of the relations between monads essentially involves
two languages and two conceptual levels. The first is the concept of ideal relations and it has as
its language that there is no reality other than God and monads. The second is the concept of
these ideal relations as phenomenally represented and its language is that the universe is real and
thereby  made  up  of  physical  entities  and  cause  and  effect  relationships.  Out  of  this  arises
Leibniz’s  willingness  to  recognize  the  material  universe  and  view  it  in  scientific  and
mathematical terms. 

“However,  it  is  the  stated  purpose  of  this  paper  to  examine  the  overall  appeal  and
attractiveness of Leibniz’s metaphysics. I can only submit that, perhaps to a perverse degree,
trying  to  crack  the  hard  kernel  of  incomprehensibility has  its  own peculiar  charm.  It  is  the
common  experience  with  great  works  that  at  the  heart  of  them  there  exists  a  mysterious,
fascinating,  and deeply moving question.  There is  elusiveness and ambiguity in  them which
generates the feeling of approaching but never quite grasping the answer. But if true art succeeds
wonderfully  by  raising  and  not  answering  such  a  question,  true  philosophy  succeeds  by
attempting to do so. On the other hand, it always raises new questions resulting from its never
quite escaping the limitations of its time. 

“Leibniz addresses himself to the perennial question which lies behind all art and science:
Why is there something rather than nothing? And why are things the way they are rather than
some other way? His answers to these questions involve two great principles which, according to
Leibniz,  exist  apart  from God and are the  very essence of  a  reasoning mind’s  grasp of  the
contents  and  operation  of  the  divine  one.  They  are  the  principles  of  non-contradiction  and
sufficient reason. It is by virtue of the latter that, as stated above, God chooses the series of
compatible possibilities which becomes the best of all possible worlds. It is indeed a world with
a kind of extra-phenomenal perfection which invests even the poorest and most wretched aspects
of it  with no small  degree of worth. At the same time this  dimension of God’s creation has
validity only insofar as the whole is weighed as a whole and only insofar as human endeavour
grows more perfect and overcomes wretchedness. Basic Christian values remain intact and shine
as the guiding light leading towards a complete fellowship with God. At the same time every
part,  point, or particle of being belongs to a much larger fellowship whose active end is the
merger  of  the  human  with  the  divine.  All  chaotic  or  seemingly  mindless  activity  in  the
phenomenal realm translates back into the highest activity. The pageantry of earthly existence,
however magnificent in its own right, is but a whirligig compared to the computer-like precision
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of myriads upon myriads of divine sparks which are God and yet independent performers in step
with the immaculate choreographer. In sum, God makes the created order a great, pulsating,
bejewelled crown with every human soul a gemstone in it.

“With respect to good and evil,  I think it may be said that Leibniz paints with broad
strokes. Following the traditional line of absolving God from evil,  he argues that it  is  to be
equated with the necessary imperfection of all possibilities other than God himself. He further
argues that any other world or universe than the one that exists would have more evil in it. With
respect to the existing one, he goes so far as to say that the evil in it ultimately works to a good
end. But then, with what seems to be little more than faith and tradition as argument, he holds to
the view that God rewards good and punishes evil.

“Moral ambiguity, points of tension, and positions which tend to subvert one another are
important features of great works. One need only compare what Milton set out to do in Paradise
Lost (i.e.,  teach  God’s  ways  to  men)  with  what  he  actually  achieved  (i.e.,  make  evil  look
interesting). Philosophy as opposed to art traditionally strives for and indeed claims the opposite.
Leibniz’s metaphysics is no different in this regard and, insofar as it may be said that it fails to
eradicate these elements, it fails as philosophy. However, to look at the matter from the point of
view of his being a great and masterful designer, the limitations of human intellect translate into
different contending perspectives that, given the strength of his metaphysics relative to others
and given that this strength weighs more in the scales than its weaknesses, intensifies interest.

“The best example of such intensified interest is Leibniz’s account of the human will as
being both determined by past mental processes and having a free expression in the present. Here
it is possible to mark off two positions, however overlapping, besides the one Leibniz himself
occupies. The resolution of this antinomy (i.e., the conflict between the determined and the non-
determined) is what he himself claims. His argument is that, because the will confronts situations
that allow it to actualize itself in more than one way, the fact that past mental processes incline it
in one direction does not preclude the possibility of its taking another. And even if the assured
nature of this inclination is rather overpowering evidence of determinism, Leibniz still argues
that, until one possibility is actualized and excludes the others, there is a moment of freedom. A
second position that might be taken up, one which might be called the Kantian (but how much of
this is already in Leibniz?), maintains that free will, arising in a purely rational way, is a total
break from inclinations. Finally, it might be argued, as Nietzsche does, that not only past mental
processes but the whole history of a species is caught up in all that might be called one or the
other. 

“The admission that evil can work to effect an overall gain (no doubt a radical thought in
the moral sphere) and the declaration that God’s will operates with supreme justice and love
provide yet another example of moral tension. The depth of the problem is such that it has now
forced a look below the foundations of present-day values and valuations.

“The  position  which  has  been  argued  in  this  paper  is  that  philosophical  works,
particularly those of large design and intricate detail, show as much artfulness as argument. It is
only perhaps by looking over the distance of time that one can see how every such work is an
under-estimation of itself as an imaginative affair and over-estimation of itself as an intellectual
one. Stepping back from Leibniz’s metaphysics, one can discern the outline of a vast, nebulous
globe rising from the religious imagination while being at the dawn of new scientific discoveries.
Taking a closer look then, one discerns a multitude of little germ-like entities teaming throughout
it and giving a miraculous but all too hidden display of superabundant life. Then, startling as it
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may seem, this vast nebulous globe infuses itself with land, sea, and sky and everything that they
contain. Now out of this weltering mass of simplest life emerge god-like creatures capable of
contemplating this world which is at once beyond, behind, and within the sensible one. But still
there is no slaking the thirst to see wholly, deeply, and clearly – up to the highest point and down
to the deepest depth. Metaphysics is epic and encyclopaedic: it is the grand work of the human
head and heart when these two receive the call (or think they receive the call) to be visitants and
beholders in the shrine of greatest mystery.” 

The good Professor Shimizu marked my essay on Leibniz and a number of his comments
were virtually illegible. It was almost as if he were writing to himself or rather in such a way as
to allow me to dimly catch sight of what was private and self-addressed but having a bearing on
my work and so  of  interest  to  me.  Certainly enough  came through to  indicate  that  he  was
struggling to understand this or that point in my essay and that these points themselves may have
been too dim and obscure. It is quite possible that they sometimes reflected inadequately not only
Leibniz’s work but how it relates to the work of other major philosophers. Descartes and Spinosa
were  a  couple  that  Professor  Shimizu  mentioned.  Philosophers  that,  in  ways  that  could  be
compared and contrasted not only with respect to themselves but with respect to Leibniz, are
connected both to Christianity and to a largely unacknowledged aestheticism.

– Philosophy’s mixed up with art but continually in the business of denying it. What do
you think of that, Professor Chalmers?

– Perhaps one of its arts is this denying.

– Oh, Professor Chalmers, you surprise me! You can’t be as hostile to this art – to what
the two of us are caught up in right now – as you’ve been letting on.

– Well, I’m caught up in it in a way that’s partly against my will and partly not. In any
event, I’m not going to be around much longer. I’ll soon be quitting the academic scene. And
then I’ll put an end to wrangling over these questions that most people don’t care about.

Truthtelling as specialization. As profession. As hypertrophied activity. As the continual
risk of sounding pompous and hollow compared to a certain dignified reserve. Perhaps it is this
very fracture and contradictory play of sensibilities that makes the opposing pulls  of art and
science operate as a sort of alleviation and expedient. To get away from a surcharge of reasoning
is what I suspect is implicated in both poles of attraction. Thus it would be that communicating
the  truth  emotionally and imaginatively and communicating  it  narrowly and specifically  are
simply  two  different  ways  of  protesting  speculative  thought’s  rampant  and  often  ridiculous
growth. 

– You see? He’s always looking for some new twist to his subject. Even my pokey old
thoughts are used to start off a new line. Admittedly it would be very hard for him to get all he
wants into a systematic treatment because the very ordering or organizing principle of it would
forbid such an extreme degree of heterogeneity.
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I like to think that I can position myself behind both Plato and Aristotle. Behind that
whole range of philosophizing in which dominant voices take a great deal on themselves with the
notable exception of themselves. What is it to assume a dominant voice and to assume that this
voice in its bid to tell the truth need not take itself into account? Surely one thing is certain: its
bid is not to know the nature of truthtelling but to keep faith with the ideal of objective or
transcendent truth. This faith itself cannot be an issue without breaking faith with this ideal. It
cannot even announce itself as faith and in this it has to break faith with another principle of
truthtelling, namely, the one of self-examination. 

– It’s hard to think of Plato downplaying self-examination when it’s Socrates himself who
personifies it.

But only in a limited sense. For philosophy as tradition is a massive machine of self-
examination.  And even if  it  is  most  often not  a  radical  examination of itself,  it  nonetheless
includes the radical.

– That means him, of course.

Perhaps I’m now getting a better idea of where I come down in the tradition and why
others are where they are.

– You see what I mean?

When I wrote my essay on Socrates, it no doubt was with the idea that there was some
great  lack  of  self-examination  on  the  part  of  Plato’s  hero  that,  as  an  active  principle  of
truthtelling, hadn’t been properly credited to him. As much as this flew in the face of his being
the famous upholder of the  know thyself  dictum, and as much as his ironic good nature and
welcoming of all questions argued a person thoroughly in touch with himself, the consequence of
not crediting to him this principle seemed to me to be having no choice but to view him as a
master deceiver.

– It’s not as bad as you think, Professor Chalmers. He’s only saying there’s a choice
between viewing him as deceiving or being deceived and that ultimately the second is the better
way to see him.

– Deceiving or being deceived? Deceived by whom?

– By himself. By his belief in his ignorance and having only questions and answers as a
guide towards knowledge. By thinking the whole process is innocent and doesn’t have a coercive
aspect. Tell me, if you met someone who was as much in control of a discussion as Socrates, do
you think you would say oh, he’s a master dialectician and leave it at that?

This  essay on  Socrates  entitled  “The  Didact  behind  the  Dialectician”  itself  gave  the
illusion of crushing opposition because it was one of the few I wrote that wasn’t criticized or
questioned. Professor Sterns was a genial but highly reserved man who was perhaps too polite to
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deface my essay with vulgar pedantries. It would be flattering to think so and to think that he was
more sensitive than others to my originality. On the other hand, it is also possible that he was
simply  too  timid  and  perhaps  not  even  energetic  enough  to  make  pointed  and  searching
comments.

– Do you make as many pointed and searching comments on your students’ papers as you
do here, Professor Chalmers? If you do, I think they’re very lucky because it shows you’re really
engaged with their thoughts and although there are some students – I know, I’ve talked to them –
who don’t like that sort of thing, I think you’re doing exactly what’s best for them. 

Like Nietzsche,  my attitude towards Socrates was ambivalent.  Already there was this
parti pris on the side of dialectics that licenced questioning everyone about everything but didn’t
quite take in the dialectician himself. At the same time it would be difficult to separate what was
admirable in Socrates from all that was strategist. From all that was part of his pretending to be
ignorant and merely a medium or midwife for other people’s thoughts. And why shouldn’t this be
the case if in fact his goal wasn’t simply truth but exalting philosophy? At least my essay took up
this theme by focussing on how he operates in the Gorgias.

– Do you want  me to tell  you about  how he saw him operating in  the  Gorgias? By
creating a counter world that calls into question the larger world that could be called Athens or
Greece or just plain society. And by creating a fiction like the soul to ground this counter world
and make it seem preferable with its emphasis on general order and well-being. 

Striking at Socrates’ integrity didn’t strike me as being much more than throwing a light
on philosophy’s. To see ruse and deceit as being elements in virtually all human activity and then
to study philosophy as if they didn’t exist there – this to me was but one more ruse and deceit.
Socrates was close to admitting (while definitely not admitting) his wiliness when he insisted on
his ignorance and being merely the vehicle of other people’s ideas (although it must be admitted
that this self-characterization is not in the Gorgias). I daresay that a dialogue could be drawn up
in which, having his ears pinned back by an even wilier opponent, he would be forced to admit
his own use of sophistry. It could also be that, with a grace befitting one who had always leaned
more towards principle than profit  and who was prepared to die in order to keep faith with
himself, he would reaffirm his ignorance in a much more authentic way. 

– It’s  true that Socrates does cast out a lot  of  lines with a practised arm. If  this  be
ignorance, it makes ignorance already in league with a subtle and crafty art. 

– Now you sound like that wilier opponent.

– No, no, no. I don’t have that phenomenal memory that records every previous move as
if on a mental chessboard. I’m not an effective debater. I’m not even an effective speaker. On the
other hand, the one has never struck me as being any more a sure sign of being on the right track
than the other.
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“The Didact behind the Dialectician: A Study of Socrates in the Gorgias”

“Alcibiades mentions in the Symposium that the character of Socrates is unique not only
amongst the personages of his day but also those of history. No doubt this is true insofar as he
pursued with great single-mindedness an intellectual and spiritual quest which,  at  the ethical
level, he exemplified with equal rigour. Nonetheless I believe that we can look upon Socrates as
a type which, however rare, impinges upon society from time to time and can be described as the
following. He is the type of man who creates a counter world with himself as the centre such that
this  counter  world  effectively  judges,  condemns,  and  creates  changes  in  the  larger  world.
Needless to say, such a character must rank very high in conviction and fortitude, and be of such
an independent spirit that, if need be, he will stand against all. He is the type of person who,
despite  appearances  and  claims  to  the  contrary,  possesses  a  massive  superiority  complex.
Although Socrates may often claim ignorance and that he is involved in a pursuit of the truth for
its own sake, there are many instances in which his purpose sounds less than pure and objective.
In the latter part of his exchange with Callicles, he urges his opponent to adopt the philosophical
way of life, citing many reasons as to why it is the best. Then he mentions his habit of beating his
opponents.

These  conclusions,  at  which  we  arrived  earlier  in  our  previous
discussions are, I’d say, bound by arguments of iron and adamant, even if
it’s rather rude to say so. . . . And if you or someone more forceful than
you won’t undo them, then anyone who says anything other than what
I’m  now  saying  cannot  be  speaking  well.  And  yet  for  my  part,  my
account is ever the same: I don’t know how these things are, but no one
I’ve  ever  met,  as  in  this  case,  can  say  anything  else  without  being
ridiculous. 

“The ironic pose of not knowing the truth about this or that or of setting out upon a
completely open and undetermined course is at best a clever trap for the pretentious and at worst
a form of self-deception.  The very things he is  so bent  on condemning such as oratory and
sophistry are unavoidable aspects of his own discourse. For example, when Socrates launches
into a discussion of the soul in the Gorgias, he precludes a truly fair and symmetrical debate with
his opponents, Gorgias, Polus, and Callicles because these characters simply don’t have it as part
of their discursive repertoire. Moreover, what allows its uncontested introduction and thematic
domination is the fact that Socrates has already demolished these three characters and so in a
sense has left himself free to set up whatever he wishes. The Socrates of the Gorgias, I believe, is
someone  who has  many well  thought  out  positions  and  strategies  which  he  willingly,  even
eagerly,  tests  against  others.  Nonetheless  these others  more often  than not  prove immensely
unequal to him. 

“The first thing to say about the world which Socrates creates for himself and into which
others are drawn is that it devalues the commonly esteemed objects of the larger world. That is, it
turns its back on privilege, power, position, and material possessions and, on the other hand,
embraces  an  almost  ascetic  life  which  emphasizes  restraint,  control,  and  moderation.  These
attributes find their ultimate ground in the soul which, according to Socrates, is that part of the
person  which,  separate  from the  body,  animates  the  latter  and  is  equivalent  to  the  popular
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concept of mind. This then is a fundamental aspect of Socratic ontology which, in aligning the
Socratic world with the whole of reality, results in the kind of argumentative power necessary to
challenge the larger world as Athenian society. 

“I should say perhaps that this ontological aspect makes Socrates’ case against the larger
world more conclusive than it otherwise would be. He does manage to bring harsh judgements
against this world simply by isolating such concepts as the good and the just and then showing
how the world falls short of them. At the same time he implicitly commits himself to an even
more all-embracing conception, that is, the one of a world that, even though it falls short of being
good and just, still has these values as its form, measure, potentiality, and telos.

“The above, I think explains the growing prominence of soul talk in the dialogue such
that  at  the  end it  centres  entirely on  the  soul’s  experience  after  death.  Earlier  arguments  in
support of such things as the beneficial effects of punishment and the benefits derived from the
just and temperate life are now illustrated in terms of not just the temporal and social, but the
eternal and universal. The connection of the temporal and social with the eternal and universal
comes in the form of these Socratic souls who, having lived the just and temperate life, go off to
some paradisaical place whereas the opposite type, the ones who have lived immoderately or
unjustly, go off to the place of punishment.

“It is interesting to note that, however severe and exacting Socrates is with respect to
finding  out  the  truth,  he  allows  a  substantial  role  for  the  mythical  element  which,  strictly
speaking, bears no relation to the dialectical process. He allows for it because he is engaged in a
spiritual quest as much as an intellectual one. The former is distinct from the latter insofar as it
involves the whole person and has as its ultimate goal the desire to find a sort of combined
intellectual,  imaginative,  and  emotional  home.  That  part  of  his  quest  that  is  intellectual  or
dialectical can only go so far in this direction and hence the need to complete it with a story that
he himself fears might be dismissed. 

“I say all this in order to emphasize that Socrates’ ethical concerns are part of something
very much akin to the religious. This is the larger picture of the man and the smaller one is the
one wherein he intellectualizes. A number of times in the Gorgias Socrates’ comments regarding
the unjust man, the deceptive speaker, and the self-serving politician betray nothing less than
moral indignation. Since for the most part he comes off like an inoffensive and good-natured
type, it is easy to miss the more hidden aspects of his character. The comic, good-natured mask
he wears prevents him from sounding pompous and high-toned, precisely the things he attacks or
at least shows up in others. Nevertheless were it not for this deeper part of his character (no
doubt having at  its source much ill will towards those who, leading the unexamined life, make
bold to mock him for spending his time philosophizing), it is unlikely he would be motivated to
improve the quality of his thinking, to sharpen it as a weapon and employ it as the means by
which to strengthen unformulated positions, to acquire as much certainty as possible, and to
influence others to follow the same path. 

“There is no mystery but some irony in the fact that the real source of Socrates’ ethical
vision is the larger world which ends up being measured by these same values. Justice, truth,
order,  goodness,  etc.  are  part  of  a  developing  civilization’s  consciousness  long  before  a
philosopher comes along to systematize it. If evidence of this is needed from the Gorgias, one
need only look at the representatives of this larger world (i.e., the three opponents of Socrates),
all of whom betray an adherence to these values even while taking up positions that conflict with
them. For example, Gorgias starts off by maintaining that, although the teacher of oratory invests
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his students with great power in the way of persuading and influencing people, this selfsame
teacher should not be held responsible for those who abuse it. When Socrates gets him to admit
that oratory is in  some sense tied up with justice, Gorgias, the respectable citizen, is forced to
back off from his claim that he has no responsibility for how his students conduct themselves.
Similarly, Polus starts off by claiming that the orator, much less the teacher of oratory, should be
indifferent  to  the  issue  of  justice.  When  Socrates  gets  him to  admit  that  acting  unjustly  is
shameful, Polus finds that he must agree when Socrates says that punishing the unjust tyrant is
appropriate and even beneficial. Callicles in turn starts off by claiming that the unjust orator or
tyrant does not do anything shameful according to a higher conception of justice. When Socrates
gets him to admit that there is a distinction between the concept of goodness and the concept of
pleasure, Callicles shows that he understands the first in terms of the well-being of the many. As
a consequence, he affirms social or democratic values that, taking in as they do such concepts as
justice, conflict with his view that the strong are entitled to all they can get.

“The  distinction  between  Socrates  and  his  opponents  –  the  distinction  between  the
Socratic world and the larger world of which his opponents are the representatives – is not so
much a matter of the degree to which truth is successfully arrived at as the degree to which
truthfulness is sought. To state it another way, it is far from evident that everything Socrates says
is right or that everything his opponents say is wrong. What is clear, however, is that Socrates
wants to examine rigorously what his opponents would leave largely ignored. That part of the
dialectical  process  which  is  isolating  concepts,  seeking  definitions,  and  enforcing  logical
consistency best illustrates the one approach. The other is best illustrated by grandiose claims,
smooth  talk,  violent  assertions,  and  the  upholding  of  what  appears  to  be  largely  derivative
notions. In a similar fashion it could be said that Socrates’ hostility to oratory is based not on
what the latter is as a technical skill but on the way in which it has come to be understood and
practised.  This  disparity  between  what  might  be  called  the  more  conscientious  view  of  it
(Socrates) and the less conscientious view of it (Gorgias) is part of a larger picture which may be
expressed as follows. The opponents of Socrates uphold two conflicting ethics, one of which is
an ethic of power and the other an ethic of justice. This accounts not only for their conceptual
confusion and inconsistency, but also for the fact that, as the dialogue proceeds and one opponent
after another confronts Socrates, the ethic of power becomes more and more the focal point of
the discussion.

“Let us examine the above in detail. Gorgias is Socrates’ first opponent and there is no
question that he is the most restrained, respectable, and conscientious. In other words, he best
represents that part of the larger world which is law and order, justice, mature judgement, and
responsibility. At the same time, however, he quickly shows that, while praising oratory as ‘the
greatest of human concerns’ and ‘the source of freedom for mankind itself,’ his real valuation of
it concerns its extraordinary power. (He gives the example of being able to have greater influence
over a doctor’s patient than the doctor  himself.)  Furthermore,  he begins by holding that the
teacher of oratory is not responsible for those students who end up abusing this power. Two
things need to be said at this point. First, Gorgias is inconsistent in wanting to take credit for the
achievements of his students (at least, in the ethical sphere) while disavowing any responsibility
for their wrongdoing. Secondly, he indirectly affirms the ethic of power by showing himself to be
one who believes that the teacher of oratory or the orator himself can benefit greatly by what he
does even while and even by virtue of not troubling himself about possible abuse. 

“Socrates next opponent is Polus and, being younger and more reckless than the others,
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he represents that part of the larger world which rebels against society to some extent. He begins
by expressing admiration for the unjust tyrant, the type of man who is the very embodiment of
the ethic of power. That he himself is not such a type is shown by the fact that he permits himself
to enter into a discussion which, although it allows for a few incivilities, is itself an expression of
values at odds with what he claims to admire. Furthermore, he begins to fall victim to Socrates’
arguments and, perhaps feeling the injustice of this, he quickly agrees that doing what is unjust is
more shameful than suffering injustice. It would seem then that his shifting ground is, apart from
the power of Socrates’ arguments, attributable to his, on the one hand, wishing he had great
power for himself and, on the other, subscribing to what empowers those who, like himself, lack
such power. 

“The next to confront Socrates is Callicles and he is clearly the least respectable, most
devious,  and  most  abusive  of  the  three  opponents.  Although  he  sits  in  the  Assembly  and
presumably believes in government by the majority, he nonetheless holds the most radical view.
Not only does he state that it is part of the natural order for the strong to lord it over the weak and
to take a greater share, but that this is the higher form of justice. His reasoning thus shows itself
to be very bad right from the outset. In order to be consistent, he would have to maintain that
law, order, morality, and so on are themselves unjust. As it stands, his assertion that the strong are
the better and more naturally fitted to rule runs into difficulty when Socrates points out that it is
most  often  the  many who are  strong.  Thereupon  Callicles  claims  that  the  bravest  and most
intelligent  men  are  the  ones  who  should  brook  no restraint  and be  a  law unto  themselves.
However, he continually allows Socrates to draw him into a discussion of the human condition in
general and with reference to such things as pleasure, pain, sickness, and loss. Like Polus then,
Callicles is  attached to values at  one level of his thinking that he spurns at  another.  He too
participates in a dialogue that, were he the embodiment of what he upholds, would likely end up
with his resorting to violence to make his arguments prevail.

“If Socrates is the most radical truth seeker among men, he is also one who creates truth.
He does so by conjuring up a comprehensive, detailed, and seemingly coherent world picture.
First of all is his claim to ignorance or at least only a modest understanding of matters under
discussion.  In the  Gorgias  one has abundant evidence of his having well thought out views.
When  Polus  and  Callicles  flag  in  their  ability  either  to  ask  or  answer  questions,  Socrates
discourses at  length on oratory,  the nature of politics,  the nature of deception,  the nature of
truthful investigation, the purpose of punishment,  the purpose of self-restraint, the harmfulness
of  pleasure,  the  shamefulness  of  injustice,  the  value  of  modesty,  the  constitution  of  a  good
society, the caring of the soul, the value of the philosophical life, and the soul after death. The
question and answer method or elenchus then is not so much a neutral investigation as it is the
means by which Socrates seduces his opponents into a step-by-step argument that confirms his
views. It may be seen as his way of testing the world picture which he has created and which
most certainly is in place long before he steps into the arena of the marketplace.

“One might  well  ask  at  this  juncture:  how does  Socrates  so  successfully  control  the
discussion such that, on the one hand, it has the appearance of an impartial investigation and, on
the other, it stays within the compass of a particular point of view? The first thing that needs to
be mentioned is that Socrates’ insistence on the question-and-answer format is not neutral. Since
no one  else  fashions  questions  with  such skill  and dexterity,  he  controls  the  situation  from
beginning to end. For example, the dialogue presumably begins as an investigation of the nature
of  oratory.  We  learn  virtually  nothing  about  this  subject  but  rather  are  exposed  to  some
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extravagant claims that his opponents make about it. However, this works to Socrates’ advantage
because it bears on what he is most interested in, namely, the  ethical side of this subject. The
conversation thus turns on the worth of oratory and how it compares with those practises or skills
(e.g., arithmetic) which quite clearly impart knowledge or bestow some other benefit. Herein
Socrates seems to blur the distinction between teaching a skill and teaching a subject such that
oratory,  considered  from the  viewpoint  of  its  imparting  knowledge,  is  found to be wanting.
Having  committed  himself  to  an  extremely  high  valuation  of  oratory,  Gorgias  is  forced  by
Socrates to agree that it involves justice. That teaching the art  of public speaking should carry
this extra burden is of course questionable. Nevertheless, being that it is far removed from an
ethically neutral or purely technical account of oratory, it falls in nicely with Socrates’ wish to
expose the sham which is oratory as it is actually viewed and practised.   

“At the same time the identification of oratory with justice and,  later,  politics allows
Socrates to set his sights on these larger issues. Polus tries to prevent a connection between
oratory and justice but is blocked when Socrates shifts from merely a devaluation of it to a full-
scale assault on it. He accuses it of being a kind of counterfeit practise, one which goes under the
name of justice but, by appealing exclusively to the baser instincts, harms the soul and the new
state as much as certain things harm the body. The body-soul dualism is slipped in at this point
without being challenged by Gorgias, Polus, or Callicles. Caring of the soul is said to be the
realm of politics and justice. The introduction of this theme and related ones is, as noted before,
important in terms of developing ethical principles within a metaphysical framework.

“A good portion of the debate between Socrates and Polus and then Socrates and Callicles
centres  on the conceptual  confusion resulting from both the ethic of power and the ethic of
justice being perceived as the good. Polus and Callicles straddle both positions whereas Socrates
methodically sets out to destroy one of these positions. Thus the man of great power whom Polus
admires becomes the same man Socrates both pities and loathes. The manner in which he carries
out this condemnation is one which has him singling out what is most typical or conventional in
human affairs and then universalizing it. For example, when he commits Polus to the view that
the unjust act is shameful, the assumption is that this is a truth not grounded simply in what is
most  common  in  society  but  in  something  which  transcends  it.  The  same  holds  when  he
identifies  punishment  with  what  is  beneficial.  As  a  result,  he  comes  to  the  rather  strange
conclusion that the unjust tyrant who escapes punishment is the most miserable of men.

“After Callicles proves to be much more of a strawman than the formidable opponent he
first appeared to be, Socrates continues to apply what would give utmost order and well-being to
most men to all. For example, to men of extreme  wealth, ambition, power, appetite, etc. such
that, not surprisingly, he finds them wanting on all counts. The result is that the philosophical life
as exemplified by him is judged most worthy. With this conclusion coming after a long debate
about other matters, it perhaps doesn’t seem so presumptuous and self-promoting as it otherwise
would.  

“In  the  Gorgias  there  are  many points  at  which  the  underlying  passion  of  Socrates’
commitment  to  philosophizing  slips  through.  These  are  times  when  his  mask  of  almost
unshakeable equanimity slips a bit.  It  is  on those occasions  when  he reveals his  hostility to
orators  and  sophists,  his  disdain  for  majority  opinion,  his  contempt  for  those  who  pump
themselves up and then are quickly deflated, his low opinion of pleasure-seeking (such that he
even  includes  the  tragic  poets),  his  barely  repressed  malice  towards  those  who  malign  the
philosophical life. Socrates’ revenge on the non-philosophical world is to ground his opponents
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that didn’t declare itself fully as if to avoid any unnecessary risk of giving offence. This not-so-
straightforward presumption was that, first, politeness and decorum can get in the way of telling
the truth and that, secondly, the matter I was dealing with was of such a nature that telling the
truth about it required the dismissal of the usual scholarly proprieties.

– I daresay that politeness is the grease for more human understanding than the opposite.

In truth, it was weakness that produced this show of strength: the weakness that everyone
has to greater or lesser degree. One that need not transform itself into arrogance but at the same
time few flaunt or wear on their finger like a death ring. This weakness was my being unable to
research, study, reflect upon, and write about my subject (which was truth, reason, rationality,
and  selfhood  as  these  intermingled  and  played  themselves  out  in  the  essays  of  three
contemporary philosophers)  as  thoroughly as  would have been possible  in  presumably ideal
conditions. So much as I failed in having these conditions and so much as I wanted to get to the
heart of the matter, so much did my prejudice dominate my discourse without me trying to hide
it. What I was looking for was more in the nature of an insight into this area than how it was
investigated by others. To such a degree my critical analysis was one-sided because it lacked a
counterbalancing move and insight. Of course it is the one I have been trying to keep going in
this  essay and could only have had at  the time of writing the essay called “Equivocal Anti-
Foundationalism in Three Essays” if I had tried to get an idea of not only how but why others
investigated these complicated matters as they do.

– Do you know who wrote these essays?

– Of course I know. Everything he’s done I know as well as I know myself. But does it
really  matter  who  wrote  them?  It’s  enough  to  say  they’re  all  well-known  contemporary
philosophers, they all have different points of view, and at the same time they’re all trying to
save some little space for reason, truth, philosophy, and goodness even while giving up a whole
lot of ground to fickle, unconscious, and possibly even irrational forces like Aristotle thinks of
them or really didn’t think of them only he could’ve thought of them in that way only, well,
Aristotle’s passé so they don’t really want to talk about things like irrational forces and teleology
and make it sound like there’s a connection between him and them.

– They want to save something. Is that to be frowned upon?

– Maybe not, Professor Chalmers. But sometimes you can’t help but laugh at it because
it’s always like rearranging the decor and thinking you have a new house.

Driving my philosophical car as hard as I did had the advantage of provoking responses
and reactions from my professors that, largely defensive but also, as it needs to be said, tolerant
and free of any hostility (I realize now how lucky I was), gave me an idea of how weak I was
around the edges. First of all, the comments I received quite often referred to philosophers or
philosophical works I hadn’t read but were considered by my professors to have a bearing on, if
not the work or works I was examining, then at least my way of examining them. Such a move
invariably discomforted me for two reasons. The first was that I wanted to believe that I had
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almost perfect control of the text, that is,  a full understanding of it simply on the basis of a
scrupulous reading and study. Thus it was that, when a professor brought into my purview some
other text that he thought pertinent to this reading, he was in effect shaking this belief of perfect
control and understanding. The second reason for being discomforted was that a corresponding
belief was also shaken. The one of assuming that my critical voice in these essays, despite its
Nietzschean overtones, was quite distinct from everyone else’s. With respect to the essay I wrote
that was an attack on three contemporary philosophers and their pretensions to leaving behind
the traditional foundations of philosophy, the shaking of my confidence and certitude as far as
this matter of control and understanding went was exacerbated when the good Professor Keenan
seemed to identify me with a philosopher I neither mentioned in my essay nor particularly liked.

– What philosopher is he talking about?

I’m not going to drag in any names or rekindle any skirmishes of the past if the result
would  be  not  much  more  than  arguing  on  the  basis  of  a  prejudice  rather  than  trying  to
demonstrate it.  Here is  naturally where I  see my great  step forward and what allows me to
distinguish what I do now from what I did in the past. In the past I took everything from the
point  of  view  or  principle  of  self-examination  without  thinking  that  this  point  of  view  or
principle was also a prejudice. As much as this principle, point of view, and prejudice can’t be
dispensed with by me and others (and, indeed, all others in the most complete or comprehensive
sense), it has no honour or worth apart from being shunned, second-rated, and feigned in both
theory and practise. This is as much as to say that the shunning, second-rating, and feigning of it
are the very condition of possibility of theory and practise.

“Equivocal Anti-Foundationalism in Three Essays”

“The three essays which I have looked at very closely are ‘Overcoming Epistemology’ by
Charles  Taylor,  ‘Why Reason  Can’t  Be Naturalized’ by Hilary  Putnam,  and  ‘Philosophy as
Stand-In  and  Interpreter’ by Jürgen  Habermas.  The  critical  position  which  I  have  taken  up
regarding reason (or is it reasoning about reason?) helped to determine the selection of these
articles and inform my attack on them that is no doubt equivocal in its own right. This state of
affairs  cannot  be  helped  nor,  in  my  view,  should  it  be  by  pretending  that  this  area  of
philosophical investigation is  something other than a peering into vast distances. Indeed, the
whole exercise is akin to peering into distances only as they appear in a mirror. This being said, I
shall attempt to demonstrate that the three thinkers in question wish to view reason in a way
which would entail having to stand outside it.  

“Is there not something in this attempt which is itself unreasonable? Perhaps this question
signals an appropriate time to indicate the way in which these three thinkers and I are not square
together. I do not venture to say what lies in their  hearts but in their  heads,  that is,  in their
writings, there seems to be a faith in reason which has no concern for the above question. Which
sees something enduring,  straightforward,  matter-of-fact,  and inviolable  about it.  To be sure,
these three thinkers diligently attest to another side of the question and admit its intractability.
But  here,  precisely  here,  in  this  convenient  separating  of  the  non-problematic  from  the
problematic,  is where I  suffer by their  reasoning and do not follow them. All  three of these
thinkers, though admittedly in varying ways, no longer uphold (or so it seems) that part of the
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philosophical tradition which affirms something fundamental. Putnam denies that propositions or
observations are valid apart from a socio-linguistic context. Habermas surveys a whole range of
anti-foundational critique and, despite all the gunfire and pounding artillery of this latter-day
controversy, still holds aloft the glorious flag of critical reason. Taylor boldly immerses the self
and its whole cognitive being in the warm waters of intersubjectivity without losing sight of a
self that can know itself better. So the point, in brief, is that none of them are endorsing Cartesian
self-transparency or the Kantian transcendental ego. Yet, truth to tell, secure land sinks below the
waves with these last two and what chances to float up seems very much like what the drowning
man clings to when all else fails.

“Already I must impress the reader as being too much of the doom-and-gloom school, too
much of a naysayer in this, to use Taylor’s expression, deep important area. Surely, as it might be
maintained, this noblest faculty of man is being mocked and sullied here, derided simply because
it does not give up the chase, the belief in itself, the belief in its transcendence. In other words, it
is the immortality of reason which is being brought into disrepute in the way that others at one
time brought into disrepute the immortal soul. Yet in answer to this anxiety I must pose the
question: Is simply the infinite duration of a thing the mark of its respectability, its excellence, its
worthiness for human beings, its right to highest honours?

“Rather there might be some wisdom and a lessening of suffering in  this  coming-to-
awareness of the fate of even the most flexible, rebounding, adaptable, enduring, and, last but not
least,  cunning of institutions.  Kant and Hegel,  I believe,  first  brought this complexity of the
reasoning self  home to us.  Nowadays thinkers attach to the backs of our heads an immense
background without going so far as to attach what they rightfully should, namely,  the whole
cosmos as impenetrable mystery. But even limiting this background to society and the immediate
world, reason must have its roots in all happenings which go beyond it and which are, no matter
how much they are taken up by it, still not in it or of it. A multitude of factors impinge on, hold
together,  infiltrate,  and  ultimately change  thinking,  feeling,  willing,  and acting.  Now this  is
equivalent to admitting that it is out of our hands what befalls reason. So I ask myself then that,
if it should be showing signs today of its mortality, should we conceal this from ourselves? And
the answer I give myself is that it is much better to put on knowledge as a kind of armour and to
be thus provided with the courage, freedom, and dignity which, as self-knowledge, is the mark of
a  higher  reason.  The  worst  affair  is  what  we experience  as  utter  shock,  surprise,  and  with
horrifying helplessness. One need only imagine how it would be if people were not prepared for
their end but only learned about it at the last moment.

“Just as there is a time in everyone’s life for illusions of a sort, so there is a time for
something  analogous  in  the  course  of  human  development.  And  just  as  the  thought  of  a
childhood full of cynicism and scepticism is repugnant, so is the thought of an earlier mankind
bereft of those beliefs which intrigue, exalt, distract, and so on. The illusions of childhood are
eventually replaced by the interests of adulthood; the beliefs of yesteryear give way to the more
prolific and pervasive business of today. And yet it is not that anything so deep alters but only the
obvious and obtrusive which disappear as the victim of contemporaneous changes and criticism.
The institution of reason or, more specifically,  the institutional practise which concerns itself
with this institution is, it seems to me, caught up in the above process. The public position is one
of transition and confusion, of a simultaneous Yes and No to reason, of a willingness to discard
this and a refusal to discard that about it. At least so I read the situation as I come to it by Taylor,
Putnam, and Habermas. I will not take up the issue of whether they are fully representative of a
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situation. I will simply assume it and be pleased to be corrected. I tend to think, however, they
could muster legions of the philosophically minded to their ranks whereas the less and therefore
more equivocal position regarding reason would attract few who were genuinely committed.

“But what I am most concerned about with here is a fairly prominent mindset which I
take to be halfway honest and which I think should be resisted at least by some. After all, if
reason  compromises  itself  to  play  the  guardian  of  both  itself  and  morality  (as  is  the  case
particularly with  Habermas  and Taylor),  then it  tarnishes  the  name of  reason as  much as  it
distinguishes it.  

“It is  now incumbent on me to deal in some way with these thinkers and to register
myself both as a critical antagonist and a fellow equivocator. What spans these two roles is my
fundamental insight that there is an eradicable paradox or dilemma at the heart of reason and, a
fortiori, reasoning about it. Reason, in order to be reason, must believe and act as if everything
potentially lies open to it. Even when it knocks desperately at some door and fails to have it
opened, it keeps faith in itself by passing on and saying: ‘That was a false door. There is nothing
behind it.’ And so it arrives at another with the same expectations. Does not Charles Taylor, for
example, announce himself at such a door when he commends the critical exploration of what he
characterizes as the deeper, more authentic understanding of the self? When he suggests doing
away with the disengaged, punctual, atomistic self of the Cartesian tradition? When he declares
that this monstrous outcome of modern epistemology and the mechanistic age is not only passé
but false, false and, what is more, morally culpable! It is at this point that I would ask: how are
we to understand this self that presumably can reach back and behind itself to its primordial
origins? How are these origins, this murky and mixed up part of it, to be translated into some
present condition of the self which is for its moral betterment? And why should the latter remain
a self in any recognizable form?

“Does Charles Taylor understand himself? For, as it seems to me, he does not recognize
that the words which he employs to describe the deeper self – words such as community, social
identity, and  commitment – already form a prejudice about it. As it seems to me, he does not
hesitate  and grow a bit  uncertain when,  to  speak figuratively,  he picks up an armful  of  the
diaphanous train which the queenly self must drag around with her and calls this freedom. Or
when he deals so matter-of-factly and objectively with what is always and forever slipping out of
sight. With what he calls the situatedness of the self and largely identifies with the civic humanist
tradition.  Wouldn’t  he,  in  knowing himself  a  bit  better  by taking  into  consideration  all  the
murkiness of his own or anyone else’s psyche, admit that there are countless denizens of the
intersubjective ocean that are hostile to any time-bound conception of the self and the need to
overcome it?   

“The philosophers of today, unlike the earlier ones with their greater metaphysical self-
assuredness, now go about their reasoning, as it seems to me, a bit like circus acrobats. They
must deftly keep up in the air the proposition that no propositions are certain while entertaining
propositions that must be upheld as such. Publicly it goes out as a hypothesis but privately or
personally it is  the hypothesis. That is, it is what they or anyone takes to be absolutely certain
about his philosophy until proven otherwise (and how difficult and rare a thing that is!). If this
were not  so,  it  would  be impossible  to  take  up a  position  and maintain  it  from moment to
moment. But at the same time to know that one’s belief in the absolutely certain is not itself
certain is  to  know that  there  is  something not  entirely reasonable  about  it.  Then again,  this
knowledge or  insight  about  the uncertainty of  certainty weighs  far  less  in  the  scales  at  any
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particular moment than what is held to be certain at that moment. So in this sense the belief in
the certainty that is not  quite certain is, in the recognition of itself,  itself never certain. One
therefore effectively discounts what reason tells us about reason (that is, that it is always falling
short of itself) as long as believing in it is the higher and, indeed, only way. 

“Hilary Putnam, I think, does not find the situation so complicated. He neatly divides
reason into an immanent aspect which culture and language determine and a transcendent one
which, to make sense of the distinction, I shall say is self-determining. First of all, he states that
truth claims have a linguistic character or frame of reference which is in accordance with the
particular discourses and practises from which they emerge. He therefore allows that there may
be many such discourses with correspondingly conditioned claims. Yet he strongly opposes the
position that such a situation as above generates many different truths. Reason he in effect says
can criticize the whole background from which it itself emerges. Transcendent reason then is, so
to speak, the producer of a super-critical attitude and even a super-truth while immanent reason
generates merely criticisable claims and so is a kind of supplier to the first. Since he more or less
identifies  philosophy  with  this  producer  role,  one  would  think  that  it  should  evidence  this
transcendent or self-determining aspect. But then that should lead us to ask: Is not philosophy
itself  a  particular  discourse?  Does  it  not  generate  truth  claims  which  are  linguistically  and
culturally conditioned?

“The modern age with its faith in science and reason have enough of a historical memory
to know the fate of many long-held and cherished beliefs. Whether these were tied to tradition or
custom or institution or empire, they took their leave no doubt in a troubled way. That is, with the
earliest signs of something amiss or unpleasant in the offing being largely ignored by so much
that was vested interest, so much that was enslaved spirits and bodies, so much that was disposed
to show contrary portents of a favourable and upbeat nature. Jürgen Habermas strikes me as such
a modern-day seer. Just like those wise councillors and dream interpreters of old who gave the
king only good news, he brings forward much that is meant to charm philosophy and make her
take heart. To be sure, there are a number of good sound cautionary signs he gives which, taken
together, reveal dangers and the means to overcome them. He paints before philosophy’s eyes a
strange kind of war that is going on inside her and involves fighting over more and more for less
and less.  Despite these worrisome symptoms,  Habermas makes a  shrewd diagnosis  when he
notes that all  these factions, despite their  differences, share the one true faith of there being
‘claims which transcend all restrictions of time and place.’ Even hermeneutics and pragmatism,
which  he  looks  upon  as  rival  philosophies  to  his  more  community-oriented  and  truth-by-
consensus one, do not, as he maintains, contradict or challenge this. A favourable prognosis is
thus established and it only rests with philosophy to assume a more modest and becoming air.

“Is it possible that, for the sake of saving philosophy as a discipline, Jürgen Habermas
would have it turn itself into a primping charlatan? A seemingly modest yet truly sycophantic
overreacher? A small-time operator going around looking for ever-larger pieces of the action?
For what he maintains about philosophy’s role-to-come is that, first of all,  it  should entail  a
humbling of itself before the sure-footed sciences. It should deal with them with utmost respect,
not infringing upon their territory (unless at their bequest) and even deferring to them when it
comes to their areas of expertise. Comporting itself in this way and keeping a definitely lower
profile than it did in the past is, on the basis of Habermas’s account, complementary to carrying
out such not-so-modest tasks as, first, supplying the social sciences with their germinal ideas,
secondly, mediating all the various  elements of the  Lebenswelt (i.e., the intersubjective world)
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such that the whole of humanity moves towards a rational and cultural unity, and, finally, being
the guardian of reason itself. In truth, it seems that Habermas would have it doing nothing less
than promoting peace on earth and good will towards men. Oh, to be sure, it would all be done
modestly  enough,  beginning  with  the  use  of  such  modest-sounding  terms  as  stand-in and
mediator. Philosophy, duly reformed and humbling itself before the giant, well-planted frames of
the sciences, certainly would not be so foolish as to tell them, as it did in the past, where they
should  be  standing.  Rather  it  would  make  itself  serviceable  to  them,  offering  council  and
perhaps, if two giants wanted to talk but lacked the manners or vocabulary for it, philosophy
would step in and mediate.”  

– I’ve read a couple of these papers and, in fairness to their authors, I don’t think your
hero has understood everything about them. For example, Putnam certainly doesn’t deny that
philosophy  is  culturally  and  linguistically  determined.  Rather  it’s  on  this  basis  he  argues
philosophy must hold on to the notion of transcendent truth. Otherwise it simply ceases to be.

– So putting that notion into disrepute is inconsistent? 

– This  is  what  he argues against  the solipsists  and relativists.  For with them there’s
always a claim that wants to be taken seriously.

– But it still remains to be shown that philosophy is anything but inconsistency. For if all
philosophers bought into the idea of transcendent truth (and of course I mean in the explicit and
dogmatic sense and not just in the implicit and sceptical sense), it would stop searching for itself
and so, in a sense, stop searching.

The interminable struggle to deny that the struggle is the thing but rather to let on in all
ways that it  is merely the result  of other people’s wayward thinking. Can anything be more
scandalous than the repeated overlooking of this phenomenon that, from another perspective,
prevents truthtelling from being a scandal? Can it be that truth is already at odds with something
that might be called the good and, inasmuch as this is the case, is pre-determined to be divided
into the less-good-than-truthful and the less-truthful-than-good? Is this enormous complication
fit for human consumption or is it the absolutely indigestible, the debunking or de-idealizing of
both goodness and truth? 

– For the life of me, I can’t concentrate when he goes on like this.

Something tells me that this complication is complicated even further by our subscribing
both ways, by our being not entirely one with recognizing or not recognizing it.  Beyond the
rational-irrational divide there is still something that can be called thought and it is here we’re
counselled and committed in ways that every heart is aware of though attached to a head that
obdurately claims that all enlightenment comes from it. 

– Tell me. Where did you learn to play chess?

– Is the game upsetting you?
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– It’s not that. It’s the lack of a respite from the twists and turns on that chessboard no
one can play on but himself.

Perhaps the philosophical heart is what I have always set my sights on. Perhaps this heart
is the most hidden thing while its outward parts, its hydra-headed immensity with each head an
immensity in itself, enters our consciousness transformed, serviceable, shrunken, and moderately
tamed, a gnat compared to its intellectual life outside it. 

– There he goes again. Comparing philosophy to a monster in Greek mythology. Scotch
one head and another rears up. It’s like the devils in Milton’s poem who shrink from giants to
gnats in an instant to show how mean and worthless they are.

Indeed, whatever is not seen, not understood, not contemplated is left by the wayside. I
see it as much in others as myself. It is no doubt a survival tactic that is always in play but hardly
gets attention because it is fundamentally disheartening. It speaks of a certain fraudulence in all
our attempts that is inseparable from wanting to know as well and widely as possible. 

– I give up.

Pushing towards self-examination has been placing a great deal of strain on my thought
experiment.

– You shouldn’t give up, Professor Chalmers. You still have a lot of men on the board.

The normal thing is to run away when it gets to be too much.

– You’re not going to leave me, are you?

With still a good piece of the road to go down and so much effort required to understand
why I kept on it and why that should even matter, I realize I’m going to have to tax not only my
insightfulness but my inventiveness.

– We just have to find a way to chase away all those grey clouds suddenly hanging over
your head. Let’s see. You like theatre, don’t you? Alright, sit down. Take off your coat. Give me a
word. Any word. I’ll choose it for you then. How about “Nietzsche”? 

– I don’t know what word could interest me less.

– But you were interested in the play Baumgarten told you about.

– How could you possibly know about that?

– Everyone knows about that. Okay, Professor, here we go. “It’s not possible! When I
looked at you just a moment ago, I thought you had changed. I thought you had become someone
else.”
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Certainly self-examination was on my mind when I wrote the essay that started: “After
much perturbation regarding how I should go about this assignment, I finally asked myself the
question: How might Friedrich Nietzsche have advised me on this matter?”

– “Oh-h! There it is again! I can’t believe my eyes! You look just like him! With the coal-
black eyes and the big bushy moustache and the equally bushy eyebrows. Pinch me! Tell me it
isn’t true! I’m in the presence of one of the most amazing people who ever lived.”

I answered my own question by saying he would have advised me to seek out some small
part of his work and draw out as much as I could from it.

– “Why are you staying so quiet, Mr. Nietzsche? Why are you just  communicating with
your eyes? And now you’re shushing me. Do you feel alright? What’s wrong with your head?
Why are you pointing at your head?”

So I chose Aphorism 335 in  The Gay Science because we had already discussed it in
class.

– “This is worse than anything. If you can’t talk, if you’re just like the empty shell you
were the last eleven years of your life, then I feel like saying with Ophelia:‘To have seen what I
have seen, see what I see!’”

The essay called “An Exegesis of Aphorism 335” is written in a style that no longer
appeals to me. Like many of my old essays, it strikes me now as a strange mix of seriousness and
flippancy.

– I could end up like him.

On the other hand, it was doing all that it could at the time to keep alive that one principle
that I really couldn’t dispense with.

– If  there’s one thing I can assure you of, you’ll never be like him. You’ll  always be
wonderful, wonderful Professor Chalmers!

And despite the fact that I more or less fell short with it by not quite getting to the heart
of the matter, I must have been close to getting there. To the place where reason disappears and
only reappears as the justification for a faith that surpasses it as much as life does. And this
perhaps accounts for the all too Nietzschean style that I adopted as well as the muted critique I
made of him.

– Every time you get a bit down from now on, I’m going to cheer you up. I’ll make you
laugh. I’ll make you smile. I’ll even tell you stories. If you want, I’ll do some more improv. Oh,
you’re such a good actor! You should’ve followed it up.

This style that now I find too imitative and this critique too muted. This style and critique
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that no longer satisfy me because I have always been pushing the principle of self-examination
as far as I can. This same style and critique that were nonetheless the strongest indications of my
general direction at the time.

– What is your name, dear girl?

– Alice.

Yes, I suppose I was trying to out-Nietzsche Nietzsche and out-self-examine his own self-
examination. But Nietzsche’s self-examination was something he did essentially in advance and
as preparation for the critique of a whole tradition. 

– I really must go.

From this  perspective,  no one  can  outdo him because  he  carried  out  this  task  under
conditions that were particular to his time and place. Imitating him as I did thus had something
naive and all too convenient about it. It is as if I thought that his spirit were alive in me purely as
a result of my efforts and apart from the conditions that were particular to my time and place. As
if I thought that adopting his style didn’t betray that I still had unexamined parts of myself.

– You mustn’t run out on me, Professor Chalmers. I’m counting on you. Oh, it’s so hard to
explain. I can’t criticize him, you see. I can only worship him. I can only be his princess but I
can’t be the other thing, the negative thing, or at least, well, it’s complicated because I am this
thing in  a sort of  conflicting or opposite  way and that’s  the trouble.  Love makes  me blind,
Professor Chalmers. That’s part of what I’m trying to get at. That’s part of it and the other part
is that my love is so great that I want to try the impossible. I want to stop being so blind. But I
can’t do it on my own. Professor Chalmers, I need your help.

So what was I trying to dig into? My greatly favouring, indeed, my falling down before
Nietzsche’s analysis of morality wasn’t something I tried to hide. Aping him as I did, I must have
given  Professor  Keenan  the  impression  that  I  fancied  myself  one  of  his  more  radical  and
provocative spiritual heirs. Indeed, if it were radical self-examination that bound Nietzsche and
me together, I was without doubt ready to follow him all the way. I was even ready to go one step
further and recognize a certain one-sidedness in his attack on morality that, in the name of self-
examination, I thought should be taken into account.

– Oh, please let him come back! For if he doesn’t, I’ll stop being the princess who’s as
much an ideal as anything else. I’ll stop being substantial and turn into fluff.

This attack on morality, specifically, Kantian morality, that fully convinced me insofar as
it  was an attack on the doctrine that reasoning, deciding,  and acting  upon the  basis of rules
exhausted the subject of morality and gave a full account of the moral self. Nietzsche’s call for
an intellectual conscience, a conscience behind the moral one, a conscience that would reflect
upon and judge the latter (and so be a kind of second moral conscience) appealed to me because
the  moral  conscience  in  and of  itself  seemed too  much attached to  a  certain  conceptual  or
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constative convenience as well as to a certain practical or performative one. As I saw it then (but
also as I see it now), the first as systematisation and simplification was a virtual ruling out of
court of another, perhaps the only other side of morality, namely, struggling with uncertainty. In
this way the first forfeited bringing to bear the most penetrating gaze upon the subject. So far as
this was Nietzsche’s thought and so far as it was meant for others to grasp and a few to take to
heart, I was there for him. So far as it was a call to order that recognized itself as being also a call
to a certain disorder, I was also there. But so far as it was all this without recognizing that the call
to order must also be, despite all proper enmity, the call for order, the call for systematicity and
simplicity  in  morality  as  everywhere  else  (as  well  as  the  corresponding call  to  honour  and
idealize it), I was made uneasy and suspicious.

– Did I miss anything?

– Oh, Professor Chalmers, I’m so glad you came back!

It was his lashing out at people who hadn’t looked deeply into themselves that struck me
as  being  the  sign  of  some  unexamined  part  of  himself.  It  seemed  to  me  that  he  wasn’t
acknowledging the difference of these others or, more properly, their  right to be different in a
both moral and non-moral sense. For what choice did these others have in the matter of what
they were if,  according to his  own analysis,  their  origins and constituting parts were largely
hidden? And if  the same applied to  his  own character,  then how could he view his  placing
himself at some higher or more exalted level as being no less a prejudice than a principle? How
could he have prevented himself  from reversing perspectives and, not only making the case
against the vast majority, making their case against him? 

– Well, that might be asking too much of Nietzsche. 

But what I didn’t see at the time – and this despite reaching the point where I thought I
knew Nietzsche  better  than  he  knew himself  –  was  how much I  was  still  taken  up by his
perspective. That is, by a principle that didn’t recognize itself as being also a prejudice. That
didn’t recognize itself as being in the most radical way a prejudice. That didn’t recognize itself in
the most radical way because it stopped short with the recognition that prejudice is a universal
feature. That didn’t recognize itself because it didn’t go on to  thematise and personalize itself,
that is, the very prejudice that allows for such a universalization.

– Whooh! I don’t know what to say! Are you hungry? 

Without this thematisation and personalization of prejudice, without what in effect I have
been doing up to now, the chances are good – both Nietzsche and my past self are evidence of
this – of forgetting that one even has a prejudice. And more than this, of forgetting that one is
opposed not only to prejudice but to principle. Case in point: my response to Professor Keenan’s
defence  of  Kant  and  his  questioning  of  Nietzsche.  Instead  of  noticing  how  consistent  his
comments were with a principle that  could have been universalized,  that could have been a
categorical imperative, that could have taken the form, Treat all your students fairly even while
upholding  your  own  point  of  view (for  his  comments  were  not  in  the  least  dismissive  or
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disrespectful), I took umbrage at the fact that he wasn’t fully on board with me.

– Where did you get all this stuff?

– At various places.

 – And you just happened to have it in your packsack?

“Address to Professor Keenan: A Short Response in Light of Some 
Dissatisfaction and Disagreement with Comments 

Made upon My Essay”

“Your comments do not pick up on or reflect in any forthright way the exegetical thrust of
my essay. If I may say so, they betray an unwillingness either to recognize or to seize this issue
with both hands. If you disagree with my analysis, it would have been interesting to have such
comments or objections as outline a counter-position. As it is, I’m forced to the conclusion that
you do not really believe Nietzsche when he describes his philosophy as dynamite.” 

– He was upset by Professor Keenan’s skirting the basic thrust of his essay but now he
realizes he was unjust to him.

– I’m overwhelmed.

– He’s trying to go very deep, Professor Chalmers. I think you know that.

– Oh, I know it but I’m just getting a bit tired of it.

When I first started this project, not just telling the truth but telling it to myself seemed
like the right way to go. The guiding thought was that it would check all kinds of repression,
omission, minimization, and exaggeration. The fact that it would also check coming to any sort
of hard-and-fast conclusion didn’t strike me as a sin that I, devoted as I was to the most singular
of subjects (but how many others have also said that?), needed to bear upon my conscience. This
is what essentially fell out from the naive thought that I was doing no more than telling the truth
to myself.  It was naive not because I wasn’t conscious of secretly having in mind a general
readership but because I felt myself protected from any sort of wrongdoing. Such was the case at
least until I had to bring in other voices in order to register depths that my own couldn’t reach.
Then it became apparent that, insofar as wrongdoing includes offending, disturbing, and perhaps
even deranging others, it is  already culpable. And this for the reason that, even though I don’t
intend to do any specific harm, I still go on grinding out my truth that will grind down some, that
will alienate and unsettle others, and that is always open to being taken up in ways that can’t be
foreseen and, like Nietzsche’s thought (but not only Nietzsche’s thought), be put to cruelest and
most unusual uses. Of course all of this is not separate from an egoism that, despite this show of
moral compunction, wants it to be so. Ultimately this egoism is the faith that its truth will merge
and become one with the good.
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– Now, tell me. How did you end up bringing all this stuff here?

It is strange how my voice now seems like a lead weight bound to my highest aspirations.
As if the little bird that Nietzsche speaks of had flown over my head and cried out to me as it did
to him: What does it matter? What does it matter? Faith doesn’t come without some doubts that
perhaps are the necessarily fleeting but also necessarily recurring reminder of the limitations of
our faith. Fleeting for most of us at least because spending more than a few moments in this most
hostile of regions is death. The alive and the quick are forever those who, in a host of diverse
ways, are ready to strap on the strong pinions of faith. 

– It’s such a boring subject. You wouldn’t be interested.

So  is  my  present  condition.  It  belongs  to  my  so  far  steadfast  faith  (my  health,  as
Nietzsche would call it) and, with luck, so will some of the future. Surely enough of the future, I
daresay, to put the lie to the thought that my voice is a dead weight. If this faith and reassertion
of faith must themselves be put into doubt, then such a challenge and shakeup must come from
others. No doubt a wide range of others that I’m no more in a position to judge than to bless or to
curse. 

– Alright, I won’t ask any more questions about this unreal scene except where are we
headed? 

– Are you in good spirits, Professor Chalmers?

– I’m in excellent spirits.

– Do you like everything I brought?

– I like it.

– The plan so far as I know it is to end up where we started.

It’s a question now of what to say or what not to say about the other essays I wrote for
those ten honours courses I took between 1991 and 1993.

– I may be feeling better but I don’t like the idea of listening to all he’s ever written.

So much in them is close to my present thought that I don’t see how I can bring them into
this essay and make them talk afresh.

– You see, Professor Chalmers, it’s not so bad as you think. He doesn’t want to drag in
stuff for any old reason. He doesn’t want anything that would just be pure ego without exploring
it.  On the other hand, this  exploring is  without limit  or,  well,  of  course that’s  overstating it
because at some point he’ll have to end it and he’ll have to say something like,” Look, that’s it. I
can’t go any further. I’ve more or less said everything I have to.”
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It is pretty clear that, if I’m to continue on course with my subject, I must also continue
with a sense of the moral precariousness and divisiveness of truthtelling. And of course not only
with respect to others but with respect to myself. 

– That means he can’t just talk about his past as if it were like a highway to the present.
He must also talk about it and walk it like that scene in Zarathustra with the tightrope. It’s always
possible to fall off because there’s so many distractions and activities and people wishing you
would fall off and, well, if not break your neck, then at least show you’ve come back down to
earth and lost a few feathers for having tried something they’re either contemptuous of or don’t
understand.

I  have swum halfway across the river  and there is  no turning back. The way I  have
proceeded so far must be the way I carry through to the end. If my thoughts were to turn dull and
stale, then I would know I had run my subject into the ground. But how could this be as long as
my account falls short of bringing my past self up to my present one? This present self that itself
is  a  mobile  thing  but  that  I  decided in  advance  to  freeze  and contain (or  is  it  expel?)  as  a
necessary terminus. In a sense then my past self never does catch up to my present one. But to
show this to be the case, to choose precisely the right moment where the circle closes without
catching it, would serve well as my final statement.

– Oh, bravo!

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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– Yes,  the warrior ideal.  But  then it  seems to me this  ideal  would either have to  be
understood as limited to the battlefield or else the heroic ideal kept out of all human conflict.
After all, if it were allowed to assert itself in some part of it, why exclude it from others?

– It would have to be applied only to things like saving people. Then everybody’s on
board about who’s a hero and who’s not. But when it comes to killing them, it’s always split
between those who see a glorious battle and those who see the most horrible crimes.

– It seems to me if the heroic is to be held responsible for wars and suffering, it must be
eliminated not only on the battlefield but in the boardroom.

Mixing sexuality with sexual politics even got into my interpretation of Beowulf.

“The aglaewif, fighting in her own element, becomes a far greater threat
to Beowulf than her son ever was. Greater physical strength no longer is
the deciding factor in battle and, as a glorified male attribute, becomes a
thing of mockery for the warrior woman who is willing to exploit every
advantage.  The  equalization  of  the  contest  between  them results  in  a
prolonged see-saw battle fought at close quarters. There is the tussling for
a dominant or favourable position, the aglaewif finally sitting on the hero
and trying to penetrate his armour first with her fingers and then with her
knife.” 

– His thesis was that there’s a dialectic in  Beowulf between one type of woman and
another. A kind like me, say, for instance, and a monster-type. And the monster-type is outside
nature and society which of course means male-dominated  society and so is very fearful and
even emasculating.

I must confess I did get a fright when I heard it suggested in class that most anonymous
writings of the past were written by women. Or that men had created a patriarchal god in order to
put down the threat that the opposite sex posed to them. Or that male authors were guilty of
sexism every time they depicted an unflattering female character or let some male character give
vent to his misogynist feelings. No doubt my reaction was a typically neurotic one that sprang
from largely unexamined assumptions about male superiority. At the same time I was acutely
aware that correcting past injustices was not the same as being just. If ever I was one who could
have been labelled a misogynist, it was at least partly for the reason that I resented being so
labelled and the all too quick use of labels in general.

– It  seems to me the phenomenon of feminism in the university  cannot be treated so
lightly without stifling one of the important voices that should be brought in here. 

– That poses a problem for me because I can’t be that voice or take on a way of thinking
that, though it may suit some, would not suit me.

– Of course you’re cut from a different cloth. But I was wondering why he hadn’t got
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someone to take on the role.

– I suppose I could do it in a pinch.

– No, no, no! What is needed is a genuine voice. Not a caricature.

– How would such a voice sound? Would it chide him for taking up the subject as he
does? For letting it be fuelled by an all-too-masculine and even hyper-masculine identity? Would
it denounce him for not turning his project into a self-condemnation, an admission of its being
grounded in a long tradition of wrongdoing?

– That’s the way most of us are made to feel.

– The collective guilt thing?

– Why shouldn’t it be admitted as true?

– Who is denying that truth and who is and on what authority demanding it  to be the
whole truth? 

– The masculinists on one side and the feminists on the other.

– And to be neither I think is to find the whole of it a caricature of the struggle between
the sexes because it’s the mere politics or policy of stigmatising the opposing party while viewing
— I’m sorry, I do tend to go on.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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My  wife-daughter  fantasy  effectively  ruled  out  any  desire  for  a  so-called  normal
relationship with women. And my preoccupation with my past self did the same for begetting
children. Of course all of this must be taken in the light of never having met the right woman
when I was young. But, then again, who would have fit the bill except some flesh and blood
goddess who, Athena-like, would have been forever behind me?

– Is it part of our task to get personal? To lay bare our souls? Aren’t we here simply to
flesh out the subjective and objective poles of truthtelling? You on one side, me on the other? You
the  temptation,  make-believe,  passion,  and  high  feeling  that  go  with  it.  Me  the  nastiness,
swordplay, criticism, and so on.

– I’m not jealous or upset by what he said beyond a certain point. I’m not scandalized
either by erotic elements that have a lot to do with what I’m all about. Instead I take it as the
greatest  compliment  that  I,  Alice,  a  simple  undergraduate  student,  am  the  flesh  and  flood
realization of what was only fantasy in him before.  After all,  it’s  me who can say she’s the
princess who’s finally come into his life and not only declared herself to be passionately in love
with him but actively behind him.

I have had to live with the sterility of being an onanist and a narcissist all my life. I have
had to bear it as much as any person has to put up with being a soul tethered to an asshole. 

– That’s a fine line!

It is not so easy to call oneself an asshole when others may very well be tempted to.

– It’s from one of Irving Layton’s poems.

When I look back on all my passions and rages . . .

– I said it was a fine line.

. . . I know that, as much they issued forth not in private but in public, I always viewed
them as well-grounded, as reasonable, as justified, as the mark of my solid, straightforward, and
even heroic character. It was always others who, in offensive, treacherous, or thoughtless ways,
set a light to the explosive charge that was in me and who received, as a consequence, their due.
On the other hand, how many times have I gone in for self-laceration, for calling myself an
asshole, for ranting and raving over my foolishness and ineptness in the quiet of a room? What a
gap there is between a public and a private persona, between maintaining a good opinion of
oneself for others to pick up on and scrapping it entirely in order to be the sternest of judges.

– I must say, I’m warming to his candour. So much in us is divided and hidden away that,
if it weren’t for efforts of this sort, we’d take it for granted that formality in our lives was the
highest achievement.
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respect and self-engagement to articulate it as the most rarified deception and self-deception. It is
indistinguishable  from  telling  the  truth  as  the  complication  and  even  over-complication  of
truthtelling.

– He’s walking a tightrope over many things. But if he has good faith and generosity of
spirit behind him, I’m sure he’ll be able to stay on and get to the other side. 

I suppose that from the very moment I imagined myself becoming a great spirit in some
definite and yet still vague and uncertain enough way (definite in the sense of aiming high and
vague and uncertain in the sense of what this would lead to), I was committed to a self-image
that itself was a commitment to hard paths and highest objectives. Winning popularity or having
tremendous ability was never the highest goal for me because it didn’t involve the deepest or
most comprehensive commitment. With such an outlook, I must have had planted in me at an
early age the thought that failing greatly was preferable to succeeding without greatness. At least
I’m inclined to believe this was so and see evidence of it in the fact that, later on in life, I
remained tied to the idea of becoming a great writer when, after having determined I was fit for
nothing better, I was given good reason to think I wasn’t fit for it at all. To be sure, the university
essays were something of an exception. Generally speaking, they gladdened my heart, brought
me good tidings, and pointed towards some possibility of entering (or, if I gave my imagination
full rein, exploding) onto the literary scene. Even with the shift towards studying philosophy as
well as literature, I continued to believe that everything was grist for the writer’s mill and that
there was always the possibility of being swept up by some future inspiration – or rather wave of
inspirations – that would put to use everything I had ever done or thought. Looking back, I find a
certain degree of clarity and precision in striving so disjointedly for some major success. For
deferring it as a direct course or well-defined route. For finding faith and optimism even while
feeling that I was simply plodding along. For when all is said and done, the university essays I
wrote never forsook their status as assignments, never transformed themselves except for fleeting
moments into wonderfully wrought treatises, and never were more than little scholarly efforts
that  could  easily have lost  themselves  amongst  better  attired and more privileged ones.  My
awareness of this was troubling to the extent that, by not extending myself beyond this limited
domain,  I  sensed  some  lack  of  resolve,  some  inner  poverty,  some  all  too  scattered  and
heterogeneous orientation. Indeed, it was this problem of orientation I always felt because at the
heart of my erratic flight was less a practical than idealistic bent, less the need to be clear on
where I was headed than to be clean on what I was doing. An untroubled intellectual conscience
is what I gave highest priority to and, with respect to writing university essays and all that may
have troubled it, I was never so troubled as to renounce it as a trustworthy guide.

– I sometimes wish he’d fall off the rope.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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power as an idea in the mind should have its corresponding impression. However, in the Inquiry
he is quick to draw the conclusion that this impression is precisely what is missing.

When  we  look  about  us  toward  external  objects  and  consider  the
operation of causes, we are never able in a single instance, to discover
any power or necessary connection, any quality which binds the effect to
the cause and renders the one an infallible consequence of the other.36

“If  there really were  such a  power,  it  should supply the  mind with  an impression  and idea
separate from those impressions and ideas that correspond with the two events which form the
causal  relationship.  Further,  it  should  allow  for  the  immediate  identification  of  such  a
relationship,  that  is,  without  numerous  experiences  of  a  conjunction  of  two  events  being
necessary in order to reveal it  to the mind. Nor, as Hume goes on to say,  is such a power-
impression to be found in the mind’s willing some bodily motion or mental event.

We learn the influence of our will from experience alone. And experience
teaches us how one event constantly follows another, without instructing
us in the secret connection which binds them together and renders them
inseparable.

“The familiar feeling of having to exert one’s self to effect some task or purpose is popularly
thought to represent some inner force or power. Hume points out, however, that this feeling does
not identify but merely accompanies the relatively limited range of mind-body operations. Were
it really the essence of causality, it should allow for a single instance recognition. Hence what is
really going on here is an interpretation by the perceiving self to the effect that certain events are
not  only connected but necessarily so. This notion of necessity, however, only arises out of a
repeated witnessing of event B following event A such that the mind comes to the point where,
according to Hume, it automatically envisions the effect upon its receiving the impression of the
cause. Thus:

What alteration has happened to give rise to the new idea of connection?
Nothing but that [the observer] now feels these events to be connected in
his imagination, and can readily foretell the existence of one from the
appearance of the other.

It is this feeling which Hume claims is the impression directly leading to the idea of power or
necessary connection.37 Hume goes on to say that ‘[n]othing further is in the case. Contemplate
the subject on all sides, you will never find any other origin of that idea.’

“I shall now take a look at Hume’s treatment of causality in the Treatise. He begins by
distinguishing between those propositions which he terms ‘relations of ideas’ and those which he
calls ‘matters of fact’ (i.e., what become with Kant the distinction between analytic a priori and
synthetic a posteriori judgements). The first are recognized by virtue of their having, in order to

36 Professor Shimizu: “What can the relation of these external objects to Hume be if it not causal?”
37 Professor Shimizu: “But not with the impression causing the idea of necessary connection or else Hume is 
begging the question.”
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be  universal  and  necessary  propositions,  predicates  in  agreement  with  their  corresponding
subjects.  Thus the proposition ‘A triangle is  a  three-sided figure’ permits no other  predicate
which stipulates a different number of sides. Again, the proposition ‘Red and orange are more
similar than red and yellow’ (Hume’s example) does not permit the reverse of its predicate. By
contrast, matter of fact propositions can predicate contrasting states of affairs, neither of which
conflicts with what the subjects can conceptually permit. In the Treatise Hume identifies matter
of  fact  propositions  in  terms  of  three  kinds  of  relation  between  objects.  They  are  identity,
contiguity, and causality. As Hume points out, these three are dependent on one another for the
purposes of reasoning. With respect to propositions involving causality then, there is nothing in
the concept of a particular thing or event which indicates that it must be the cause of only one
effect and no other. For example, the proposition ‘A moving billiard ball striking another will put
the second one in motion’ has as its subject an event which, conceptually speaking, cannot rule
out any number of predicates (that is, any number of effects). In short, such a proposition entirely
rests upon a repeated observation and an accompanying or informing belief which cannot itself
be based upon reason but helps to form its basis. 

“Hume states in the  Treatise that, in order for a causal relationship to be  identified as
such,  it  must  involve  things  or  events  which  are  contiguous,  successive,  and  constantly
conjoined. However, once the first two aspects imprint themselves upon the mind as impressions,
the third aspect of this relationship does not add anything. In other words, the third and most
important aspect is not inherent in the sequence but in the mind’s grasp of it via familiarity and
repetition. Or, to put it another way, the mind brings something strictly of its own to repeated
impressions of the same sequence. The  mere repetition of the sequence does not generate any
new impression that  would be proper  to  the sequence.  Rather,  the repetition itself  forms an
entirely new impression which is the source of the causal identification as the idea of a necessary
connection  between  event  A  and  event  B.  This  new  impression,  specifically  speaking,  is  a
development in the mind wherein the imagination customarily unites one particular idea with
another. 

“Halfway through his inquiry into the nature of causality in the Treatise, Hume states the
following:

[T]here is no question which, on account of its importance, has caused
more  disputes  among  ancient  and  modern  philosophers,  than  this
concerning the efficacy of causes, or that quality which makes them to be
followed by their effects.

“Testimony to the above can be found in the reaction to Hume’s inquiry into causality. Immanuel
Kant eloquently gives an account of it in his Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics.

. . . Hume suffered the usual misfortune of metaphysicians of not being
understood. It is positively painful to see how utterly his opponents . . .
missed the point  of the problem; for  while  they were ever  taking for
granted that which he doubted, and demonstrating with zeal and often
with  impudence  that  which  he  never  thought  of  doubting,  they  so
misconstrued his valuable suggestion that everything remained in its old
condition, as if nothing had happened. The question was not whether the
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concept  of  cause  was  right,  useful,  and  even  indispensable  for  any
knowledge of nature, for this Hume had never doubted; but whether that
concept could be thought by reason a priori, and consequently whether it
possessed an inner truth, independent of all experience, implying a more
widely extended usefulness, not limited merely to objects of experience.
This was Hume’s problem. It was a question concerning the origin of the
concept,  not  concerning  its  indispensability  in  use.  Were  the  former
decided, the conditions of its use and the sphere of its valid application
would have been determined as a matter of course.

“It is fair to say that the Critique of Pure Reason is the large-scale outgrowth of Kant’s attempt to
solve the Humean problem: solve it,  that is,  insofar as it became his problem and the threat
which he perceived it to be to the dignity of metaphysics and philosophy in general.

“Now the problem as it faced Kant starts with the traditional conception of the world as
being something completely independent of the mind or self. It is the conception to which Hume
subscribes and which naturally informs his account of the way the mind acquires knowledge of
the world. Following Locke, Hume regards it in the main as a receiver of sense impressions and
a retainer of ideas which are mnemonic and conceptual copies of these impressions. In so doing,
he  propounds  a  doctrine  which  denies  validity  to  those  ideas  which,  even  though  they  be
compounded of other ideas, ultimately do not have their source in the impressions which, as he
admits,  form  the  mind’s  inexplicable  link  to  physical  reality.  The  immediate  and  most
devastating impact of such a doctrine is to the metaphysical tradition which, with its teachings,
disputations,  and  institutionalized  practises,  bases  itself  on  such  ideas  as  God,  soul,  and
substance.  All  causal  reasoning  in  this  area  becomes  suspect  and,  if  this  were  the  only
consequence,  Kant would have judged Hume’s investigation to  be a scourge driving out the
accumulated falsity which eventually brings the search for highest knowledge into disrepute.
However,  the  ramifications  of  Hume’s  reasoning went  much further  in  that,  not  only did  it
challenge the metaphysical endeavour as it stood in his day, it also brought into serious question
the nature of knowledge and reasoning even as they pertain to the seemingly straightforward and
self-evident operations of the world. As Kant reformulated the problem, it became a question as
to whether there are universal and necessary truths regarding the accounts given natural events as
there are in those which merely relate the various aspects of a concept to the concept per se. The
former, as he saw it, necessarily involve the conjoining of distinct concepts and therefore must
express  themselves  in  synthetic  propositions  as  opposed  to  analytic  ones.  However,  these
synthetic propositions cannot be derived from some descriptive account of the world’s operation
since, as Hume so convincingly demonstrated, the causal reasoning which is at the heart of such
an account is itself in the form of synthetic propositions and so the very thing in question. It
follows that they then must be discovered independent of experience and so, as a first step, Kant
asked himself  whether  synthetic  a  priori  propositions  (i.e.,  assertions  which,  necessarily and
universally  true,  are  also  informative  about  nature)  were  possible  in  and  of  themselves.  He
thereupon came to the conclusion that both mathematics and geometry include such propositions
and that the latter issue from a particular way of viewing time and space. That is, time and space
as  mental  constructs  are  the  medium  by  which  sensible  intuition,  conceptually  ordered  or
organized, leads to objects of thought. The question then facing Kant was the one which he felt
Hume inadequately addressed, namely, the question of how these objects of thought relate to one
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another to form the unity which is our conceptual grasp or experience of the world. His answer,
at least with respect to the objects of sensible intuition, was the famous transcendental deduction.
Herein he posited that certain concepts themselves (i.e.,  what he called the category of pure
concepts) are the organizing principles by which experience is shaped or grasped (e.g., duration,
succession, and co-existence). However, the latter are not independent of a larger reality which
grounds them objectively or ontologically. This larger reality he calls the noumenal realm or
things-in-themselves.38

“Thus the concept of causality is an a priori synthetic proposition which operates as a rule
or law in the determination of the world as it manifests itself phenomenally in time. It is the
Kantian  solution  to  the  Humean  problem.  The  latter,  by grounding  the  necessary aspect  of
causality in pure subjectivity (i.e., with no apparent relation to the external), leaves the matter of
its universality unsatisfactorily explained. That is, it is easier to see how the mind, with respect to
Hume’s account, develops the idea of a necessary connection between two events than how it
comes up with the idea of an inner force or power pervading all events. On the other hand,
without this aspect of universality, it is difficult to make sense of the mind’s identifying certain
impressions  that  are  constantly conjoined as causally related but  not others.  In  other  words,
repeated sequences in and of themselves do not establish such relatedness. And if such is the
case, the question then becomes one of how causality in events discloses itself to the mind. Kant
himself asks the question when he points out that any happening in time presupposes an earlier
time but that no further information is to be derived simply from the concept of happening. ‘How
come I then to predicate,’ he inquires, ‘of that which happens something quite different, and to
apprehend  that  the  concept  of  cause,  though  not  contained  in  it,  yet  belongs,  and  indeed
necessarily belongs to it?’ His thoroughgoing answer to this  question is an  account of those
transcendental  concepts  which  correspond with  the  three  relations  which  Hume specifies  as
being not of ideas but of matters of fact. They are duration, succession, and co-existence (as
opposed to Hume’s identity, causality, and contiguity). Kant calls the scheme or operation by
which  these  concepts  interpret  or  order  the  manifold  of  sensible  intuition  analogies  of
experience. That is, they are transcendental judgements  which are analogous to the empirical
ones made in the realm of experience. These empirical ones operate in and of themselves upon
the principle of universally valid and necessary connections between particular phenomena. The
transcendental judgements subsume these empirical ones by extending their universality such
that all phenomena fall under the law of an implacable causality. 

“Causality, it may be said, manifests itself as the subjective identification of that which
has been made objective in the phenomenal realm by all the concepts of the understanding (i.e.,
the category of  pure concepts).  Specifically,  it  is  that  which is  objectively or  independently
undergoing change in the phenomenal realm. It is the characterization of this change as necessary
and sequentially ordered such that preceding events determine those which follow them. This
objective aspect of the phenomenal realm prevents subjectivity or idealism and points to the
ground of the phenomena which is the noumenal realm.39 Thus the alterations which an enduring
substance accommodates are objective from the point of view of their being grounded in this

38 Professor Shimizu: “To say this would seem to imply that Kant can’t account for objective experience without 
reference to things-in-themselves after all and that empirical reality is merely appearance in a sense which leaves 
scepticism intact. and triumphant. Can this be interpreting Kant correctly?”
39 Professor Shimizu: “Isn’t it enough that the categories and principles provide intersubjective and public 
requirements (criteria)? To require an untenable noumenal ground would make us hostage to sceptical doubt once 
again.”
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substance which is both a concept of the understanding and, as noumenal, an undisclosed thing-
in-itself. On the other hand, these alterations are subjective from the point of view of being a
mere sequence of representations. As such, they are united merely by the imagination and this
‘determines  inner  sense  in  respect  of  the  time-relation.’ In  other  words,  this  faculty  unites
representations  into a  sequence which in  itself  reveals  no determination and so indifferently
subsumes representations into this sequence. Kant designates the objectively ordered sequences
as the  succession of  appearances and the subjectively ordered ones as the  representations of
apprehension. ‘Experience,’ Kant says, ‘. . . is thus possible only in so far as we subject the
succession of appearances, and therefore all alternation, to the law of causality; and, as likewise
follows, the appearances, as objects of experience, are themselves possible only in conformity
with the law.’ Without the overriding law of causality and with merely the imaginatively united
sequence  of  representations,  experience  as  such  would  be  a  phantasmagoria  of  inexplicable
appearances.  The main  point,  however,  is  that  the  universal  and necessary rule  of  causality
makes  possible  a  distinguishing  of  the  succession  of  appearances  from  the  manifold  of
representations  which  in  itself  comes  to  consciousness  as  subjectively ordered  only.  A boat
moving downstream, for example (Kant’s  example), is a succession of appearances which the
causal law renders as objectively ordered representations and so representations of a specific
kind. By contrast, all other representations remain subjectively ordered, as is the case when one
views a house (also Kant’s example) in terms of a sequential observation of its various parts.”

–  Well,  it’s  clear  Kant  didn’t  want  the  relationship  between  the  noumenal  and
phenomenal to be understood as causal.

– I get the feeling Professor Shimizu wants to save Kant from the sort of criticism made
against Hume.

– Yes, by implying the noumenal realm is nothing more than ideal. 

– And yet this ideal represents something real, doesn’t it? I mean, a world that’s supposed
to be there before it’s ever experienced.

– There’s this  ontological confusion Kant probably didn’t  think so important  because
what he primarily explained was how we experience this world at the empirical level such that
this empirical understanding is what we really know and are most certain about. 

– You mean as a theory then that gives the world we normally have no doubts about
(except when we philosophize or have a religious experience) a sort of extra certainty?

– Perhaps. It takes as much to curb the scepticism that, if left to its own devices, would
declare everything forfeit.

I ended the essay on causality with some general thoughts.

“By traditionally setting itself over and against everything else, reason either sets about
investigating this ‘everything else’ with an underestimation of its inclusiveness (that is, it more or
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less turns a blind eye towards this ‘everything else’ as it impinges on and pervades reason itself)
or,  what  amounts  to  the  same  thing,  investigating  itself  with  an  overestimation  of  its  (i.e.,
reason’s)  exclusiveness. Thus Plato and Aristotle, as representatives of the first tendency,  have
the ground of truth conceived as an external order (be it physical or extra-physical) separate from
their own thoughts whereas Hume and Kant, as representatives of the second, have this ground
of truth conceived as being a mind or ego essentially separate from everything else. It is roughly
the difference between wanting to know all about what lies  outside us and all about what lies
inside us and, in both cases, without thinking much or even at all about their mutual implication.
Descartes is pivotal of course: he looked at the self, essentially the rational self, and came to the
conclusion that it was the only thing absolutely certain. Simply the self’s sense of itself and its
ability to think, doubt, imagine, etc. convinced him that the sense of self and thinking about it
must  include  and  presumably  exhaust  the  whole  subject.  But  once  the  self  has  been  so
objectified, it is only a matter of time before various aspects of it present themselves as potential
candidates for conceptualization. With Hume, this took the form of his theory of impressions. He
postulated these impressions as atomic entities that, in the form of ideas, join together to render
thought possible. But these impressions that become ideas arise spontaneously for the most part
in a self that is still  their primary ground. Or at least so is the implication when these same
impressions are presented as being active recipients of the world without a remainder that would
be their indeterminately being determined. 

“The significance of Hume’s not being able to find out or determine the necessity of a
connection between two events which simply present themselves sequentially and repeatedly is
that  it  shows  that  the  distinguishing  of  these  events  in  conceptual  isolation  is  already  an
assumption that they are in fact separate.  In other words, it  is the presentation of the matter
wholly at the level of the mind’s ability to distinguish and then unite things without any regard
for what quite possibly is united irretrievably. To put it another way, causal explanation is the
overcoming of the implicit contradiction that anything is when it is taken to be made up of parts
both necessary and not necessary to it. Insofar as this interconnecting of parts reaches to the very
limits of the universe, it implies that the whole is neither object nor event but both. 

“By  identifying  rational  being  with  phenomenal  being,  Kant  largely  overcomes  the
Cartesian dualism still strong in Hume. However, because he makes the noumenal – the things-
in-themselves – in some sense accountable for the phenomenal and, furthermore,  because he
allows a new dualism to emerge as such, he must also bring back into his account a sort of
causality precisely where it is not meant to be, that is, in the noumenal realm beyond reason and
beyond the area that  Kant  himself  demarcates  as the only area of causal  explanation.  He is
caught in a bind that, as much as it is logical or rational, reflects what takes in philosophy as both
problem and program. This as much as to say that, while Kant sinks most of the world into the
self such that the world’s subjectively ordered character is revealed, he does not do the opposite
of sinking the self into the world. As a consequence, he maintains the former in its traditional
pristine state  such that, instead of taking it as the result of a long schooling in community, in
history, in pre-history, in animality, in non-sentient matter, instead of taking it as a long hard
painful pregnancy and messy delivery, he comes to it with the intellectual imagination that treats
the self as issuing full-blown out of God or something like God in much the way that Athena
issues fully armed from the forehead of Zeus. Of course it is grossly unfair to present the matter
as if Kant could or should have conceived things differently.  For the longest time there was
nothing behind the rational self except God or gods. With the modern-day dismissal of the latter
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and the untenability of the self as a subject apart from others, however, there are good grounds
once again for the sort of scepticism that Kant reacted against. With reason always divided into a
for and against itself, it is forever a mixture of strategic belief and strategic doubt. Either one of
these  is  no  less  the  servant  of  the  other  and  so,  with  respect  to  causality,  it  is  continually
vindicating itself, continually removing itself from doubt in a more or less effective way. Perhaps
this is due to the fact that, to take a leaf out of the neo-pragmatists’ book, we really do go on
what  works  more  than  anything  else.  And  the  causal  principle  still  shows  a  liveliness  for
extending itself all over the place and giving us interesting stories. Perhaps this too is something
we want.”

 Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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literary voice that is also more than one voice, I would have been forced into serving the ideal of
truth  that,  by  virtue  of  its  valuing  clarity,  coherence,  and  conclusiveness  above
comprehensiveness (not that it doesn’t value the latter of course), would have prevented me from
exhibiting my own prejudice in a way that encouraged it to be not only out in the open but
subject to the influence and contrariness of others. 

Having said this, I now find myself confronted with a second thought. Though I may be
open about my prejudice to all the world and challenge it to no end, there is still nothing in the
strictest sense that prevents it from being less a prejudice than whatever opposes it. 

– Oh, true heart! You don’t back off from telling the truth about the  uncertainty  every
truthteller carries around in his heart but fails to address. 

So far I have let the element of uncertainty ride high in my discourse. Everything that is
most dogmatic in my thinking inclines me thus. Clearly it is the case that, by generalizing about
uncertainty and therefore rendering my own discourse uncertain, I both refute it by undercutting
it and affirm it by including it. But this is only what one out of a hundred thoughts allows me to
do. The other ninety-nine put up a solid front as the belief in a certain consistency throughout my
life that qualifies me as someone who can speak with absolute certainty about uncertainty and,
with an almost god-like view of it, pass beyond the logical and performative contradictions that
afflict all others.

– Oh,  true heart!  You don’t  back  off  from telling the  truth about  the  certainty every
truthteller carries around in his heart but fails to address!

Most of the time then I’m with my prejudice. But not in the sense that I feel I’m in the
wrong or being arbitrary. On the contrary, it is more like living my whole life with the idea that
my pre-judgements are continually being confirmed. 

– Well, this is interesting. I suspect that anything that can be said about professionalism’s
being at odds with truthtelling must be viewed under this light of its being a prejudice like all
others. 

With  my thoughts  coming  to  me  ninety-nine  percent  of  the  time  as  confirmed  pre-
judgement and only one percent of the time as unavoidable prejudice, I know in my  heart of
hearts  that  characterizing  my thought  in  general  as  prejudice never  seems quite  convincing.
Never seems entirely right  because never  entirely removed from a desire  to  exalt  myself  as
openness and comprehensiveness. How am I to tell the truth about this if I don’t incline the other
way by telling the truth about where I am as position, as proposition, as polemic, as case against
professionalism in truthtelling?

– Andrew, don’t look so upset.

– I’ve good reason to look upset. I’ve spent thirty years being a professor and don’t want
to go out thinking I’ve been wasting my time.
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moral  and  intellectual  dissatisfaction,  as  sometimes  vague  but  also  sometimes  painful
experiences in the institutional setting, it comes to the point at which it finds the strength and
courage to pronounce precisely and at length upon itself. In other words, it becomes a task and a
mission.

“One would ask that Academia grow honest. One would ask that it bring to bear the same
sort of scrutiny upon itself that it brings to bear upon matters which lie outside it. One would ask
that  it  examine its  most minute practises,  its  most subtle  influences,  its  most hidden sins or
insidious vices. One would ask it to ask itself: does it make people more or less honest? And if
the answer were that it inculcated subtle forms of dishonesty; if it were, moreover, established
that such elements accumulated and grew practised over the years, then Academia, by finally
bringing these matters to light, would be more honest and truer to its proclaimed mandate than it
has ever been.

“My long practise of comparing and contrasting Academia with the non-academic world
has no doubt grown out of my strong attachment to both. At the same time it has produced in me
a kind of distance or detachment from both of them, a palpable aversion to being drawn in and
wholly claimed by one or the other. If it is always best to be working where one receives the
most enjoyment and satisfaction, then the place for me has always been where I experienced the
tension and opposition, the free play of thought, imagination, and emotion that springs out of
powerfully  contending  claims  and  commitments.  Fifteen  years  of  continuously  failing  as  a
playwright did not rob me of my zest for this manner of living. Security for me has only offered
itself along the path of striving to get the best out of myself. When, in the case of playwrighting,
my best proved not to be good enough, I did not on that account lower my aim. I simply came to
the realization that, after many long years of hard struggle with pitiful results, it was time to
search out some other part of the high heavens.

“So whether it be writing an essay or digging out a foundation, I always took it upon
myself to put all of myself into it. With respect to Academia, this way of proceeding largely
meant  finding  ways  and means  to  make the  system cater  to  my likes,  tastes,  interests,  and
preferences  rather  than  adjusting  my natural  bent  to  it.  Throughout  all  my years  of  taking
undergraduate courses, I succeeded very well, perhaps amazingly well, at this endeavour.

“Loving Academia when it worked for me, I at the same time strongly sensed its inbuilt
tendency  to  take  charge  of  the  student.  To  set  his  agenda  not  only  formally,  openly,  and
voluntarily,  but  also  dimly,  surreptitiously,  and  even  oppressively.  Likewise  the  prevailing
consciousness of this institution revealed itself to me not only as an official and more or less
unquestioning  (because  welcome and understood)  acceptance  of  its  standards,  but  also  as  a
deeper if less distinct one that amounted to being enjoined to play a difficult game of currying
favour. A game that, in order to be played well, involved a certain amount of selling oneself off
without ever failing to look like a pillar of integrity that would serve well in any formal setting. 

“Such  writers  as  Emerson  and  Nietzsche  sensed  this  secretly  subversive  activity  of
Academia and proclaimed it inimical to human excellence. They saw that, instead of nurturing
the individual with a careful eye to all aspects of personal development, it invariably centred
upon the accumulation and ever-more skilful handling of established knowledge. Rather than
teaching the way of appropriating the latter and going beyond it, they saw that it for the most part
rendered this knowledge a de facto final authority, making it the sun around which all other
thoughts revolved and stole their light. 

“Ultimately Academia holds up to the student the model of the scholar and not the man or
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woman of genius. Part of the problem lies in the fact that it blurs the distinction between the two
or rather makes it seem as if the second were but the favourable outgrowth of the first. However,
the development of highest aims and attributes is not auxiliary to the mastery of some particular
subject. Rather it is the coming to be of what must surely be another form of mastery. One that
comes  from the  outside  and manages  to  associate  itself  with the  other  and acquire  its  own
authority. Some new vision, theory, etc. that is strong enough to pull into line even the most
intransigent of elements. 

“Given all this, am I wrong to think that human excellence implies great courage? Am I
wrong to  think  that  it  implies  a  discipline  that  exceeds  but  certainly doesn’t  rule  out  other
disciplines? And am I wrong to think that Academia is essentially at odds with this highest of
disciplines? 

“How can great courage be fostered within its precincts when, after having diluted the
wine of the world’s wisdom with the water of worldly pursuits, it fails to admit to itself and to
others the change of quality? How can it convincingly show itself to be steering a bold course
towards truth and knowledge when it fails to take the first, the hardest, and the most exacting
look at this, its mixed, adulterated, less-than-excellent character?

“To be highly favoured and, at the same time, to expose some deep flaw willingly and as
a matter of conscience is courage. To do the opposite, to cover it up continually and employ
clever means to divert attention from it is cowardice. Superficial self-criticism is one of these
means. Criticism which only has the common rhetorical ring to it, the common way of focussing
upon a problem, and the common way of  really leaving everything,  particularly one’s  good
conscience about everything, exactly the way it was.

“The deep discourse is lacking. Academia has no deep discourse about itself. And yet
here it is presenting itself as the very forum of all deep discourses.

“As a highly influential institution then – one that makes a final, virtually indispensable
settlement upon the best and brightest minds of developing youth – the question remains whether
these same minds might suffer some impairment, some retardation, some impoverishment due to
the long, rigorous attention demanded not only by their studies but by the necessity, in order to
insure highest success, of paying heed to the secret workings of the institution. Perhaps some
crude labourer, never having been forced to ferret about in this manner or set himself to the
odious task of learning to read the entrails of the institution, escapes something demeaning and
ultimately disadvantageous.

“Is it possible that the institution is a consummately subtle and richly rewarding tyrant?
What it gives or can give are the means to obtain what the whole world wants: power, position,
privilege, possessions, and pecuniary reward. What it asks in return, apart from the legitimate
demand for hard work, many proofs of ability, and so on, are a great number of seemingly small
compromises and little adjustments, slight instances of not standing or falling upon one’s own
judgement but relying, often despite inner doubt and discomfort, upon the judgement of others.
Of course, examined individually, many of these compromises might be the legitimate offspring
of good sense, greater experience, and wisdom. On the other hand, the practise of so bending to
authority and official opinion, especially when it is undistinguished, arbitrary, questionable, and
even coercive,  forms  a habit  of  mind which,  if  we are to  follow Aristotle,  shapes  or,  more
properly,  weakens character.  It  is  the cultivation of the practise  of not taking a stand when,
despite compunctions or even strong claims and moral commitments to the contrary, such a stand
threatens personal interests.
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“Such then is the whole of my case against Academia. I do not quarrel with the fact that it
brings forth many shining examples of diligent, conscientious, intelligent, capable, and highly
agreeable  success-seekers.  I  do  not  begrudge  it  its  attachment  to  the  material  nor  deny its
contribution to the intellectual wealth of society.  I do not even think myself in a position to
condemn  it  for  a  certain  amount  of  institutional  insensitivity,  imperfection,  and  traditional
stodginess mixed with fashion-conscious superficiality. What I do take issue with is its gilding
this medley of the low, the mediocre, and the high with the name of excellence. What I take issue
with even more is its implying that this word excellence also applies to the kind of human being
shaped by this institution. Such a travesty in the face of what all the past teaches us, what all
great writers, thinkers, and events speak so clearly, is the mediocrity of Academia par excellence.
For what it does is make a false connection between the spirit which invests the greatest human
accomplishments  and  the  spirit  which  guides  the  normal  affairs,  aims,  and  so  forth  of  this
institution. By effectively claiming that the second is on a near or equal footing with the first, it
slights the first, rendering it somewhat unreal, shadowy, and insubstantial. No longer then does it
seem to stand as a viable guide or even a possibly divine calling in the actual business of living
and learning. Rather it becomes aloof, distant frozen – an archaic feature of certain interesting
thoughts or items in books and no more. It robs the present-day consciousness of a genuine sense
of connection – of even the need for a connection – with the gods which present themselves in
one’s kitchen.”

– Do we really need all this to tell us that the institution is imperfect? That mere human
beings manage its affairs and teach in it? Alice, I frankly don’t see any advantage in speaking
about the university as if it should be functioning at the level of genius. It deals with a large
number of people and so naturally must treat human excellence not at the level of one in a
million but at the level of what works best for most people.

I’ll admit that my case against Academia doesn’t register where most people are most of
the time but only where they are some of the time.

– Exactly. It’s not the theoretical or practical he’s primarily concerned with. Oh, Andrew,
if only Academia said what you’re saying right now! Loudly and clearly! But of course it doesn’t
and so naturally it makes truthtelling curtsey to the values of efficiency and payoff.
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unwelcome guest. So I will confine myself to summing up the situation in the following way. I
know that it takes tremendous strength to survive putting one’s self at odds with an aroused and
even slightly antagonized majority. But if one wants to be a hero and, following Nietzsche’s
example, turn one’s serpents into dragons, then one must combat not simply what is mean or
petty in the day-to-day but have the strength to will it transfigured.”

– Pygmalion-like self-image? Is that what he called it? There’s certainly enough evidence
to show — 

– How else can he undertake a hard and difficult task? It’s absolutely necessary to — 

– Flaunt it?

– No, but to keep it alive, keep it upright, keep it before him like a bright burning star.

– Oh, that’s very moving. Almost Zarathustra-like. But while it may sound like music to
your ears, it’s intolerable to mine. 

First premise of a rule of modesty even in our greatest pride: we always have the potential
to be what we criticise and even condemn. 

–  Oh,  there!  You  see?  He’s  not  pretending  to  be  a  hard-and-fast  rock  but  only  the
opportunity to stand like one.

I was always one who could have been tempted into professionalism if the offer had been
good enough. 

– Well, he doubles back on himself. I suppose that’s part of his complicating and over-
complicating. Part of his tightrope act or whatever you call it. And I suppose his narcissism is
part of it too. He’s gambling it won’t make his subject unbearable to the many who really don’t
care for this sort of thing. 
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forcing open of locked doors and windows. For Academia locks doors and windows and draws
curtains despite its conscious display of having the multifarious world as its object. It too can
grow inward  and incestuous,  no  longer  in  a  favourable  position  to  subject  itself  to  greatest
scrutiny.  At  least  so  it  seems  to  me  and  so  I  strive  to  make  an  experiment  of  myself.  An
experiment  within  and  alongside  the  philosophy  department  in  the  name  of  greatest  self-
scrutiny.” 

– Perhaps there were a few rotten apples in his department. But that doesn’t mean he
should tar them all. I remember a couple of professors in my own graduate studies who were not
at all to my liking. But you had a choice how to deal with them. You could either run up against
them and cause yourself a lot of grief or else choose a topic to write about that would allow you
to express your opinions without contradicting theirs.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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two  books,  Intentionality:  Source  of  Intelligibility and  Poetic  Truth  and  Transvaluation  in
Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. Of course this last proposal was unusual and perhaps even provocative.
Nevertheless I felt it necessary to back up my claim that his work was repetitious and dogmatic.

“Professor  Clarke,  Director  of  Graduate  Studies,  can  attest  to  Professor  Joós’s not
responding to me directly.  Instead he informed the graduate director that I must continue to
attend his classes. Indeed, he went on to say – and this struck me as both ridiculous and insulting
– that, if I missed these classes, I wouldn’t be able to pass his courses. I wrote a second letter
asking him to reconsider. It too failed to prompt the sort of response that, even if it weren’t the
granting of my request, would have shown me a modicum of respect. 

“All of the above leads to the incident that occurred on the 25th of October. On that day I
approached Professor Joós before class to try to persuade him once again that it wouldn’t benefit
either one of us to have me there. However, this move didn’t fare any better than the others. No,
in fact, all it did was engender one more gesture of magisterial contempt and dismissal. Trying
not so much to contain my anger as to find an effective way to give vent to it, I then turned
towards his students who were all seated and patiently waiting for the class to start. I began
informing them about the matter and showing in no uncertain terms how the conflict between us
was even then spilling over into the classroom. Some of the students were amused but others
were angry. I eventually sat down and Professor Joós took over.

“Although I was still upset, I was sufficiently in control of myself to forego any further
theatrics and constrain myself to asking Professor Joós a few questions. These came up as he
carried on with the class and bore directly on the subject matter. Nonetheless they proved to be
sufficiently provocative that he lost his patience and came out with the comment: ‘You can teach
intelligent students but you can’t teach them to be intelligent.’ At this point I rose to my feet and
started towards him. My intention was to produce a certificate for scholarly excellence that I had
just received and happened to have with me. (Perhaps you are aware of my receiving the Maria-
Teresa Hausmann Award at  the recent fall  ceremony.) However,  one or two of the students,
fearing the worst, ran out of the class and informed the security. A great commotion then ensued.
The classroom was cleared  out  and Professor  Joós  and I  were asked to  sit  down and write
reports.

“I  must  of  course  be held responsible  for  my actions.  I  long ago realized there  was
something antagonistic in my attitude towards Academia. I want to be entirely my own man and
this can easily be at odds with institutional practises. So far I have been lucky and had professors
who gave me a certain latitude. Perhaps this luck is now at an end.

“With respect to my disrupting the class and inconveniencing others, I realize I made a
mistake.  I  overstepped  my rights  and  infringed  upon those  of  others.  I  held  to  an  ideal  of
allowing full play for informed dissent. Unfortunately, I didn’t properly take into consideration
other principles. It is only to this charge I plead guilty and reject any other that may be laid
against me.”

– A veritable menace! How old was the professor?

– Seventy. But he stood his ground. He wasn’t afraid. It was only the students who lost
their heads.

– Your hero lost his head, Alice.
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– Only his temper. He was insulted and he had good reason to stand up and show his
indignation.

– I’ve never witnessed anything like that in my thirty years of teaching.

– Professor Joós said he’d never had in forty.

– What was the upshot of all this?

– Well, a lot of things but when it comes right down to it, stubbornness on both sides.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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At my request,  the  instructor  specified  the  course  materials  as  being  “the  background of
Hermeneutics – then some Ricoeur and Gadamer – my own book on Nietzsche contains a theory
of Hermeneutics. This theory was further enlarged. Several sections of  Being and Time  were
explained to support my theory. For interpretation Nietzsche’s Zarathustra has been used and
assigned.”

These directions are what 100% of the evaluation for the course is being based upon. There is
no oral examination upon this paper being given, as there would have been for 50% if the student
had made it possible for himself to continue attending classes until the end of the course.

HUNTER’S COMMENT 
I would like to know precisely what is the theory of hermeneutics in the book called Poetic

Truth and Transvaluation  in  Nietzsche’s  Zarathustra.  Is  it  at  any point  readily outlined  and
identified? Does it exist as a theory independent of Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra?

If it does not exist as a theory independent of this work or an interpretation of it, how are we
to understand it? How is it to be recommended as a theory? How is it to be differentiated from
simply a particular way of approaching a particular text?

2. This  paper  is  not  concerned  with  giving  an  exposition  of  hermeneutics  at  all,  but  with
exercising it upon a particular text. I take it that this is permissible by the assignment. 

HUNTER’S COMMENT
My assignment  is  to  examine and determine  whether  it  is  possible  to  make sense of  the

assignment question. Insofar as it is a self-imposed assignment and challenges the authority of
the assigner, it holds to the view that the search for the truth is the preeminent task.

3. The paper barely even mentions Nietzsche or Zarathustra. I take it that this is not permissible,
and is a deficiency, according to directions.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
According to directions, yes, but not according to what I just said. In order to understand or at

least try to understand the assignment question which, to render it in its most basic form, is,  Is it
true that the purpose of both Nietzsche and Heidegger was to fight conceptualization?,  it  is
necessary  to  look  into  Professor  Joós’s  work  and  determine,  if  possible,  what  ‘fighting
conceptualization’ means.

4. The paper mentions nothing by Ricoeur, mentions and uses as its leitmotif a text by Gadamer
as well as using him in the body, and uses three publications by Heidegger throughout. The text
upon which the paper is focussed is pp. 129-141 of the Joos volume. This constitutes the section
“Metaphysics on Trial,” which is only the second of the eight sections making up only the third
of the three chapters in the book.

While nothing in the directions dictates what scope of materials must be used, the scope of the
Joos materials is a deficiency, for three reasons. Because the student missed most of the course, I
would expect more of a demonstration of his having familiarized himself with the whole by
himself, instead of possibly having just looked into the table of contents to see where the paper’s
topic seemed to be located, and then reading only that which, without his familiarity with the
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point, however, of what the student’s conclusion is as to what the motivating questions for the
assignment question are. This is a deficiency.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
Much might be written on what the motivating questions are behind an assignment question

like Professor Joós’s. Also on the larger issue of a professor’s using his own published work in
the classes he teaches. However, for the purposes of the assignment, I thought it best to limit
myself to finding out whether the assignment question was in fact intelligible.

6. (p. 2) The initial focus upon the terms “fight conceptualization” is via the common dictionary
definitions of the terms. The student concludes that this is silly, as it is; and that is good. It is a
deficiency, however,  that the student shortly hereafter concludes,  after  having considered the
target text’s own sense, that it has the same silliness as the dictionary sense, viz. that it says we
must be violent towards what is indispensable to human knowing. Even if the sense were the
same, the dialectic towards reaching it would disabuse it of such silliness.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
I will ignore the first part of this commentary since the word ‘silly’ or ‘silliness’ does not

occur in my essay. Instead I will make bold as to say that, in the face of such bad analysis as the
above, it is not an impertinence to ask the following questions. What if Professor Joós’s book is
in  fact  confused?  What  if  the assignment  question is  even more confused?  And what  if  the
evaluator’s report, seeming to be so concerned with defending this book and this question, is
even more confused than they are?

7. (p. 3) The student questions whether translating (new) Heidegger into the language of (old)
metaphysics is right. It is a deficiency that he does not acknowledge the two steps prior to doing
that which the Joos text demands.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
These two “steps” are the following: 1) “to acquire a correct understanding of metaphysics”

and 2) “to formulate Heidegger’s criticism in his own language . . .” It is then Professor Joós’s
third step “to translate that language into the language of traditional metaphysics” (129).

Given the above, I take it that Professor Joós assumes that one can carry out the second step
without its being immediately countermanded and rendered null and void by the third. Or else he
assumes that the second step is already the third in some hidden or potential sense and that,
furthermore,  Heidegger  himself  would  acknowledge  as  much.  For  if  it  were  the  case  that
Heidegger refused to be appropriated by or reintegrated into the tradition, then Professor Joós
would be guilty of overlooking an objection of no small importance. 

8.  (p.  3) The  student  complains  that  the  expressions  are  unclarified  in  the  statement  that
Heidegger attacked classical ‘metaphysics’ because of its ‘conceptualizing’. It is a deficiency that
the student does not realize that this had been done in the rest of the book.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
It is a deficiency that the evaluator does not give a better idea of how and where this has been
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done. It is a deficiency that the task of clarifying this book or showing that it is in fact a lucid
work is appealed to in principle more than in practise. 

9. (p. 4) The student is correct that the complaint that some “learned to speak before having lived
and experienced” cannot mean that anyone could speak without having any experience(s). It is
not clear, then, why he thinks the author means that, either, instead of that it is fully possible for
anyone to speak of some things when he has not had experience of those things.(???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
It is not clear why the evaluator uses the word  some when he makes the above comments.

After all, neither does Professor Joós tell us that  some  people learned to speak before having
lived and experienced nor that these people learned to speak before having lived and experienced
some things but rather that “we learned to speak before we lived and experienced the things
around us” (130). 

10. (p. 4) Reaching the conclusion above (#6) is due to misinterpreting the relevance of power to
conceptualization, in the author’s claims within the target pages. This could have been remedied
by familiarity with the author’s much more extensive treatment of power even within the rest of
this chapter, not to mention the book as a whole.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
First of all, the treatment of power by Professor Joós may be extensive but not as an analysis

of conceptualization. Secondly, the evaluator is at fault by continuing to assume that I didn’t read
the whole of his book. As far as I can determine, he has based this assumption on my having
decided to limit the analysis to a twelve-page section. Furthermore, he does so despite the fact
that I give reasons for so limiting it not only at the beginning of my essay but also at the end.

At the beginning I point out that “in Part III of the book in a section called ‘Metaphysics on
Trial,’ there  are  a  number  of  scattered  references  to  the  specific  matter  in  question  (i.e.,
conceptualization). It must be said that their being so scattered makes the task of interpretation
more difficult. Perhaps the best approach is to move slowly through the section, thereby carefully
examining these references in their specific textual sites.” At the end of the essay I conclude:
“Nor can this study move into other parts of the book. Or at least it cannot do so without taking
on the enormous task of closely analysing a book that shows little reason to warrant such an
effort. It is enough to note that every single page and paragraph raises more questions than it
answers. In light of all this, it must be the conclusion of this essay that both the assignment
question  and  the  related  text  are  confused  and  that  the  former,  upon  scrutiny,  proves
unintelligible.”

11. (pp. 4-5) The same may be said for his comments on the term ‘experience’. Concluding that
it must mean pre-predicative experience, since it is opposed to conceptualization, may be ill-
founded since the thrust of this section is to heal that separation.(???) As well, besides importing
a  Pontian  term,  that  term  makes  the  student’s  conclusion  here  a  tautology.  Of  course  pre-
predicative experience must pre-cede speaking!  
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HUNTER’S COMMENT
The evaluator should explain what he means by healing the separation between experience

and conceptualization. For it is only by doing so that the term experience, so loosely employed
by Professor Joós, would gain some measure of precision.

12. (p. 5) To student’s claim that the statement that Socrates begins with dialectic and works
towards a concept ignores the fact that dialectic must operate with a linguistically ordered world,
see my #9. (???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
To evaluator’s attempt to clear away problems in Professor Joós’s book by dubious means, see

my response to No. 9.
Professor  Joós  wants  to  distinguish  between  conceptualization  and  experience  without

explaining their relation to language. As a result, it becomes impossible to see how he determines
there can be experience without conceptualization or conceptualization without experience. 

13.  (p.  7) Student’s  presumption  that  “surely”  “presumably”  faith  “can  not  be  other”  than
conceptual, or it would be undirected emotion, would be chastened by the Nietzschean section of
the book, wherein that set-off and that prescription are buffered. (???) Neither presumptuousness
nor  every  presumption  becomes  a  virtue,  just  because  Gadamer  says  presumptions  are
indispensable.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
The  first  of  the  above  comments  might  be  chastened  for  being  obscure.  The  second  for

replacing the rather neutral term that Gadamer uses, namely, presuppositions, with one not nearly
so neutral.

14. (p. 7)  While student’s complaint at dismissiveness towards phenomenologists would have
been appreciable if he had not had the occasion also to study the  Intentionality book, which
makes the complaint here merely artificial and cranky, he does not give any suggestion of why
the author should be taxed as holding the view that every re-interpretation, here of Aquinas, is a
mis-interpretation. The author has only said that this one is. (???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
I  contend  that  Professor  Joós’s  treatment  of  modern-day  phenomenologists  is  rather

dismissive. He states that philosophers from Bretano on do not recognize that intentionality is an
intermediate  entity  between  subject  and  object.  (“The  phenomenologists  view  intentionality
according to their own bias which goes back to Franz Bretano . . .” [132].) He also states that this
entity is a causal relation extending from the object to the subject. (“They overlook its true nature
as something intermediate between extra-mental reality and the mind” [132].) He claims that this
intermediate  entity  as  causal  relation  is  what  one  finds  in  Aquinas  and  is  what  has  been
overlooked by later theorists.

15. (p. 8) Student’s complaint that author here says knowledge is explained by causality would
have to look further than here for support. (???)
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HUNTER’S COMMENT
Are the following passages in Professor Joós’s book to be dismissed as evidence in support of

the view that he has a causal-based theory of knowledge?

What  is  of  interest  to  us  here  is  a  special  form  of  intentionality,  an
intentionality that I call, following Thomas Aquinas, intentionality of a thing
(intentio  rei).  It  is  a  kind  of  immaterial  reality  which  affects  the  intellect
through the senses, and which is, therefore, an experience in the true sense of
Erleben. Its product is an  intentio intellecta, the intention which supplies the
full understanding of a thing (132).

In the metaphysical tradition we attribute to meanings an existence which is
independent  from  physical  reality;  in  this  way  meaning  is  turned  into  a
suprasensible reality. Now we may wonder how the two realities, the physical
and  the  suprasensible  are  united.  The  answer  is  causality (Joós’s  italics).
Entities, which are grasped separately, are also united into a whole or a world
by causality. Without causality neither the parts, nor the whole can make any
sense (133).

16. (p. 8) The snarky, smarmy aside that surely the author’s text is among the meritorious in his
eyes is an attitude we’ve had enough of in the profession, and can do without more of it. This is
even if it is true; but as it stands, nothing in the text points to that.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
I do not agree with the evaluator’s harsh indictment of my remark. While being ironic and

somewhat mischievous, it is not malicious. When I make the comment, “The text under present
consideration [i.e., Professor Joós’s] no doubt is representative of the latter,” namely, the contrary
of the “mere intellectual exercise” that he condemns, it is with the thought that the “‘harden[ing
of] experience into concepts [so that] God, for example, becomes just another entity...” (132) is a
sin that Professor Joós, a religious man, would not accuse himself of.

17. (p. 9) In this formulation of “our topic”, viz. representation without experience, there is no
textual argument for the supposition that this means taking over notions without their having
been examined by thought and experience, nor that, in turn, this means conformism. Thought is
not the vehicle; and other ways than by conformity are available.(???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
The best I can do, given my difficulties in understanding the above comment, is to reproduce

one of the passages in Professor Joós’s book that bears upon conceptualization as “a kind of
naming which leaps over experience” (130).

.  .  .  [E]ntities  can  be  turned  into  concepts,  into  abstract,  lifeless  notions
whenever  the attitude to  reality undergoes a  change,  when our view of  the
world  wheels  around  and  we  represent  the  world  before  experiencing  it?”
(133).

401



Now the evaluator seems to be claiming that thought is not necessary to what Professor Joós
is describing in the above passage. If so, he should explain how an “attitude to reality [that]
undergoes a change” and a “view of the world [that] wheels around and [represents it] before
experiencing it” is separate from thought. 

18. (p.  9) It  is  difficult  to see,  and no help is  given to  help see,  how it  is  true that  stating
“intentionality is a means to make sense” is to lift the notion from the medieval setting and make
it modern without reinterpretation.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
It is difficult to see, and no help is given to help see, how Comment No. 18 relates to what I

say about Professor Joós’s passing look at intentionality. Of course he treats the subject at great
length in his other book but this matters little since his main idea rests the same. 

Professor  Joós  states  that  “if  we take  the  case  of  intentionality  in  the  middle  ages  –  an
example  par  excellence  of  the  problem  we  wish  to  illustrate  –  then  we  must  say  that
intentionality is a means to make sense of extra-mental reality” (133). First of all, I note that
Professor Joós treats this “example par excellence” more as a solution to the problem than a
problem itself. Secondly, that his high regard for “intentionality in the middle ages” leads him to
treat it as the standard by which to examine modern-day theory.  Thirdly, that he does so with
little or no argument.

19. (p. 10) The complaint that it is conceptual freezing to say meaning arises from relating the
sensible and suprasensible by causality, and that the modern challenge to causality should have
been stated, could have been remedied by student’s familiarity with the rest of the book.

HUNTER’S COMMENT
Causality is a matter that Professor Joós only raises as a solution to basic epistemological

problems. As the following passage from my essay indicates, I see it as a problem that he should
have addressed. 

Now we must pause and wonder why the notion of causality is not seized upon
[by Professor Joós] as a classic example of conceptual freezing. After all, for a
very long stretch of history, running from the Ancients to such towering figures
as Hume and Kant, the idea of causal necessity as a universal law extending
from the invisible to visible world went virtually unchallenged.

20. (p. 11) Thus, it is not now “the first time” to consider opposition between conceptual freezing
and foundational concepts, as student complains and that more should have been said on it here.
(???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
First  of  all,  it  is  unclear  why the  evaluator  speaks  of  an  opposition  between  conceptual

freezing and foundational concepts since neither I nor Professor Joós does. In fact, the opposite
is true to the extent that I suggest that there might be an affinity between them. (Once again, I
refer to the example of causality.) Secondly, the evaluator is himself guilty of saying too little
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when,  without  specifying,  he  claims  that  the  matter  of  causality  has  been  raised  earlier  by
Professor Joós.

21. (p. 11) The question of how the identity of nature and meaning can be so strongly opposed
here  when  they  are  identified  in  traditional  metaphysics,  [sic]  [evaluator’s sic]  while  still
rehabilitating the latter, would be a good question since it is not handled elsewhere in the book,
except for the assumption that definition, which is not set in opposition to entity, is the same as
nature. (???)

HUNTER’S COMMENT
All I can say here is that Professor Joós distinguishes Heidegger from traditional metaphysics

by claiming that Heidegger has a different approach to entities as entities. Professor Joós writes:
“The  consequence  of  this  new  approach  is  that  we  will  not  ask,  as  is  done  in  traditional
metaphysics – What is a thing? – but rather – What does it mean?” (134). Clearly the focus is on
entities as entities and not as entities that emerge from Being and whose meaning is caught up in
their being recognized and received as entities.

22. (p. 12) This one reliance on a study by Deeley [sic], for interpreting Heidegger at this point
requires the observation that, for most other papers, this study’s removal from the context of any
critical discussion among other presumably diligent and able students would be a deficiency. As I
understand it, however, this naievity [sic] is what the instructor prefers from students, himself
relying repeatedly only on Stambough in the book. So no criticism of the paper can be made for
this.

HUNTER’S COMMENT:
No comment.

23.  (p.  13) I  have  always  thought  the  distinction  here,  that  meaning  is  temporally  but  not
historically referenced, is specious; but it seems to accord with the tradition of these texts.

HUNTER’ COMMENT
With  respect  to  meaning being extra-historical,  there  is  the  following passage  from John

Deely’s book, The Tradition via Heidegger.

Beings-within-the-world generally are  projected upon the world – that  is,  a
whole of significance, to whose reference-relations concern, as Being-in-the-
world,  has  been  tied  up  in  advance.  When  beings-within-the-world  are
discovered along with the Being of Dasein – that is, when they have come to be
comprehended  –  we  say  that  they  have  meaning  [Sinn].  According  to  that
analysis, meaning is that wherein the comprehensibility of something maintains
itself – even that of something which does not come into view explicitly and
thematically (103).                        

24.  (p.  13-14) That  meaning  was  said  earlier  to  be  suprasensible,  was  in  the  context  of
“traditional metaphysical systems”; and that now it is to be sensible is not born out by the text.
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commentary. He quickly answers, ‘Because it’s good.’ 
“He then begins a discussion about the large oak table that is in our room. A number of

times he speaks about the importance of respecting this table. One respects it because of the
quality of workmanship that went into it, because of its durability, and because of its long service
in the classroom. At some point he asks people to get up and lift the table. All of this of course
induces as much mirth as mystification. The affair with the table lasts about forty minutes.

“He then gives us a writing assignment. We are all to tell him what we have learned thus
far. By now I’m getting the feeling I’m caught in some scene from Alice in Wonderland. This
feeling becomes even more pronounced when I look around me and see all the serious faces.

“I speak once again to Professor Shamus after class. When I mention the difficulties I’m
encountering and my inability to fathom what he is up to, he only keeps repeating, ‘Because it’s
good!’ When I ask him why he isn’t lecturing on Merleau-Ponty, he replies that he can only do so
if students come to class prepared to ask questions. 

“Third Class, October 3, 1994      
                                          

“Professor Shamus asks me to read what I have written in response to his assignment of
the previous week. It is essentially the suggestion that each and every student come to class
prepared to ask questions. A brief discussion then follows. At some point he decides to have
everyone read his or her assignment. Since I have been thinking for some time now I’m the only
one having doubts about the class, I’m surprised when a student criticizes the ‘Think flesh’ poem
(written, as I find out later, by Professor Shamus). Two other students complain about this or
that. Then one student reads his assignment at breakneck speed. It is full of quotations from, as I
find out later, Merleau-Ponty’s  The Visible and the Invisible. What this student reads is utterly
incomprehensible. Professor Shamus praises it warmly.

“Then he places before us a monstrous candle. While lighting it, he goes into a long story
about his father who sold candles. It is never clear to me why the candle is being presented.

“He then gives us another reading assignment. It is the section of the Phenomenology of
Perception called “The Body as Expression, and Speech.”

“Fourth Class, October 17, 1994

“The large beeswax candle makes a second appearance. At some point it is lit and passed
around. People are invited to smell the candle. Then a cassette player is turned on and the whole
class, with lights turned off and the lit candle being passed around, listens to some pop song sung
by the Irish singer, Sinead O’Shamus. Professor Shamus gives no indication that the name of this
singer has anything to do with his choice of music or the proceedings in general.

“Then there are some more readings from the previous assignment. People discuss how
the course is progressing and what they are learning. Neither one of the Merleau-Ponty texts is
mentioned or brought up for discussion.

“I once again go to Professor Shamus’s office. I tell him that I think his teaching is a
sham. Without so much as batting an eye, he takes the pipe out of his mouth only long enough to
ask me what is to be done. I tell him that I no longer wish to attend his classes but simply
complete the course with a written assignment. He quickly nods and gives his consent. 
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“Summary Statement, December 30, 1994

“I do not believe that Professor Shamus taught this course in a way that even remotely
resembles the description of it in the Philosophy Course Guide. I therefore believe that, for this
reason and others, I was justified in arranging not to attend his classes.”

– Alice, would you get me a glass of water, please?

– It was like something out of Alice in Wonderland.

– Can you vouch for the authenticity of this report?

– Beyond a few literary flourishes, he put down exactly what happened.

– Oh, Ireland, you beckon to me now more than ever!

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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avoid.

In philosophy everybody is seeking their answer to this or that and nobody wants to be
closed off or closed in by the conflicting answer of another.

– Let’s not get sidetracked. I want to hear more about his exploits at Concordia. 

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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my sight41 – of my grandeur as one. After all, a certain self-inflation goes along with what I’m
doing and even becomes it as much as the opposite tendency.

Return to “The Thematic Sections

41 But the mote I’m trying to see is also in my eye where it can’t help but be a blind spot and, even as such, focus of
my attention. It is really what remains out of focus (out of sight) such that, with all the care and attention I devote to 
it, it is where I end up thinking a good deal of myself for thinking less of myself. For thinking what is common 
enough (as both generally admired trait and secret form of self-aggrandizement) even when thinking what is not so 
common. 
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taking it wholly and willingly upon itself. It must find the bearing up under it and overcoming of
it virtually indistinguishable. To escape from such a burden must be so total an undertaking, so
unsparing in effort and commitment, so singular in focus, that it places upon philosophy a burden
which ultimately cannot be escaped. When, in setting down its burden on occasion, it raises its
eyes to the lofty ascent before it with its sheer precipices and craggy heights, when it anguishes
deeply over its  forbidding allure,  its most remote,  inaccessible regions,  and when it  ponders
chillingly how many before (great-souled ones) tried in vain, mistaking one or other of its cloud-
capped  peaks  for  the  highest  of  summits,  the  heaven  of  a  hard-earned,  all-seeing  human
brilliance, there are moments philosophy may falter or grow faint of heart but also moments to
spur it on to new attempts and to the only true and proper measure of itself. 

“Without the feeling of inspiration, of ever-renewed inspiration, a group, a society, a way
of life, an individual, an institution, a course of study and learning grows moribund and otiose.
Few things appear so inevitable (we may well have reached a point of having too much history)
and so singularly sad and oppressive. Confronted with what we know about the mortality of
things  in  general  (that  is,  things  formerly  taken  to  be  eternal  –  God,  soul,  heaven,  truth,
knowledge, goodness, etc. – and in this way redemptive of specifically human mortality), it is
not easy to escape the conclusion that, rather than knowing not enough about such things, we
already know too much. What we seem to know only too well is that even the most highly
exalted values, ideals, and traditions have their certain life span, their declining course as much
as their rising one. Although this may not be the last word on the subject (and, if silence does not
follow, it certainly cannot be), it is the only word which we, in our present situation, can utter
honestly and directly.

“Yet  we live,  and in  living humanly,  must  forever  be the living contradiction of  this
dismal and dreary train of thought. We must perforce be its opposite. In philosophy itself the
consciousness of this living contradiction, the deepening of this consciousness, is the particular
life of radical inquiry as it now presents itself, signalling perhaps its mortality but also its striving
and thriving to the uttermost, beyond the always threatening temptation to play itself out meekly,
without lucidity, without a struggle, without a resurgence of desperate vitality, without a bang but
a whimper. 

“My proposal is that we should entertain the notion of the eventual insupportability of
philosophy or, as Horatio tells Hamlet in the graveyard scene, the matter of considering things
too curiously. Yet, as with Hamlet, such a consideration asks of philosophy further consideration
and, insofar as, by following this course, it remains true to itself to the end (that is to say, to the
point  when  powerful  strange  events  should  overtake,  in  unpredictable  ways,  all  such
considerations), it remains great and good for us. We need not despise it, in other words, for
equivocating or selling out to the largely unphilosophical world.

“Of course, in making this proposal, a certain way of valuing and judging presents itself.
We present the way we think philosophy must go and the way in which it should conduct itself
upon the basis of what we see as our own ‘sure’ direction and what is and will always be – as we
should like to think – our conduct. Our speaking at all upon the matter is a vesting of ourselves
with a certain kind of authority which can never adequately explain itself, which relies merely
upon the fact of having something to say at all upon this matter. If some come along speaking or
arguing to the contrary and much better than we can manage, then, while we ourselves may bare
our teeth to them and continue in our folly, others certainly will not. 

“We really speak then of a certain strain of thinking prompted by, and itself prompting, a
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growing  presentiment,  a  certain  anxiety  of  the  age,  itself  aging.  More  than  ever,  we  have
difficulty acknowledging anything human or humanly related as that which can still shine upon
the soul like an eternal sun and make, by contrast, every crossing shadow and dark place within
it insignificant. In point of fact, we see how much our knowledge and understanding, like great
heliotropes, have ever searched out this sun and, as much as they have grown high and free-
standing but have failed to pierce the shifting racks of sombre, high-flying clouds, so we begin to
agonize over the grey bars imprisoning our puny striving and allowing us but longing looks at
the dance which, with all our hearts, we should like to (still should like to) join. The dance of our
pretty bright-faced hopes on the evening green, exuberantly oblivious to heaven’s closing eye.

“Our poetic way of viewing philosophy, of doing philosophy, is the only answer to the
mounting oppression which now bears upon us and yet  which we may not abandon without
abandoning  our  philosophical  selves.  What  others  call  philosophy  looks  more  to  us  like
distraction, or business, or livelihood, or reputation. In other words, passing affairs which neither
chasten with ice-cold counsel nor move us with a movement at  one time considered sacred,
marvellous – the witnessing of the divine presence itself. It is the poetic which can deal best with
the paradoxical, is the paradoxical, the philosophical enterprise, the voice of reason itself.  At
least such is the case when the latter grows in the imagination to titanic proportions and, as well
as seeming to resound throughout all being, ennobles mankind in its own eyes and impassions it
towards seeing itself, settling itself down on an equal footing with the formerly frightening and
mysterious. Science no doubt strongly – and weakly – continues this tradition. Strongly insofar
as  it  maintains  an  aspect,  an  aura,  an  illusion  of  ever-enlarging  itself  to  a  complete
comprehension. Weakly insofar as it proliferates in the form of a loosely related collection of
more or less separate advances and random avenues of development. It is the sense then of a
mere semblance of order, of cohesion, of a rational whole developing which sends us back to the
source  of  systematic  thinking,  to  what  unquestionably  strives  to  be  a  total  viewing,  a  total
comprehension.

“Yet  now  we  are  in  the  position  of  admiring  this  adventurous  spirit,  this  often
unaccountable and often ‘unacceptable’ abundance of confidence and ‘scornful wickedness’ less
for any single achievement than for daring to sail, always to sail upon open seas. Here is youth
and vitality, in other words, married to long hard years of experience, risking Sturm und Drang
to  break  the  bonds  (and often  the  back)  of  the  already established,  the  already known and
respected, the already won and secured. What proof is ultimately more tested, more resistant to
being called into question and doubted, than that rational being has plied this course, this really
very bold and reckless course, to its credit and, even if now faced with its most perilous voyage,
finds its great strength and maturity in both becoming aware of its severe limitations and, despite
this, marshalling itself for the great encounter beyond them?

“Let us present a thought rarely attended to: all the fair and perfect things of this world
are the product of some singular, limited viewing, some captured perspective which initiates the
struggle to prolong it. At the highest reach this struggle is artful, philosophic, and religious; it
means  to  work  some given radiance  into  a  durable,  often  thought  to  be  eternal  form.  Such
captured perspectives, such radiances are no doubt inexhaustible; they figure in the constant flux
of our daily lives which itself is not anything particularly artful, philosophic, or religious. Here is
rather the mere play of a proceedings which largely mystifies us and whose power and hold upon
us are mostly to our chagrin. It is in opposition to this mixture of circus and miasma that work, in
effect, becomes a holy relief – an anchor, a sail, a fair breeze, a clear direction.
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“Here, in opposition to everywhere else, our cunning and captaincy count, our story takes
on a special hue, and the interest and excitement of a particular life’s course transcend banality
and the various minutiae tangling up our thoughts, so sorely troubling and even tormenting. To
be clear of the latter, to rise up finally above it all – this is the motif, the constant, underlying
theme of all exceptional, enduring efforts.

“We have no choice but to think philosophy inspirationally and therefore, under present
conditions,  tragically.  Hence  the  quality  of  its  movement  is  the  preeminent  thing,  the  non-
avoidance of all circumstances and conditions which challenge it radically. Without the latter of
course it could not be itself (it would be religion or else some flaccid or fanatically inclined
ideology) and yet this very being of itself is, despite understandable slips to the contrary, the
willing, the even wilful exposure of itself to severe blows, insults, injuries, and internal ruptures.
To disallow these last to make a poor thing of it (we decry the current attempt to downsize it)
before the final shakeup, the force which cannot be stayed, is its heroic resolve, its true tenor and
accomplishment. What matter all its various propositions and principles in comparison with its
living liberally, passionately, and intensely? What matter some final arrival or indolent resting
place, some paradoxically regained Garden of Eden in comparison with its having its own story,
with its being interesting in its own way?

“So the proposal that I am making is that the emphasis must now fall upon the vision of
philosophy as an increasingly stricken but noble venture (the tragic beauty) as opposed to its ever
finding  some  eternal  treasure  (Truth)  or  founding  some  eternally  happy  race  of  people
(Goodness). I speak with regard to its present situation and a certain tendency to preserve itself at
all costs. I speak in light of what appears to me to be the studious avoidance of this hardest
question concerning itself. Indeed, it appears to me as if the question has been hardly raised.
Raising it, it risks itself. Not raising it, it is not itself. Or rather it ceases to be itself but in name
only.  It  grows inwardly cold to  what  it  formerly was and retains  only an outward show of
lukewarm piety. It dies spiritually before it dies physically. It works by degrees towards such a
humble petering out of itself rather than towards its most self-revealing encounter. If the latter is
more of a madness than the former, it is nonetheless the madness of reason itself – putting on its
best show.”

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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and dread stand like  twin  sentinels  on  some slope,  some abrupt  falling  off  that  I  can  only
anticipate.

– Enough of this! Please get back to Concordia! 

– Alice, I’m wasted. 

– You’re committed. You can’t leave.

– I feel I’ve worn out my welcome. It’s time for me to return to the soft life of the valley.

– Who’s to climb with us all the way up to the top of the mountain?

– Future generations, Alice, I don’t know. Look, it’s just that you can’t change old heads.

– Is your head so old? Is it so much older than his?

– Alice — 

– You’ve done wonderful things so far. You’ve kept up a running criticism that’s been very
beneficial.

– It’s been simply a backdrop to whatever he has to say.

– You’ve made your own contribution. 

– I’m tired of listening to myself.

–  Let  me recite  these  lines  to  you.  “When,  in  setting  down its  burden on occasion,
philosophy raises  its  eyes  to  the  lofty  ascent  before  it  with  its  sheer  precipices  and craggy
heights,  when  it  anguishes  deeply  over  its  forbidding  allure,  its  most  remote,  inaccessible
regions, and when it ponders chillingly...

– I’ve heard all this.

– ...how many great-souled ones tried in vain, mistaking one or other of its cloud-capped
peaks for the highest of summits, the heaven of a hard-earned, all-seeing human brilliance . . .”
You dream of retiring and travelling around Ireland. But you know very well that your home is
here.  No vision of the blessed isles can be so ultimately rewarding as finding out what you
might’ve been or rather what you could be with us.

I’m reluctant to draw out this phase of fighting toe-to-toe with professors. I know that it
took up a tremendous amount of my time and energy and that, had it continued, it would have led
to my abandoning graduate studies.
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– What’re you trying to make of me?

– A hero.

– At  age sixty-three,  being nothing more than an assistant  professor all  my life,  I’m
suddenly to become a hero?

– You will climb the tower, Mr. Solness. I can see you up there already.

– Climb the — how did you know?

– I will see you up the tower. And then I’ll shout, “Hurrah for Mr. Solness!”

At the same time I don’t want to pass over how, in retrospect, it seems to have gone very
deep with me. It is not without imagining someone crying “Hurrah for Mr. Hunter!” that I see
myself  having  driven  the  nail  of  my  dissidence  and  discontent  deep  into  the  wood  of
philosophical discourse. 

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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– Let’s just say some people found it interesting. And as for publishing, that’s no criterion
for judging anything to be great.

– How did you get to be such an expert?

– Oh, let’s not waste time. Who archives journal articles? They’re needed as much as
anything  else  but  they’re  satellite  things  around  texts  that,  like  Nietzsche’s,  might’ve  been
scorned at one time. Alright, let’s move on. All the courses he took after the ones with Joós and
Shamus show that he didn’t bend an inch in putting the industry, the truth-industry I mean, into
question.  Now  it  would  be  very  tiresome  to  bring  into  view  each  and  every  sign  of  the
indomitable nature of this man but let me just give as one example the epigraph he used for a
paper on Wittgenstein (which by the way was written, like the Merleau-Ponty paper, in a highly
unconventional  style).  It  was  taken  from  some  commentator  but  he  nonetheless  thought  it
captured  the  spirit,  along  with  some  other  quotes  he  used  as  epigraphs,  of  how  he  was
approaching the subject.

Naturally Wittgenstein had a great horror of “professorial” philosophy by
philosophers: people having to turn out lectures when they knew in their
own heart that they had nothing of value to say. It is with good reason
that  he  constantly  advised  his  students  not  to  become  professional
philosophers.

And so on. I mean, I could cite all sorts of instances, show all sorts of signs that he was
always pushing ahead with his ideal and never backing off from it. It’s the performative rather
than the constative thing which of course anyone can take issue with and say “You’re wrong
here” or “You’re wrong there” and have a good conscience about it because, in truth, nothing
can be said that doesn’t invite something else being said for or against it.  

– May I say something against your way of proceeding, Miss Motormouth? I can’t help
but admire your vigour, your vitality, your exemplary devotion to the Cause, your way of filling
in  for  him  so  he  can  rest  in  the  background,  modest-like,  while  studying  his  nails.  Your
pugnacious style and your good clean zest for partisanship that doesn’t make the adversary feel
in the least belittled. But after having said all this, I can’t help but feel that, philosophically if not
psychologically and spiritually speaking, I’ve been reduced to a zero. It seems that it’s been
ruled in advance by the forces that be – I think they come by the name of A - L - I - C - E – that
professors of philosophy aren’t worth their salt and should humbly thank those that remind them
of it.

– Has it come to this, Andrew? Do you think I have such a low opinion of you? Of course
not. But in order to show how he drives the nail of his dissidence and discontent deep into the
wood of philosophical discourse —  

– I must be his whipping boy.

– You must be, in a manner of speaking, both his nail and his wood.
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– Putty in your hands, you mean. Wood-filler. I’m deprived of my main strength which is
to be part of the institution and turn my back on all this. 

– Oh, this massive turning of the back! This collective shrug and “Let’s get on with more
important things.” Tell me, Andrew, if the institution is right in doing this, is it still not right not
to do it? And not to do it precisely in the name of truthtelling?

– How did you manage to get to be such a Jesuit? My God, this shows how trumped-up
this game is because no normal twenty-three-year-old by the name of Alice or any other name
would be so disposed as to think she could give philosophy lessons to her professor. 

– Oh, so it’s what’s normal that should  — oh, forget this! You know very well I’m not
normal.  Normality  is  at  issue  because,  well,  it’s  not  everything  and  yet  it  purports  to  be
everything and so... 

– I suspect this is just another argument... 

– ...in the name of truthtelling... 

– ... to get me on your wavelength... 

– ...there is a protest that should always be articulated.

– ...and essentially be the opponent of everything I’ve been up to now.

The day that normality goes over to the other side, wholly and completely, is the day that
both sides dissolve.

– Sometimes he’s not very helpful.

– But I see your point. I’m not dismissing it. It’s just that I’m not constituted to be the
rabid defender of it.

– Oh, Andrew, in that “not dismissing” and “not defending” is where all your goodness
lies. In any event, I’m starting to have a bad conscience about keeping you here. I’m starting to
feel I’ve been employing all sorts of nasty tricks to make you a partisan like I am.

It’s a delicate operation not to make a partisan out of anything or anyone we have a good
deal of control over.

– Your control over me is more than a little discomforting, Alice. Nonetheless it’s not
without its charm and piquancy. I’ve a book-lined room in my house that I keep to most of the
time and, like a gay old bachelor not much different from your hero, find some solitary pleasure.
This is where I would go now if you hadn’t transformed this normally dull university office into
the most amazing laboratory a philosopher is ever likely to find.
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I have the feeling that some of Nietzsche’s truest and most enduring friends were among
the group of cultivated people that, with the Zarathustra mask, he disparaged.

– Oh, Andrew, Andrew! 

– Enough! You’ll soon have me with women’s weapons, water-drops, staining my man’s
cheeks. Oh, there’s the role I should’ve played! “Darkness and devils! Saddle my horses!” Don’t
you think, if I had a beard and long white hair, I’d look wild and imperious enough to play the
role of Lear?

– You’d play it to perfection and nobody would even know you were a university prof.

– That would be something!

– Oh, you could play so many parts. Willie Loman in The Death of a Salesman.

– I suppose I could.

– Ned Bartley’s father in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.

– I don’t know that one.

– Duncan in Macbeth.

– Alright, you’ve convinced me.

– A most engaging professor who’s near retirement and who’s so generous and open-
minded  that  he  puts  up  with  all  the  presumptions  and  self-confidence  of  an  upstart
undergraduate.

– Hmm.

– And who thinks of himself as a bit of a cowardly lion but is in fact full of zest and
courage. 

– A demanding part. It would require study.

– You are so good, Andrew. Now let me see. I think I have all the documents here.

– What documents? What’re you doing?

– Okay, here’s his M. A. thesis. Here’s his doctoral one. Here are numerous essays, notes,
letters, poems. And here is even the beginning of his work on On Truthtelling. 

– What are we supposed to do with all this?
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– Examine it,  Andrew. Find out exactly how he drives the nail  of  his dissidence and
discontent deep into the wood of philosophical discourse.

– Are you joking?

– It seems like a Herculean task, I know, but — 

– Yes, something like cleaning out the Augean stables.

– Here are his two theses.

– They are the only two texts that have a respectable appearance.

– After thirty years of philosophizing it comes down to judging a book by its cover?

– I see nothing much more than a collection of old essays, notes, correspondence. Alice,
put it back in a box and let it sleep for thirty years.

– I know you’re just playing hard-to-get. I know you’re just dying to dig into this archive.

– Oh, yes! I’m looking at Gadamer’s old papers. It’s disordered, motley, heterogeneous. 

– Stained, coloured, creased.

– Ill-taken care of, to say the least.

– But all intact and still very much a collection of papers. Andrew, it’s our job to put
some order into it.

– Is this a scene out of Hedda Gabler? Am I to play the role of George Tesman to your
Thea? Are we to treat all this as if they were the notes of Eilert Lovborg?

– What a lovely way to put it!

– Alice, these two theses are complete philosophical works. If they’re worth anything,
they should go out to the world as they are.

–  But  they’re  incomplete,  in  a  manner  of  speaking.  They’re  cold,  they’re
uncontextualized, they’re philosophical.

– They’re what?

– From the point  of  view of  On Truthtelling,  they are.  Oh,  Andrew,  they’re different
unconventional things but they’re still that pose of sitting god-like on some mountaintop while
not being so god-like, so truly god-like, as to see all around and through this pose. 
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– This god-like above god-like pose sounds like another pose.

–  Perhaps  it  is.  Perhaps  this  going  up  a  mountain  is  always  as  much  a  pretend-
achievement as an achievement.

– And for that you’re willing to risk life and limb?

– Maybe that’s another half-truth because we all die anyway. Andrew, you know I’m not
normal. I’m glued to his thought as if I had no other purpose but to flesh it out. To give it a
contour it might otherwise not have. 

– I don’t know what to make of all this. You’ll have to take the lead.

– But then we’re switching places. Thea is leading Tesman. Alright, our question is: how
is the nail of dissidence and discontent driven deep into the wood of philosophical discourse?

– Is  this  question only applicable to him? Is it  not something that  should be viewed
generally?

– I think you’ve hit upon this “how” already. How if not for others? How if not for a
whole tradition of hitting the nail of dissidence and discontent into the wood of philosophical
discourse?

– Now it’s so large you could practically throw anyone in.

– I’m with you, Andrew. Does that seem strange? Me, the enthusiast? In any event, I
support your cause, I mean, conjecture.

– In my own modest way I’ve made a few stabs at rattling the cage. However, I know
there are others who go much further and make a career out of it.

– Ah, ha! A career! They make a career out of it.  So they pitch their tents in a field
different from the others.

– There are cranks and crackpots amongst them. Perhaps they don’t so much pitch their
tents as get pitched out of the main camp.

– A bit of both, I suppose, Andrew. Do you ever suddenly feel that you’re faced with too
much? That you’re pushing on with something only because you started with it and are reluctant
to let it go?

– It sounds like life to me.

– I’m dedicated to saying all I can about how he drives the nail into the wood. And yet
there’s all this other stuff.
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– What else can we do but push on?

– Take this essay on Wittgenstein. I’ve already given some idea as to how he went at it.
It’s  written  in  a  kind  of  Wittgensteinian  way  and  yet  sometimes  using  Wittgenstein  against
himself.

– Sounds like deconstruction.

– Something like that. Only it’s before he read — oh, I don’t want to go into that yet. Or
maybe I should. Maybe I should go into it because it shows how things don’t always follow a
linear path. How you sometimes go down this or that route, give it up for various reasons, decide
it’s not for you and then later decide it is for you.

– Nothing so special about that, Alice. We all do it on occasion.

– Then what about the urge not to, simply because it’s so common, let it slip out of sight?
What sort of protest is being made here?

– Are you speaking as one who’s making the protest or simply noting it?

– I’m overwhelmed, Andrew. I know it’s just an emotional response but I feel it should be
registered. Am I protesting or only taking note of it? Am I a partisan? Yes! Am I a pure objective
observer? No! Am I nothing more than a partisan? No! Am I trying to be an objective observer?
Yes! 

– For his sake of course.

– For his sake, Andrew. What I’ve got to note gives an indication of what he thinks is a
general insight into philosophy.

– Let’s hear it.

–  It’s  his  initial  resistance  to  deconstruction.  His  being  at  one  time  far  more  of  a
metaphysician as a philosophical self than he ever was as a poetic or literary one. 

– I’m glad to see you’re taking the bull by the horns.

– I’m glad to see a sort of symbiotic relationship springing up between us, Andrew, that I
can credit as much to your good-heartedness as to my subtle and not-so-subtle ruses.

I have the feeling that I have been relegated to something like the role of Hamlet’s ghost
who must shout from underneath the stage: “Remember!”

– Oh, I hear you, truepenny. Only the ghost in Hamlet doesn’t shout “Remember!”
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–  Andrew,  this  initial-resistance-to-deconstruction  thing  is  important  because  it’s  the
counterpart to an initial and perduring resistance to it by the vast majority of people. 

– Oh, really?

– This resistance has a head and spinal chord to it that gives itself reasons. 

– Gives itself reasons? Head and spinal chord?

– Yes, It’s something like the backbone of a community and all its reasons which are this
backbone and all its strength and security are here and at the same time almost indistinguishable
from it its stupidity.

– Alice, we’re talking about the philosophical community.

– Yes, where this  stupidity is  written over as strategy that effaces itself.  Oh, I’m just
sputtering out these thoughts that come from him. I know I’m not really thinking for myself. This
strategy is not really a strategy in any classical sense but is interfused with a moral and ethical
commitment that wards off the disaster of a wholesale commitment to deconstruction.

– Hmm. 

–  But  perhaps  I’m  going  too  fast.  Let’s  just  talk  about  this  resistance.  How does  it
manifest itself? It manifests itself by scrupulously examining everything except itself.

– That’s a good deal and it would be hard to get anything done otherwise.

– Philosophy is incapable of the most powerful self-examination except at the cost of
itself.

– Then obviously there’s good reason for it not to look too hard at itself.

–  But  that’s  not  where  we  are,  Andrew.  That’s  not  where  he  is.  There’s  a  part  of
philosophy – call it truthtelling – that’s inimical to putting self-preservation before the truth. 

– Before the truth?

– Well, before the hardest truth. Before  — I’m not sure exactly what to call it but it’s
always in some sense against the truth. 

– Really? I’ll tell you, Alice, I can think of a few choice words and without straining my
brain to describe this paradox.

– Pejoratives mostly, aren’t they? Words used by the tradition to make it sound like the
other line of thought is marginal rather than intrinsic.
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– Oh, dear! I see what’s being asked but I also see the point of staying in the valley where
the human community is. 

– Andrew, look me in the eyes and tell me you’d rather be in your little room dreaming of
Ireland than on some wind-swept height with vine leaves in your hair.

– I’m not particularly attracted to — oh, Alice, I don’t have the physique for it. If only I
could play Lear on some wind-swept heath. 

“Blow, winds, and crack your cheeks! rage! blow!
You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout
Till you have drenched our steeples, drown’d the cocks!
You sulphurous and thought-cleaving fires,
Vaunt-couriers to oak-cleaving thunderbolts,
Singe my white head! And thou, all-shaking thunder,
Smite flat the thick rotundity o’ the world!
Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once,
That make ingrateful man!”

– There are vine leaves in your hair, Andrew. I can see them.

– Oh, nothing but thorns and briars, my dear. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were
my daughter, Cordelia. But I’m afraid I haven’t been in my right mind of late.

– And so I am, I am. Oh, Andrew, where have you been with such talent? What great roles
awaited you if only you’d taken a chance with your life.

Remember!

– Why has he restricted himself to the role of ghost? Why has he abandoned the main
part and left us with the meatier ones?

– A question of taste, I suppose.

– Taste?

– Well, now that he’s more or less one with his work and can’t scrounge up any critical
distance  between  himself  and  it,  an  overly  monologic  discourse  would  be  too  much  like
pretending some final answer.

– It seems that just as some philosophers are afraid of sounding too indefinite, others are
afraid of sounding too dogmatic.

– I think it’s safe to say we’re a carrying on after his death. Oh, not his real death, of
course. But his literary or philosophical death in On Truthtelling.
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– What! Are you serious? Alice, how can there be an essay on  On Truthtelling if  the
author abandons it? How can he speak the truth about his subject if he’s no longer speaking?

– But, Andrew, what is all this if not his speaking? What are we if not his speaking?

– The one may very well be his speaking but we are, as his speaking self, philosophically
out  of  play.  We  can’t  be  his  voice  and  his  thoughts  upon  pain  of  being  false  as  fictitious
characters.

– Rather let’s say upon pain of being characters. People in our own right and yet...

– Either way it’s a loss of an authentic voice.

– ...we’re bound up with him, you must agree, in a very close and particular way.

– Oh, you much more than I. If it weren’t for you, I’d have bailed out long ago. Thea — I
mean, Alice, you carry me along with more force than I have strength to resist. You could take
me to the bottom of a rabbit hole right now and I think I’d be content to spend all my days
soaking up your nonsense about how great an actor I am.

Remember!

– Oh, not quite dead? Well, we swear, I suppose, to carry out this mission. 

– Wittgenstein was very special. A logician who kept sounding like he didn’t want to be
one.

– Read it.

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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ordinarily speaking, it’s  not something that most people don’t  even recognize.  If  a physician
publicly announced such a sickness as a widespread health problem, who would understand
him?

5. Some spirits react to what they consider to be the bad things of their time by going
completely in the opposite direction. This is their form of bad behaviour.

– Well,  there’s no question that Russell, for example, thought that Wittgenstein lacked
ethics.  And yet  Wittgenstein himself  characterized his  work as being ethical.  How is  one to
understand this? It’s true that, from one point of view, Wittgenstein was a bad actor. (He beat on
some schoolchildren when he was in Austria and trying to live apart from philosophy.) And yet,
on the other hand, he was exceptionally conscientious and courageous. Alice, how many people
would give away a vast fortune? How many people have done so throughout all history? And for
the purpose of preserving an intellectual conscience of the highest order? Oh, tell me, is this
merely a curious biographical fact or a statement of some sort – ethical, philosophical, and
perhaps even religious – that goes to the heart of what he was? 

6. He does philosophy in order to attack the pretensions of philosophy. Its big questions
or at least how these big questions are handled seem bogus to him. But there is ambiguity here.
On the one hand, he apparently wishes to bring the whole of philosophy into disrepute. On the
other hand, he lauds the endeavours of the past and involves himself in deeply vexing, largely
impractical, and sometimes all-too-serious ways of thinking.

– Oh, what an ego must’ve been necessary to cut away from so much! To reduce it all to a
collective shell game! To think that the best game of all was to dismantle it with a few logical or
linguistic tools! And then to forget all about it, as he suggested so often to his students, and get
into some honest line of work!

7. Should  philosophy,  unlike  other  concepts  such as  ‘number,’ be  a  thread  with  one
continuous fibre running throughout it rather than numerous overlapping ones?

– Yes, I remember this aphorism. It’s similar to his talk about language-games. A concept
identifies  itself  with  sameness  while  — oh,  my God,  here  I’m  talking  like  a  Derridean!  —
struggling with overriding diversity and difference.

8. Wittgenstein no doubt comes across to some philosophers in a manner which resembles
the naive and nagging questions of a child who desires a degree of clarification which cannot
possibly be given.

– Well, he says this about himself somewhere. And yet when it comes to questions about
his own work – I’m thinking of Frege’s and Russell’s puzzlement over the Tractatus – he didn’t
seem to appreciate demands for clarification. No, as soon as he decided that his spade had hit
bedrock,  he  treated  such questions  as  being  bereft  of  point  and purpose.  Like  wheels  on a
machine that don’t turn anything.
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9. If one simply takes every utterance of his literally or at face-value, then how much has
one really learned about being suspicious in the face of the manifold ways (call some incorrect, if
you will) that language may be employed?

– He deprecates his own work at the end. He apologizes for not being more controlled
and systematic. And yet he claims he has no other way to get out what he has to say except by
following his natural bent.  So that gives him a certain freedom, I suppose.  For what? Well,
perhaps  just  so  he  doesn’t  have  to  hide  or  dissimulate  problems.  Internal  contradictions,
inconsistencies, and perhaps even incoherencies in his own work. Things that, if I don’t miss my
guess, he would’ve liked to have surgically removed.

10. Like Nietzsche, he views himself (at least in part) as a destroyer. The one with respect
to old values; the other with respect to old ways of doing philosophy.  In each case, something
smacks of hyperbole. (This too is a way of using language.)

– And one that, in philosophy at least, is generally frowned upon. Imagine if all carried
on in such fashion. You know, I’m trying to get into Wittgenstein’s head and, all in all, I think I’m
doing pretty good. But as a representative of the crass majority, I must finally come down on the
side of everybody playing the same game and following the same rules. 

11. It is interesting to note, I think, that Wittgenstein saw a way to undo philosophical
problems by rendering problematic what most philosophers took to be no problem at all. (Or at
least no problem worth investigating on a grand scale.)

– If Wittgenstein is right in thinking that the biggest problem of all is how philosophers
use language, then his fate is like Cassandra’s in the Greek myth. Few have heeded him. Few
have paid attention to him even when explaining him. And so, just as he says, everything remains
the same.

12. Does Wittgenstein offer us simply a description of language? Is not ‘description’ itself
a word with a certain degree of fluidity, a meaning related to context? Then, if this is so, could
there not be aspects of Wittgenstein’s description of language which resemble explanation? For
example,  when he introduces such neologisms as ‘language-game’ and ‘family-resemblance,’
how do these not count as technical terms with explanatory value?

– A good point. Even if he limits these terms to a bare minimum, they’re still operating.
They’re still trying to capture the whole of something. Frankly, I don’t see how a description can
have any sense unless there’s an explanation to give it some point and purpose.

13. In Section 109 of the  Philosophical Investigations, he talks about looking into the
workings  of  language.  And  this,  he  says,  must  be  done  in  the  way of  description  and  not
explanation. Now imagine someone saying the same thing about a car motor. One fellow says to
the other: ‘I’m going to describe to you the workings of this motor in such a way that you will be
very clear about it.’ Now in what way, it may be asked, would such an account not amount to
being an explanation? Even if it were to remain wholly practical, its intent would still be more

441



than simple familiarization. And so it seems to me that, so far as Wittgenstein is involved in
wanting  to  create  a  new  understanding  or  awareness,  he  unavoidably  involves  himself  in
explanation. (In our normal way of speaking, explanation yields understanding and description
yields familiarization or recognition.)

–  Description  /  explanation.  Philosophical  language  /  ordinary  language.  Sense  /
nonsense. Wittgenstein had a small packet of oppositions that don’t find favour with many – or at
least some – philosophers. I suppose the explanation is that, just as he wanted to doubt in a
thoroughly novel way, so he wanted to end it. 

14. I wonder if Wittgenstein’s way of proceeding is as wholly unscientific as he seems to
think it is. Does he not view language-games as a kind of diverse, wide-ranging phenomena?
And does he not find and examine a multitude of examples of language use in much the same
way that a scientist collects specimens? (I would hesitate to go so far as to say he proceeds
inductively and draws principles.)

– If the question “What’s a game?” escapes being answered in an absolutely definitive
way, then how should it be any different for the question “What’s a science?” And, furthermore,
even if, as Wittgenstein allows, strict boundaries can be drawn up for a specific purpose, there
are always and forever border disputes.

15. What is the role of philosophy? Webster’s Dictionary describes it as 1) the love or
pursuit of wisdom, 2) the search for underlying causes or principles of reality, 3) the critical
examination of the grounds for fundamental beliefs and an analysis of the concepts employed in
the expression of such beliefs, 4) the study of the principles of human nature and conduct, 5) the
science that comprises all learning exclusive only of technical precepts and practical arts, 6) the
coordinate disciplines of science and liberal arts exclusive only of medicine, law, and theology,
7)  the  science  that  comprises  logic,  ethics,  aesthetics,  metaphysics,  and  epistemology,  8)  a
system of motivating beliefs, concepts, and principles, 9) the sum of an individual’s ideas and
convictions, and 10) the calmness of temper and judgment befitting a philosopher.

– And 11) the practise of saying that most of the above is nonsense.

16.  I  would  like  to  try  a  little  experiment.  In  Section  69  of  the  Philosophical
Investigations Wittgenstein  remarks  upon  the  difficulty  of  explaining  to  someone  (who  is
presumably from another planet) what a game is. I would like to quote part of this section but, in
place of the word ‘game,’ I shall substitute the word ‘philosophy.’ Thus: 

How should we explain what philosophy is? I imagine that we should
describe philosophy to him, and we might add, “This and similar things
are called ‘philosophy’.” And do we know any more about it ourselves?
Is it only other people whom we cannot tell what philosophy is? – But
this is not our ignorance. We do not know the boundaries because none
have been drawn. To repeat,  we can draw a boundary – for a  special
purpose. Does it take that to make the concept usable? Not at all! (Except
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for that special purpose.)

– Wittgenstein had a very special purpose and, for that reason, drew a strict and narrow
boundary around philosophy. And yet drawing this boundary was in some sense at odds with his
purpose. Philosophy shouldn’t constrain language, he said, and one wonders why that shouldn’t
include the language of philosophy. In other words, his own philosophizing was perhaps more
personal than he realized and didn’t check itself out except at odd moments. (For example, I’m
thinking of the Introduction to the Philosophical Investigations where he admits to some failing
or  shortcoming.)  On  the  other  hand,  it  did  do  just  that  –  be  very  consciously  or  at  least
conscientiously personal – by presenting itself like the workshop of his mind with none of the
inner struggles and questionable moves concealed.

17.  It is fair to say, I think, that there are those scholars who take Wittgenstein to be
drawing very definite boundaries around philosophy. But perhaps this view of the matter, if it is
not looked into more carefully, comes from a reading of him which is simply too literal. After all,
there  is  certainly enough evidence  to  show that  he wasn’t  the least  bit  interested  in  having
disciples or founding a school. So far as that goes then, unless he truly wanted philosophy to end
with him, he must have been aware, however bitterly, of the limited application of his method.
On the other hand, it would be absurd to think that he desired to have no influence. So the matter
might be settled, I think, by considering the more tendencious of his pronouncements, those that
sound like universal propositions about what philosophy is or should be, to be an aspect of style.
In other words, he wishes his voice not only to sound (or to be simply the voice of sweet reason)
but also to ring a bit.  And given that this voice was, at least to some degree, a voice in the
wilderness,  the  use  of  language  as  an  attention-getting  device  hardly  strikes  me  as  an
inappropriate move.”

– Wittgenstein not wanting disciples? I’m not  sure about that.  He attracted and was
attracted by people largely on the basis of the interest they took in his work. And that work, as
much as it was his writings, was also the thing he didn’t write about or at least not very much.
I’m thinking of the ethic or way of living that, according to him, couldn’t be said but only shown.

– I think both can be done. You can live in a certain way. You can also write about it in a
certain way. You can tell the truth about it in a certain way and that writing can also be part of
that way of living. 

– Well, he toyed with the idea of writing an autobiography. Here was a man who seemed
to think the best things were consigned to silence. Who couldn’t even appreciate Shakespeare!
How could he — oh, well there’s only one answer. He was a minimalist. A poetic-philosophical
minimalist. He wrote the Tractatus – a brilliant piece of minimalist work – and got away with it
in a sort of minimalist way (though I don’t decry the work that went into it) by, first, paying little
attention to the philosophical tradition, and, second, having this treatise accepted as a doctoral
thesis.

–  If  one were a bit  more of  a poet  (and didn’t  just  read detective stories),  then one
wouldn’t be so quick, I think, to identify saying with bare-bones talk. Or to identify showing with
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silence and so a kind of mute expression of nobility. No, all are bound up together and so, if
there’s a case for being the kind of truthteller that Wittgenstein was, so there’s a case for being
another kind.

– Alice — 

– Oh, it’s so terribly presumptuous, isn’t it? To put him on the same level? After all, he’s
only written a few meagre essays whereas Wittgenstein, well, Wittgenstein wrote the Tractatus. A
very brazen attempt to cut through all the bullshit. At least if you think that, when it comes to
truth, it’s our ordinary language that counts for everything.

– Well, statements that hold up a picture of reality. That limit all our genuine knowledge
of what’s true and what’s false.

– Pah! It’s so poverty-stricken it makes lying look good.

– “Everything that can be said can be said clearly.” Lies? We hardly know what we mean
by this.

– I’m thinking about it.

– Well, I suppose you could accuse Wittgenstein of a lie when he says: “Everything that
can be said can be said clearly.”

– The cat is on the mat. Or else the cat is not on the mat. That’s very clear. But if we
dragged it out indefinitely, filling up a whole world, it would be a big nothing.     

– Oh, he knows that very well. And he also knows that he can’t be entirely true to his own
position. And that the ethic he can’t speak about, along with being the attempt to be as true as
possible to it, is precisely not being true to it as a sort of broken confession of its impossibility.

– His writing is boring. It’s his life that’s interesting.

– Yet he made a singular contribution. He drew our attention to the way we use language.
Only what he calls misuse and error and confusion is contestable. 

– It’s that all-too-typical putting down of philosophers by others.

– He called his own stuff nonsense though. That should give some idea of the non-biassed
or objective side of his thought. On the other hand, he took his nonsense to be something like a
ladder or escape route.

– That’s too convenient. This kicking away the ladder behind him so he could get away
from it all.
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– Yes,  he  really  thought  he  could  make that  great  Kierkegaardian leap into  another
world. I’m not sure what sort of world exactly. I’ll only say it seemed to be an active one where,
with a clear conscience, he could think everything except philosophy. 

– Maybe he was thinking it all the time. Even when he thought he didn’t have to think
about it any longer.

– Putting it on the back burner is probably what happened. Otherwise it’s difficult to
explain his coming back to it. 

– It was an albatross around his neck. 

–  It  was  strikingly  like  a  malediction  that,  as  Nietzsche  with  his  sickness  did,  was
transmuted.

– P and not-P. There’s the logic of what he was. 

– A man who was torn between being a philosophical guru and a philosophical dropout.
I’m afraid I can’t contradict you on that point. 

– A philosopher who didn’t want to be a philosopher. What sort of logic or language-
game is that? Doesn’t that show that, right from the beginning, the cards are scrambled? That as
much as we live and die by the “cat on the mat”stuff, we also live and die by the truth of the
human heart.

– Or untruth, Alice.

– Right from the beginning. And since as much certainty as uncertainty is laid up there to
make doubting certainty a wise move, it’s not surprising we’ve carried it right to the heart of this
fickle world. 

– He must’ve wanted order in one place. Untouchable. And there he’s strikingly similar to
all the philosophers he’s otherwise so different from.

– But he scrambled the cards with the Philosophical Investigations. Anybody who claims
there’s an indefinite number of games is on the way to losing faith in calling his game the game.

– And so he died without quite finishing his game. And others have come along to play it
for him. There’s the whole history of philosophy.

– It’s complication and over-complication.

– By and large that seems to have been our agenda so far. What else is on it?
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itself to itself. And the third stage is the earliest manifestation (but then
always  abiding  condition)  of  the  consciousness  which  unfolds  itself
“beyond” itself. 

Notice the quotation marks around the word “beyond.” They were simply a concession to
the assignment. I think he felt that, if he’d left them out, he’d be making it too apparent that he
was treating Absolute Knowledge as necessarily but also essentially (or is it essentially but also
necessarily?) an overblown concept. And that the fulfilling of itself by constantly falling short of
itself, by constantly being in the process of learning from its errors, is both the rule and ruse of
reason and non-reason together.

The  first  corresponds  to  Phenomenal  Knowledge,  the  second  to
Phenomenological  Knowledge,  and  the  third  to  Absolute  Knowledge.
The first is aware of its unfolding but not aware of it as its unfolding. The
second is aware of its unfolding but not aware of itself as a complete
unfolding. And the third is aware of itself as a complete unfolding which
it posits for itself,  in and as itself,  and in this very “explicit” positing
implicitly sublates itself in the process of a deconstruction and a fresh
positing of Absolute Knowledge.  Consciousness thus goes beyond the
point  at  which  it  first  articulates  itself  as  Absolute  Knowledge,
historically, logically, and dialectically, both by undermining this express
articulation  of  itself  and  articulating  itself  further  or  over  again  in  a
movement at once away from and back to itself. Such a consciousness as
Absolute Knowledge knows that only in this way (i.e., as the absolute
notion or determination of itself) is consciousness in touch with itself as a
philosophical consciousness.

And here’s a quote from Hegel.

The goal, Absolute Knowing, or Spirit that knows itself as Spirit, has for
its path the recollection of the Spirits as they are in themselves and as
they  accomplish  the  organization  of  their  realm.  Their  preservation,
regarded from the side of their free existence appearing in the form of
contingency,  is  History;  but  regarded  from  the  side  of  their
[philosophically]  comprehended  organization,  it  is  the  Science  of
Knowing in the sphere of appearance (Phenomenology of Spirit, s. 808)

And the rest goes:

The movement of history, in other words, is a constant regeneration or
throwing up of new “organizing spirits.” Their  recollection is thus the
path along which the goal of Consciousness receives ever new forms of,
and impetuses for, Absolute Knowing. In such manner, Consciousness,
while fulfilling the vital task of keeping itself alive and whole, is no dead
march through time, no complaisant coasting or lack of risk-taking, but
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an ongoing voyage of quest and discovery.

– It’s difficult, as you say. 

– I don’t think he can read it now without wondering if he knew exactly what he was
saying. 

– Absolute Knowledge sounds like some sort of regulatory principle that’s also a fiction.

– How powerful that fiction is in a course controlled by it!

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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and moving how express and admirable! in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a
god! the paragon of animals! and yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust?”

– How large you become when you have such lines!

– Alice, we better move along. Words, words, words, When are we to get at these two
things?

– Yes, that’s the question.

– It takes time to read works of this nature.

– I guess you’ve sat on a lot of thesis committees over the years.

– Alice, let’s not fool ourselves. I’m not here to read them. I’m here to hear what you have
to say about them.

–  How  they  drive  the  nail  of  dissidence  and  discontent  deep  into  the  wood  of
philosophical discourse?

– How do they do it? In two words.

–  By  attacking  scholarly  arguments.  By  attacking  the  whole  business  of  scholarly
argumentation. By attacking the whole business of philosophical argumentation.

– I have the master’s thesis here. Is it involved in this wholesale attack on philosophical
argumentation? 

– It’s involved without being the thing itself. In fact, there never really is the thing itself.
Even the  doctoral  thesis,  which  goes  much further,  is  only  the semblance  of  this  wholesale
attack.

– So the attack is not real.

– The attack’s real enough. The attack may be against mere shadows and not hit anything
substantial, but, in the realm of truthtelling, that counts for something. You  think this is mere
word play? But suppose it could be proven all philosophizing is word play?

– Has he proven it?

– Oh, what’s proof? We shell it out and it’s either accepted or not. Of course it’s proof. I
have no doubt that it’s anything but proof. But I also know that many others would find reasons
not to think it proof.

– But you’d find reasons to discount their reasons.
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– Of course. And what’s more I’d be willing to bet I’d outlast them. 

– A bet you’d lose if you’re mortal like me.

– You might as well say an argument I’d lose if, like all other arguments, it has the fate of
either dying as an argument and becoming, at the very best, a cultural artifact. Or, on the other
hand, continuing on as an easy target (but not too easy) for a host of interpretative, rhetorical,
and argumentative elements driven by the desire to get to the truth of a matter a little or a lot
better than it does.

– Can you run that by me again?

– I think what I’ve just said sums up the whole picture except that, when other arguments
take up this picture, it looks slight and ridiculous.

– Infinitely so.

– But then again I suppose my argument makes all arguments look slight and ridiculous.

– Alice, I think I grasp the overall picture you’re drawing. Or at least the one he’s drawn.
But what am I to do now? Play external examiner? Test you on every aspect of it? Make sure
you’ve put forward a good solid argument for it? 

– Oh, Andrew — ! 

– I know, I know. But it can’t be ignored. The most powerful argument against you is that
you hoist yourself on your own petard. 

– The most powerful argument against argumentation is that it can never be quite fair.
Never one hundred per cent fair. And that’s what he more or less shows. 

– So he’s written hundreds of pages to show nothing more than that?

– Andrew, when you consider that virtually every philosopher starts and ends as if this
weren’t a troubling factor. As if his argumentation were somehow absolved from what afflicts –
oh,  I’m sure  he’d  be  willing  to  attest  to  this!  –  everyone  else’s,  then  something  leaps  into
prominence that, if your subject is truthtelling, shouldn’t be ignored.

– So this is how he drives the nail of dissidence and discontent deep into the wood of
philosophical discourse?

– By coming up with the subject that, in a sense, has been staring everyone in the face.
That’s written all over literature and poetry and for that matter life itself but has never been put
in such a forthright way.
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– Hats off! What else is there to say?

– So are you persuaded that, whatever discourse he examines, be it on one side of a
debate or the other, he always finds evidence of a lack of transparency?

– I’m convinced, Alice.         

– Are we really at the top of the mountain? So easily? Oh, Andrew, if we are, it’s only with
the feeling that I’ve somehow cheated. That I’ve brought you to this point not of your own free
will but with a kind of coercion and violence.

– Alice, that may be. But I’m here. I’m ready to take responsibility for it. I’m sure that if I
was his thesis examiner, I’d be mightily impressed. I might even call his work brilliant. But at the
end of the day it’s my pet thoughts and projects I’ll go back to. They don’t necessarily go with
taking his work too much to heart.

– I was hoping to go a bit further into these theses.

– There’s a ton of information here that probably won’t change one jot what’s already
been said. 

– So much has been said already but not formally. Not in the way of strict argumentation.
Strange  to  think  I  should  want  to  draw you into  this.  That  I  should  have  to  appeal  to  its
authority.

– Tell me how these theses went. Their reception. That might be more enlightening than
worrying about the rest.

– Oh, Andrew, are you really interested? Are you willing to give us a second breath? Are
you ready to push up the mountain a bit higher? 

– Now that I’m breathing mountain air and enjoy the view for the most part, I’m not in a
hurry to go back. But let’s not pretend I’m won over to anything. It’s just that, like other human
beings, I have to get away from myself for a while.

– Your goodness shines through. It’s more than mine because, unlike you, I’m willing to
put people at risk.

– Hmm.

– Andrew, there isn’t much to say about how the master’s thesis was received. Oh, I could
carry on a gossipy this or that but how would that carry us ever higher?

– So that leaves us with the doctoral thesis. 
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– Yes. Oh, there’s these other essays but how could we — no, it would never be more than
covering old ground.

– It’s difficult to plunge into a new or not-so-familiar area and grasp all its intricacies. In
fact, if I were to fault scholars, it would be that they habitually pretend to do just that.

– So we’re not going to do what’s ridiculously impossible. Andrew, even this thesis by
itself is too much. But maybe the story that goes with it – how I shall get it out I don’t know yet –
is worth something.

– What does it testify to, Alice? How does it bear upon the subject at hand?

– First of all, if I didn’t think it was about his pushing higher, I wouldn’t want to bring it
up. Secondly, if I didn’t think it was true to what’s already been said, to a sort of orientation that
can always be a disorientation and then, whether wanted or not,  whether suspected or not, a
reorientation, I would close the book on the matter right now.

– Perhaps I will read some of these things. Perhaps others will too. In any event, I’ve got
the feeling that whatever you have to say is more vital for our purpose.

– Andrew, I can’t speak now as if the context were one of confrontation like at Concordia.
I  can’t  speak now as  if  he were  more a rebel  figure than a person grooming himself  for  a
professional career. And I can’t speak as if he were one constantly thinking of mountain climbing
rather than valley dwelling. At least I can’t speak now of all this unless I think of him as a
divided self that, after suffering this division in himself, returned to himself.

– Will you never get over exalting him? I’m sorry, but if we’re to meet on some common
ground, you’ll have to stop this. 

– Andrew, perhaps you should tell me to stop breathing. Oh, I know very well — Andrew,
you can’t meet me here. You never will. 

– Go on.

– It’s mostly to do with what life seems to hold out, may hold out, can hold out if you
conform a few degrees more to a certain prevalent standard. If you’re just a little more receptive
in your heart of  hearts to a certain way of being.  And if  you make the adjustments – jump
through the hoops that others jump through – to get to the other side.

– O speak no more!

– It’s basically the standard that society exalts without paying too much attention to what
it costs in terms of being true and honest. It’s basically what we all want apart from truth and
what we’re willing to sacrifice for it. 
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– Are there no exceptions?

– None. Oh, look at Socrates! Doesn’t he thrive on winning arguments? Isn’t he being a
bit too ingenuous when he claims that, for the sake of truth, he’d be happy to lose one?

– Your point is that we’re all thrust into the position of hiding something about ourselves.

– And maybe from ourselves so that it will always take others to reveal it.

– What sharp eyes you grant to your hero! You seem to think he can peer behind the
sharpest eyes.

– In his own manner he can which, because it’s his own manner, might be right here and
wrong there. Andrew, if your eyes are so sharp, you find out his blind spot.

– I don’t know where we’re going. My eyes can’t follow this highly indeterminate – or is it
over-determined? – trajectory.

–  Over-determined?  Perhaps.  By  prejudice.  By  hero-worshipping.  By  some  ethico-
aesthetic teleology. Andrew, I’m pushing for him. Your resistance is, well — 

– Symbolic.

– But you must confess it’s got some substance to it. Andrew, the division: how can I do
anything else but symbolize it?

– My head’s beginning to ache. It must be this high altitude. 

–  There  was  this  beautiful  young  couple  who  intrigued  him  and  who  exemplified
everything that could be called not only academic success but much else. 

– Married couple?

– Indeed. And married to philosophy as well.  Married to doing superbly as doctoral
students. The perfect couple. Believe me, the perfect union of correctness, planning, protocol,
procedure, high-level commitment and high-level performance.

– Paragons. Paradigms of philosophy students. I’ve seen a few. And they usually get their
careers going very early.

– Well,  certainly these did and they took every step to make sure this would happen.
Delving into all sorts of activities. The student’s association, conferences, the graduate students
philosophy journal, publications, even a book by him and her, oh, scholarships and medals and
teaching – the both of them did that – and even the organizing of extra-curricular activities.
Andrew, don’t you think that such people can’t be surpassed?
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– They sound like a well-oiled machine.

– A very beautiful, sympathetic, friendly, and even generous machine to boot. 

– The point being they represented something alluring and attractive to your hero.

– When you see a dream that has so much material substance and when your own dream
is looking a bit shabby, well, then it does look enticing.

– You ask yourself, I suppose, whether you’re still on the right track.

– Oh, Andrew, your good faith...

– Why do you keep praising me so?

– ...is what keeps this whole thing going. Andrew, they were a genuinely nice couple.
There’s nothing that could be said against them that wouldn’t be an injustice.

– But you’re going to say it anyway.

– Do I have a choice, Andrew? Do I have a choice when for truthtelling it’s not a matter
of  being  a  precision  tool  such  as  the  university  and,  let’s  go  further,  society  wants  but  an
altogether different one?

– Beautiful. Truly amazing what language can accomplish. You’ve managed to turn that
silk purse of a couple into a sow’s ear.

– I would rather think that a silk purse is all their reward whereas his is where moths and
thieves will never go. 

– The threadbare dream seems to have been in not too bad a shape.

– I’m making my way very slowly to the point that might be called the reception or non-
reception of his work. I’m trying to be – as I hope you’ve noticed – fair and diplomatic. Who
were his professors? What has to be said about them? Fortunately not much because he got
along well with them. There were some incidents resembling what went on at Concordia but of
such minor note I won’t speak about them. All in all things went rather smoothly. Swimmingly
even. Again I won’t stop to give details on what might be called his scholarly achievements. It’s
never been his CV he wanted to write large or at least not in any conventional sense. 

Older than the other students, he nonetheless enjoyed a second youth. Indeed, it might
be said that he was accepted all-round as some more extended, experienced, heterogeneous form
of youth. 

He worked hard and was well rewarded. Nobody put any obstacles in his path. Not to
say that everything was perfect but mostly he was treated with kindness and respect. Over five
and even six years. He felt like an insider many times. And when he received his doctoral degree,
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well, it was a conferring of identity. 
The doctoral degree. A door-opener if a few things were in place. Perhaps he was a

little slow in getting things in place. Perhaps even a little reluctant. But it can’t be said that he
didn’t get or at least try to get some things in place.

The  day  he  asked  one  professor  to  sit  on  his  thesis  committee,  he  didn’t  respond
negatively when the latter asked him if he planned to make a career out of teaching philosophy.

Teaching philosophy. Teaching philosophy in the university.  This prospect as viable
undertaking. Joining the human race.  Being like others. Taking advantage of what’s near at
hand. What can be put to use. Negotiating with the long-held belief that your interests could only
be dramatically, triumphantly realized.

The life of the valley. A certain formal or social elevation that could be enjoyed and
had heretofore been missing. A certain recognition and those attendant benefits. Compared to
what? What exactly? Some great writing event? But where was that? What substance,  what
shape or form did it have? What a pale insubstantial thing it seemed compared to  — well, we
won’t go into that. We’ve heard enough about your erotic flights of fancy. All the same – and it’s
a consideration – you’ve always been a pig in your imagination as much as you’ve wanted to be
my knight in shining armour.

– Alice, you’re drifting off. The temptation thing – the life of the valley and all that – I get
it. You’ve got him, you know, almost where Milton put Christ. Over and over again there’s this
hero motif that refuses to go away. That glories in its identity, in this recognition of itself, even to
the point of pounding nails in itself.

– It always mystified him that he couldn’t find me, someone like me in the Department.
Andrew, if he had found me, someone like me, what would’ve happened?

– Alice, you’re an obsession. You can’t be real. But if you were, if you were truly flesh and
blood, you would’ve burned him up like a goddess.

– So I end up here with you. 

– Which seems to be the best thing if you truly want him to be a hero. Alice, I hope you
don’t burn me up. Although of course I’m not attached to you like he is, I’m pulled along by
some force that your youth, beauty, and good will – yes, even your good will – makes a bit
frightening. 

– Let’s hear no more of it. We’re just old friends. The spell will be broken shortly. My staff
will  be thrown deeper than plummets sound and you will  be returned to your airy freedom.
Andrew, perhaps I’m guilty of making too much of his trials and tribulations when compared to
what others have gone through. The intellectual conscience thing, this Nietzschean intellectual
conscience thing, is not the battlefield most people understand. Or even think worthy  — well,
how could they if they don’t understand it? Outside the subject of truthtelling nothing is great or
extraordinary about resisting the temptation of professionalism even while rubbing up so very
close to it. Nothing is great or extraordinary about, while continually being in this environment,
continually  finding ways to challenge or  subvert  it. And maybe,  when all  is  said and done,
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nothing would be great and extraordinary about it if it weren’t for finding a way to write about
it.  If  it  weren’t for finding the subject that nobody else has ever written about and being as
thorough and true in the treatment of it as humanly possible.

You’re such an emotional thing! Who would’ve believed it? We’re going to have to
wrap up soon or else you’ll go to pieces on me.

–  Alice,  there’s  this  missing  something  I’ve  always  wanted  to  experience.  Perhaps  I
thought I’d find it in Ireland. In a way I’m experiencing it now. With you. With him even. Oh, if
only he were you – as fresh and beautiful as you are! And if only I were he – as he is to you!
What mountaintop then wouldn’t I be ready to climb!

– Andrew, a hero is nothing if not a sail, a fair breeze, a straight line, a clear direction. In
just four days he went from being hard hit in his thesis writing to making his thesis writing the
hardest hit. 

Am I over-dramatizing? I don’t think so. How many people, if they get shipwrecked
along one route, end up choosing a more difficult and more dangerous one? 

Andrew, do you want specifics? Do you want to be bored by specifics? Andrew, how
many theses have you shot down during your career?

– Shot down? You mean raised objections to?

– I mean said they couldn’t clear the gate. Weren’t doable and all that sort of thing.

– I don’t know, Alice. There are many theses that start off on the wrong track and have to
be significantly modified.

– Ah-hah! So you know what that’s all about. And do the students normally fall into line?
Do they normally take their marching orders from the professors?

– Alice, you’ve already made it abundantly clear what an independent spirit he is. Let’s
leave it or you’ll do him less honour talking about it than not. 

– No, it can’t be dropped because it’s not just a matter of driving this point home. It’s also
a matter of showing what in a certain sense can never be driven home. I mean to say this sense
of independence as ego – as id, ego, and super-ego – can still be rocked, shaken, knocked off its
pedestal.  And this  by forces  that  others  don’t  feel  or  at  least  not  to  the  extent  of  imminent
collapse and ruin.

The very day after his thesis was shot down, he went to see a professor about doing
another one.

The professor saw that he was upset and not reasoning well. He wanted to work in an
area that, up to that time, he’d shown little interest in. 

Actually, that’s not going far enough. He wanted to work in an area that, up to that
time, he’d been hostile to.

– It sounds like he lost his head.
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– He did. For a time. On the other hand, his crossing over, going over to the other side as
it were... 

– Going over? Crossing over to the other side?

– ...was something he had already observed in others as a...

– I’m afraid I don’t understand.

– ...kind of using their heads. Andrew, I’m talking about students who make the jump from
where their interests principally lie to where their convenience lies. From where their interests
are still tied to their heart to where they’re only tied to their head. I’m talking about what’s done
all the time in the name of convenience and utility and efficiency and practicality and necessity
and everything else you want to lump into this area.

So his losing his head and their using their heads haven’t much that differentiates them
apart from a certain precipitousness, I won’t say panickiness, on his part. At least not on the
practical level. On the level of the intellectual, imaginative, and emotional life of a person, the
distance between them is virtually the distance between life and death. 

Am I getting close to some vital point? To some nerve centre? Oh, what does it matter if
you end up telling the truth about B instead of A as long as you end up telling the truth about it?
What does it matter if telling the truth about B has no relation to telling the truth about oneself?
What does it matter? Yes, that’s where it all hinges because for a large part of truthtelling it
doesn’t matter. For a large part of this seemingly straightforward business, the “if” is effaced as
if it didn’t matter.

As if it didn’t matter. That’s important to note too. It’s another “if” that’s keeps alive the
first one in more than a formal or rhetorical way. If things are conducive to wiping out the most
fundamental “ifs” then fine. But if they’re not, if they’re precisely there to engage us in a task
from which all higher and indeed highest sentiments spring, then there’s also a task, a difficult
and sometimes inexpressible task, to call attention to this. 

So he teetered and tottered around the thesis business for a few days until it came to
him that, if he were to be true to himself, he couldn’t let a setback prevent him from being even
more daring and radical.

– What’re we talking about?

–  Principally  language.  The  use  of  it  in  philosophical  discourse.  Principally  how it
escapes this use or rather how, in a manner of speaking, it is used and abused even before this
use.

You can see how, in order to make it  succeed as a thesis, he had to use a certain
scholarly or philosophical space already carved out. A certain space that – well, let’s face it – is
pretty much always an identification of the scholarly with the philosophical. I say pretty much
because, if it were ever more than this, ever a pure identification of the one with the other, the
thesis would’ve never been written and the space never carved out. 

I think I’m already sketching out the site of the reception non-reception of his thesis.
It’s not only a matter of dealing with how he came to choose such a difficult and not-so-welcome
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subject but also how he had to lay it out like a well-ordered city. Like a place where the main
arteries could be identified as big-name philosophers and all other routes as scholars arguing,
commenting, interpreting, citing, referring, and so on.

–  It’s  been said  that  Wittgenstein’s  Tractatus wouldn’t  be  accepted  today  as  a  thesis
project.

– This was in fact said to him by the professor whom he ran to in desperation. Brilliance
and innovation and insight, leave that to the theatre as first marks of approval. The university
wants the tried and true to be known and shown to be known before anything else. 

How much luck was there in the fact that he found exactly the right site for himself.
How much luck indeed in the fact that he managed to find a way to his doctoral degree and yet,
at the same time, be a rebel. Be a sort of Nietzschean figure and live dangerously. 

You see the title. I think you get a glimpse of what I’m talking about.
It’s not just that he dealt with, wrote about, analysed the bête noire of contemporary

philosophy. It’s that he complicated his thought.
Do you know something, Andrew? Even the external examiner admitted as much. And

yet he came close to saying in his report (which went on for ten pages by the way) that he
detested it. After eight pages of not being very nice and defending his own work from what he
considered to be a thoroughly unjust critique of it, he came to a rather surprising conclusion.

– Perhaps you can sum up this conclusion in your own words.

– I’d rather not. It may be hard to understand and in fact will be hard to understand
because it comes from a much larger context but, on the other hand, it’s the testimony of a hostile
witness who, in affirming the thesis’s ultimate success (even though he calls it an anti-thesis) is
perhaps the best witness of all.

Let me read it, Andrew. It’s only a few lines. He’s summing up the thesis after having
done nothing but complain about it. 

Par rapport au débat Derrida-Ricoeur, on peut favoriser le premier (D+),
le second (R+), ni l’un ni l’autre (D-, R-) ou l’un et l’autre (D+, R+). Ces
positions correspondent  respectivement aux études allogènes de Clark,
Stellardi, Bouchard et Lawlor. 

Bouchard’s the external examiner. He wrote a book on metaphor or, more precisely, the
Derrida-Ricoeur debate on metaphor. So, you see, it’s this work he’s referring to along with three
others. 

Cela,  semble-t-il,  ne  laisse  guère  de marge  d’originalité  à  M. Hunter.
Mais,  dans  la  mesure  où Lawlor  veut  seulement  clarifier  le  débat,  sa
position laisse place à une autre interprétation, complexifiante celle-là.
De  plus,  M.  Hunter  avoue  non  seulement  un  manque  (relative)
d’impartialité,  mais aussi  un penchant pour Derrida (D++. R+-). Mais
comme, finalement, Derrida, à toute la fin, se mérite lui aussi quelques
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critiques, M. Hunter relève de la formule: D++-, R+-, ce qui, si l’on veut,
témoigne de sa (sur-) complexité. 

What he’s doing here makes it seem as if he (I don’t mean Bouchard but Monsieur
Hunter) was still trying to get the better of Derrida and Ricoeur even though he credits him
(Monsieur Hunter) with boosting both of them (Derrida and Ricoeur) while favouring Derrida a
little  more than Ricoeur whereas in fact  it  was the debate itself  (as much as what  went  on
between  them  can  be  called  a  debate)  that  was  being  analysed  and  it  was  this  debate  as
radically different attempts to tell the truth about metaphor and, most particularly, its relation to
philosophy that was complicated and over-complicated or rather, shown to be complicated and
over-complicated.

Do you sort of get the idea?

– I think this Bouchard allows for an originality that he may misjudge and thoroughly
dislike and yet, whether it’s one or the other or both together, it’s his professionalism that shines
through at the end. 

– Yes, bravo. But what about this show of originality? And in a department, don’t forget,
that doesn’t encourage originality or at least only a certain version of it?

– The fact that he took on the bête noire of philosophy departments and didn’t merely
simplify  his  thought  as  is  commonly  done;  the  fact  that  he  convinced  people  not  wholly
congenial to this way of proceeding that his thesis was original and should lead to his being
conferred  a  doctoral  degree;  the  fact  that  all  this  came out  of  an  earlier  project  that  was
derailed and, instead of making him choose a less risky path, made him choose a riskier one –
these three facts speak of something rare and significant. 

– Voila! Oh, Andrew, if that struggle and achievement were translated to some physical
activity, how much noise it would’ve made! How much fanfare there would’ve been! But because
it was merely spiritual and intellectual, because it was merely about truthtelling, it raised as
much indifference  as  — oh,  he  should’ve  got  more  attention!  He should’ve  got  much more
encouragement! He should’ve got a better reception! He should’ve been lifted to the very clouds!

Andrew, I speak as one who sometimes has no self-restraint. But you know where that
comes from.

Andrew, there’s this whole business of philosophical debates. His examining them. And
then his being examined as to how he examined them. And then its being debated as to how he
examined or thought he examined them. Andrew, what if there’s a part of philosophy where a
debate, a real debate, never takes place?

– I think there’s the general feeling that, if there is this area you speak about, it’s caused
by something, rightly or wrongly, called the non-philosophical. 

– Oh, that’s the very thing!

– It’s the movement of it into the domain of philosophy. 
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– There it is! There it all is! And do you know what, Andrew? Do you know what it really
is? The non-philosophical can’t debate or at least can only debate with itself and the same goes
for the other side.

– But what is this non-philosophical? That’s the question.

– Whatever you want it to be. For some it’s Derrida and deconstruction. For others it’s
poetry,  literature,  and  almost  life  itself.  For  a  whole  bunch  of  people,  in  other  words,  it’s
whatever  gets  in  the  way of  reason,  pure  reason which  always  turns  out  to  be  somebody’s
personal reasoning and wants a voice for itself. 

It’s what reason resists and what resists reason. It’s what reason resists  with reason
and, because this is inescapably the prejudice as well as the prudence of reason (that is, to think
of reason always having reasons for and never against itself), non-reason. 

So, getting back to the debate-thing, it’s really all so much feinting and posturing and
shadowboxing. So much expert swordplay that may make a palpable hit or two but without the
envenomed points that would be fatal to one side or the other. 

– This is a rough indictment. Some would say it’s the prejudice of non-reason.

– Of non-philosophy. Of course. That’s the circle. And if truthtelling is to demonstrate this
circle, it must make all the same gestures of debating and arguing as the other side. 

– You mean it must be at once the quackery it condemns and the condemnation of this
quackery?

– Well, that’s putting it a bit strongly, Andrew. Quackery implies something that can and
should be eliminated. But if you think for a second that truthtelling can eliminate all quackery, if
you think there’s at least one moment of truthtelling that can be absolutely pure and without it,
then – well, to put it as strong as you – this is a form of quackery. 

And my form of quackery is thinking I should have to trot out all the various arguments
of this thesis. I’m already done this or am doing it in a way but imagine if I’d done it the other
way. I mean the way of formal argumentation. Then I could be accused of such a sin against his
overall argument – I mean what passes for a sort of argument and yet is a heterogeneous mix of
non-arguments and anti-arguments – that it would’ve been better if he’d never borne me.

– All this mountain-climbing is his argumentation. Only made out to be something else.
Poetic perhaps. Do you see how far I’ve come?

– You look weak, Andrew. You’re weakening. Pretty soon you’ll have to go back down.

– I don’t think so. I feel rather good actually.

– It’s the altitude. You’re starting to think you actually belong here. That you wanted to
be here in the first place. 
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– I don’t remember. Did I or didn’t I? Alice, I don’t know what this game has become. All
I can say is I feel as if my insides had been carved out.

– It’s time to end it. You’ve come all the way up and now it’s time to go back down.

– You mean go home? You mean leave this office? Alice, I’m already returning to myself.
It’s this office I’ve always belonged to.

– Andrew, goodbye.

– You’re staying behind? You’ll be sure to lock up? Alright then....

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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– Introduction – 

Let us grant that all thinkers have a pre-polemical philosophical disposition. And let us
further grant that this disposition manifests itself as either one of two inclinations or two areas of
overriding emphasis, interest, and attachment. The first is the prospect, the project, the feeling of
the  Harmonious  Whole.  The  second  is  the  prospect,  the  project,  the  feeling  of  the  Highly
Singular and Richly Distinctive. The polemicist most possessed by the first will insist, generally
speaking, on the universal. The polemicist most possessed by the second will insist, generally
speaking, on the particular. If the above is granted to be the case, then it is likely that such a state
of  affairs  underlies  and  determines  those  discourses  or  debates  showing  signs  of  being
preoccupied with the philosophical mission itself. With this in mind, we can say that the pre-
polemical division between the universalistic and the particularistic will  operate as rhetorical
reservoirs or capacities for rhetorical assault which, rather than being the derived effects of the
strength of specific arguments, will be themselves the a priori strength of these arguments. If it is
acceptable to abbreviate matters here and, for the sake of moving straight to the polemical scene,
avoid discussing in detail the latter’s relation to the pre-polemical,1 we may posit two operative
or  underlying  principles  of  polemical  engagement.  They  are  universalistic  insistence and
particularistic counter-insistence.  A strategically limited layout and study of the Foucauldian
debate in relation to these two principles is the present undertaking.

The critical defenders of Michel Foucault, being in principle and in practise natural hosts
of his main ideas and lines of thought, must operate with the particularistic insistence which
informs  them.  For,  despite  his  publicly  professed  antipathy  to  polemicists  and  polemics,2

Foucault carries on a critical campaign which, to a greater or lesser degree, receives a faithful
echo in his supporters and which, however subtle, indirect, and carefully circumscribed it may
be, worries and galvanizes various thinkers who incline, straightforwardly or otherwise, towards
universalism. Naturally enough, they engage in a counter-campaign which has as its primary
objective (to employ one of Foucault’s own expressions) the cutting off of the king’s head.3 Less
dramatically speaking, the critical strategy of attack is the targeting of the theoretical or quasi-
theoretical dimension of Foucault’s work. It is, specifically, the dislodgement of this dimension
from the precise site of its practical employment and the insistence on independently revealing
and  critically  examining  it.  It  is  the  insistence,  in  other  words,  that  it  must  conform  to  a

1 There may be an objection precisely here. Why, philosophically speaking, should we allow this move? Why 
should not this relation be discussed and the nature of the pre-polemical more carefully outlined? To bring forth the 
latter would require, in truth, dealing with the question: Why do some people dispose themselves one way and 
others the opposite way? What makes for these philosophical orientations in the first place? But, again, from another
angle we might ask: “Do not these questions already presuppose the legitimacy of insisting on a logical account of 
the whole? Are they not already committed – at least if there is the expectation of such an account – to one side? 
And, if such is the case, perhaps this study is already committed to the other. Perhaps it must and can only arise out 
of insistence on the particular as both the logical and the extra-logical.
2 “The polemicist, on the other hand, proceeds encased in privileges that he possesses in advance and will never 
agree to question. On principle, he possesses rights authorizing him to wage war and making that struggle a just 
undertaking, the person he confronts is not a partner in a search for truth, but an adversary, an enemy who is wrong, 
who is harmful and whose very existence constitutes a threat. . . . Has anyone ever seen a new idea come out of a 
polemic?” Thus we find Foucault, in one of his interviews, polemicizing against polemicists. (The Foucault Reader,
ed. Paul Rabinow, London, England: Penguin Books, 1984, 182-183).
3 Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, ed. Colin 
Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 121.
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universalistic profile and measure, a traditionally established view of philosophical theory and
practise.  On the other hand, the defenders of Foucault  repeatedly point to the uniqueness or
particularity of Foucault’s “theory” which, qua theory, must in some sense turn away from itself,
limit itself, seek its identity in the specific work of the present (or the past in relation to the
present), and make no special claims or promises for the future. What finally takes place then is a
break in  the very concept  of  theoretical  activity qua philosophical  activity – a  break  which
effectively puts two powerful capacities for systematizing thought in opposition. 

The critical defenders, just as the critical attackers in relation to Foucault, target and take
advantage of the main weakness of those who attack him. The critical strategy of defence, in
other  words,  often  involves  a  counter-problematization  which  is  essentially  the  radical
questioning of or placing into doubt the universalistic assumptions of these attackers. One easily
gets the picture: a few vessels of bulk with a large number of smaller ones mixing it up in the
surrounding waters – firing, returning fire, and cross-firing. Jürgen Habermas, himself no light
vessel,  calls  this  pitched  battle,  in  an  essay  by  the  same  name,  “Modernity  versus
Postmodernity.”4 In  his  book entitled  The Philosophical  Discourse of  Modernity,5 he  locates
Foucault  at  the  latter  end  of  a  line  of  philosophical  thought  stretching  from Nietzsche  and
characterized  by him (Habermas)  as  the  radical  critique  of  modernity.  So  far  as  the  debate
surrounding Foucault goes, the two lectures he devotes to him in this book are rather important.

This study concerns itself with these two lectures. It does not concern itself with later
critical  attacks  on Foucault  which,  following in its  wake and making abundant  reference  to
Habermas’s, strategically vary little from it.6 In order to make this study readable – perhaps even
enjoyable – it must be sufficiently diverse  yet unified, sufficiently personal yet balanced, and
sufficiently select in its choices yet coordinated. So it is that, in addition to Habermas’s critical
attack and two “anti-Habermasian” defences of Foucault,7 this study encompasses two lesser but
fairly independent  attacks,8 each  of  which  is  the  catalyst  for  a  not-too-friendly (despite  any
appearance to the contrary) response from a Foucauldian ally.9

4  Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity versus Postmodernity,” New German Critique 22 (Winter, 1981): 3-14.
5  Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, trans. Frederick G. Lawrence (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press, 1990).
6  See notes 64-70.
7 Michael Kelly, “Foucault, Habermas, and the Self-Referentiality of Critique,” in Critique and Power: Recasting 
the Foucault/Habermas Debate, ed. Michael Kelly (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994), 185-210; and
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Section I: Habermas contra Foucault / Kelly and
Janicaud contra Habermas

It should be duly noted that the title of this thesis (i.e., The Debate between the Allies and
Adversaries of Michel Foucault) is, although (or, rather, on account of being) conveniently pithy
and “high concept,” a bit misleading. After all, rarely does one side of this debate, i.e., the critical
attackers,  respond directly to the other  side.10 They prefer (for reasons which would occupy
another study) to engage, apart from Foucault himself, each other. They prefer, that is, to enter
into a discussion which, although easily admitting second-order differences between them and
hence a lateral flow of argumentation, is largely a repetition, renewal, or re-establishing of their
earlier objectives and objections vis-a-vis critiquing Foucault.

Notwithstanding this asymmetry and lateral tendency, we may speak of a fairly divided
and  polarized  polemical  field.  Moreover,  this  study,  presenting  specifically  the  strategically
limited  field  of  Foucauldian  debate,  emphasizes  this  division  and  polarization.  However,  it
certainly does not  exclude (as opposed to  the above-mentioned lateral  activity)  a “soft-line”
strategy of polemical engagement – a kind of attack or defence which signals a desire for a
possibility of reconciliation. Such an inclusion, to be sure, also signals that there are strategies in
essential opposition to the one of this study. For no doubt it would be wrong to imply that there is
no  polemical  element  or  inclination  precisely here,  no  underlying  principle  which,  to  some
degree or other, forms the very presentation of polemical matters. Moreover, it signals in a third
way that these matters are not all that simple in their relation to and involvement with these
principles and that, for example, Michael Kelly’s defence of Foucault, while particularistic in its
deproblematizing of Habermas’s case against him, is also “universalistic” in its bid “to focus on
the  appropriate  ways  to  carry out  their  common project  while  recognizing  their  distinct  yet
correlative strategies” (Critique and Power, 391).

Perhaps this emphasis on division and polarization needs itself to be emphasized, this de-
emphasization, in other words, of the “common project” which, even when this chord is struck
by  an  opponent  of  those  explicitly  involved  in  or  voicing  such  undertakings  (i.e.  by  the
Foucauldian whose first movement runs counter to the tradition), still suggests a bona fide spirit
of coming together. Certainly this study must position itself elsewhere and, instead of insisting
on the  rerum concordia discors, make its indirect appeal to the  bellum omnium contra  omnes.
Thus for us Kelly is,  first  and foremost,  the opponent of Habermas and not the foundation-
builder of a new understanding between the latter and Foucault.

On the other hand, it is still within the scope and spirit of this strategically limited study
that Kelly present himself not only as a defender of Foucault, but as a recaster of their debate “so
that,” as he envisions, “philosophically adequate responses to it can be developed and defended”
(CP, 366). How, he asks, can the universals which justify critique be themselves justified? (366).
It is, we should suspect, the problem of the infinite regress that he is posing: every claim or
assertion,  initially  presupposing  or  “proving”  its  independence,  ultimately  “presupposes”  or
discloses its non-independence. Can Foucault be taken to task for explicitly not providing what
Habermas  himself,  according to  Kelly,  does  not  and,  indeed,  cannot  provide?  Habermas,  of
course, “can” do this sort of thing (by the mere fact of  insistence) and, indeed, having already
done it, solicits Kelly’s response along with a number of, to say the least, more favourable ones.
It  consists  of,  for  the  most  part,  fifty-five  pages  of  text  (i.e.,  lectures  nine  and  ten  of  The

10 For an exception to the rule, see note 40.
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Philosophical Discourse of Modernity)  which,  along with their  critical  intent,  seek to give a
survey of Foucault’s major works (except the last two).11 As already set out in the Introduction,
these two lectures occupy a place within a more or less general account of post-Hegelian thought
which, at the same time, is a “genealogical” account of postmodernist thought.12 Such a thorough
contextualization of Foucault is, strategically speaking, the diminution of his distinctiveness by
incorporating him in a larger, more populated space – a sub-tradition, that is, having distinction
only insofar as it attempts to distance itself from the main one. 

According  to  the  Habermasian  construal,  philosophical  thought  takes  the  wrong  turn
when the young Hegel,  forsaking an embryonic theory of reason grounded in intersubjective
meaning  and  purpose,  resolves  the  subject-object  dilemma  of  modern  philosophy  by
subjectivizing being itself (PDM, 27-37). Such a move spins out in two ways: the Left Hegelian
way which, with a will to reclaiming the concretely historical, returns subjectivity to essentially
autonomous  individuals  confronting  an  objectified,  material  world  (53-54);  and  the  Right
Hegelian  way which,  maintaining  a  quasi-religious  attitude  to  the  unfolding  of  events  (qua
reason writ large), continues the Hegelian stultification of the existential critique of  modernity
(56, 59-60).  Then,  “with Nietzsche’s entrance into the discourse of modernity,  the argument
shifts, from the ground up” (85). Reason itself comes under attack as a dispiriting and ultimately
destructive form of the will to power. Drawing from his Romantic heritage, Nietzsche invokes
the notion of the other of reason, the primal, instinctive, chaotic forces of nature which, as they
are subdued and reflected in myth, art, and religion, continuously reconcile the individual with
the  anonymous  processes  which  throw  up,  squander,  and  ultimately  efface  him  (85-88).
Habermas sees the Nietzschean move as a splintering off from the counter-discourse which the
Enlightenment traditionally understands as its self-critical side (94). In short, it is the would-be
dethronement  of  reason  qua  philosophical  inviolability  by  a  kind  of  reasoning  continually
pointing beyond itself and, in its bid to conceal its own paradoxicality, attempting to avoid any
self-reference. Later followers of Nietzsche mainly take two paths: the Heidegger-Derrida route
and the Bataille-Foucault one (97). While both display no awareness of their own aporias, they
seek to clear themselves of the aporias of the philosophy of the subject. The first goes the way of
identifying the problem of the subject  with the more fundamentally problematic  tradition of
metaphysics  (97-98).  The  second  follows  the  path  of  portraying  the  subject’s  rise  and
entanglement in the discourse of modernity (260-265). Between the two outcome ranges, roughly
speaking, the spirit of postmodernism. Foucault is perhaps its most able representative with his
radically historicizing and de-universalizing project (PDM, xiv).

Along with the strategic decentring of Foucault’s thought (camouflaged or ambiguated to
some degree by occasional honorifics), there are the evaluative claims of the contextualization

11 Not yet available to Habermas were the posthumously published second and third volumes of The History of 
Sexuality. These are The Use of Pleasure, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1985), and The Care of the 
Self, trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Pantheon, 1986).
12 Dominique Janicaud states that “Habermas himself did after all sketch a genealogy of modern consciousness in 
Der Philosophische der Moderne . . .” (Michel Foucault: Philosopher, 299). No doubt we have here, in relation to 
Foucault’s thought, a loose usage of the term genealogy. Properly speaking, what Foucault does is quite different 
from the history of thought which Habermas provides. After all, the latter is very much the conventional business of 
portraying certain people’s ideas influencing other people’s. Foucault’s genealogy, on the other hand, focuses on 
social practises and forms of discipline wherein sites of subjectivity play a decidedly subordinate role. However, it is
not so much that he is diagnosing or prescribing a hierarchy of subjective versus non-subjective (or conscious versus
unconscious) elements. Rather, it is one of bringing into the foreground what remains largely hidden by virtue of a 
dominant role traditionally given to the conscious, willing, decision-making side of things.
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which  provide  reference  points  for  the  selecting,  emphasizing,  and  scrutinizing  of  various
elements – for the, in other words, effective reconstruction of his thought. The most obvious
move  is,  as  already  mentioned  in  the  Introduction,  the  dislodgement  and  independent
examination  of  the  theoretical  dimension.  It  allows  for  attaining  the  principal  objective  of
problematizing Foucault, fashioning the main charges of the critical attack, and providing a focus
for the two lectures if not the whole series of twelve. This focus is midway through the second of
the two lectures in the form of three objections: i) Foucault’s inadvertently presentist construal of
the  genealogically  analysed  past,  ii)  his  relativist construal  involving  power-knowledge
complexes, and iii) his crypto-normativistic stance vis-a-vis the implicit critique of genealogy
and the political activity which presumably springs from it (276-284). Habermas relates these
three  objections to three categories of valuation which, as he claims, are necessary to rational
consensual activity. They are meaning, validity, and value.

Meaning: Foucault confounds it by explicitly denying the hermeneutic  approach to the
historical matter under investigation while implicitly framing this investigation according to the
cultural, social, and political interests of the present (276-278).

Validity: He forfeits any claim to the true-false distinction “by not thinking genealogically
when it comes to his own genealogical historiography . . .” (269). That is to say, his theory of
power-knowledge,  positing  the  historically  contingent,  institutionally  implicated,  and
technologically formed substance of theory, clearly implies that his own must lack the force of
independent truth (279). 

Value: Foucault, emptying his theory of normative standards qua criteria of judgement,
runs into confusion when the question of his own critical and political  stances is put to him.
Habermas,  in  order  to  drive  this  point  home,  employs  the  oft-quoted  passage  from Nancy
Fraser’s first article on Foucault.13

Why is struggle preferable to submission? Why ought domination to be
resisted? Only with the introduction of normative notions of some kind
could  he  begin  to  tell  us  what  is  wrong  with  the  modern
power/knowledge regime and why we ought to oppose it (284).

Unlike Michael Kelly’s defence of Foucault which ignores Habermas’s contextualization
and meets his objections with a substantially different reconstruction,14 Dominique Janicaud’s
critical defence responds largely to it. However, he does take time to reconstruct carefully the
whole of Habermas’s problematization. (In so doing, he makes the claim that the three main
objections of Habermas are essentially one.)15 But after having given his impressive display of
being able to grasp the intricacies of Habermas’s case against Foucault, Janicaud, succeeding, as
we might say, to a more authoritative position (by giving this “impressive display”), pronounces
his verdict: Habermas “does not understand Nietzsche . . .” (Janicaud’s italics, Michel Foucault,
292). Thus we may describe Janicaud’s counter-strategy as the problematizing of Habermas’s

13 Nancy Fraser, “Foucault on Modern Power: Empirical Insights and Normative Confusions,” Praxis International 
1 (October, 1981), 272-287.
14 The following line from Kelly’s essay sums up his whole defensive strategy: “Habermas’s critique of Foucault is 
largely based on a single text, Discipline and Punish, and even more specifically on a particular interpretation of that
text” (Critique and Power, 366).
15 “The other two criticisms [besides the charge of presentism] are largely redundant: it is in fact the same criticism 
shifted from the point of view of signification to that of truth and then value” (Michel Foucault, 291).
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society, the philosophy of the subject, anthropologism, the “death” of the subject, the problem of
subject-centred  reason,  and  the  rise  of  the  human  sciences  in  their  complicity  with  power.
Beginning  with  Madness  and Civilization, he  operates  with  the  theme of  Foucault’s  radical
critique  of  modernity  in  its  misguided  opposition  to  the  “affliction”  of  subject-centred  or
instrumental reason (PDM. 239). He tells us, to refer again to the above-mentioned text (i.e.,
Madness  and  Civilization)  that  is  about  a  “history  of  the  rise  of  the  discourse  in  which
psychiatrists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries talk about madness” (239). But, even more
important, it is about a “reason that has become monological [and] holds madness at arm’s length
from itself so as to safely gain mastery of it as an object cleansed of rational subjectivity” (239).
Therefore what we finally end up with is a history of science “enlarged into a history of reason”
(239).

Foucault,  as Habermas notes, later abandons the hermeneutic dimension which makes
him suggest  that  madness  has  an  originating  source,  a  primordial  existence  apart  from the
discourses and practises which surround it (240). It is almost as if that Foucault wishes to pursue
here “the rise of instrumental reason back to the point of primordial usurpation and of the split of
a monadically hardening reason from mimesis .  .  .” (241). But “one who desires to unmask
nothing but the naked image of subject-centred reason cannot abandon himself to the dream that
befalls this reason in its ‘anthropological slumber’” (241). Thus Foucault next pursues, according
to Habermas, a structural analysis of discourse which, treating statements as constitutive and
constituent events, leaves no epistemic remainder (241). In addition, he advances the kind of
historical  writing  which,  as  “a  kind  of  antiscience,”  integrates  the  human  sciences  with  the
history of reason and hence degrades them (241-242).

However, the earliest works, according to Habermas, still contain the same subject matter
which occupy Foucault when he submits the human sciences to, first, archeological analysis and,
second, genealogical investigations. Thus Habermas tells us that Foucault “retained to the end
the epochal divisions that articulate the history of madness” (243). So it is too that, in agreement
with the latter, “the end of the eighteenth century marks the peripeteia in the drama of the history
of reason” (243). It is the point at which the earlier large-scale confinement of the insane in
Europe reproduces  itself  in  the  form of  “closed  institutions  with supervision  by doctors  for
mentally diagnosed illness .  .  .” (244). Both of these events “serve to delimit heterogeneous
elements out of that gradually stabilized monologue that the subject, raised in the end to the
status of universal human reason, holds with itself through making everything around it into an
object” (244). But, specific to the birth of the psychiatric institution and of the clinic in general,
we must note that “it is exemplary for a form of disciplining that Foucault will describe later on
purely  and  simply  as  the  modern  technology of  domination”  (245).  It  is  by this  route  that
Foucault will come to perceive “the monuments to victory of a regulatory reason that no longer
subjugates only madness, but also the needs and desires of the individual organism, as well as the
social body of an entire population” (245).

Habermas’s  universalistic  reconstruction  of  Foucault,  as  already  indicated  when
discussing the former’s contextualization of the latter, becomes not only the evaluative basis by
which to judge the particular aspects of his thought, but also the conceptually framed selection,
arrangement, and profiling of these aspects. Those that, we may say, strike the critical defender
as being quintessentially Foucauldian are thereby excluded, marginalised, degraded, or simply
reevaluated.  Of  course,  the  critical  attacker  operates  from the  standpoint  that  he  is  merely
retrieving or reclaiming what Foucault’s analyses themselves exclude, marginalise, degrade, or
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reevaluate.  Thus  Habermas  proceeds,  for  example,  by  emphasizing  and  focussing  on  the
structuralist link to Foucault’s thought,  particularly the archeological side of it, which Foucault
himself minimizes and even repudiates.21 In so doing, Habermas problematizes it.

Such  discourse  –  totally  autonomous,  detached  from  contextual
constraints and functional conditions, guiding the underlying practices –
clearly  suffers  from  a  conceptual  difficulty.  What  then  counts  as
fundamental are the rules (accessible to archeology) that make possible
the  ongoing  discursive  practice.  However,  these  rules  can  make  a
discourse  comprehensible  only  as  regards  its  condition  of  possibility;
they  do  not  suffice  to  explain  the  discourse  practice  in  its  actual
functioning – for there are no rules that govern their own application. A
rule-governed discourse cannot itself govern the context in which it is
implicated:  “Thus,  although  nondiscursive  influences  in  the  form  of
social  and  institutional  practices,  skills,  pedagogical  practices  and
concrete  models  (e.g.,  Bentham’s  Panopticon)  constantly  intrude  into
Foucault’s analysis . . . he must locate the productive power revealed by
discursive practices in the regularity of these same practices. The result is
the strange notion of regularities which regulate themselves” (268).

Furthermore,  this  emphasis  on  the  structuralist  link  allows  Habermas  to  explain  Foucault’s
changing methodology not in terms of his taking up new problems (as, of course, both Foucault
and his defenders insist),22 but in terms of having one problem.

Foucault escapes [the above] difficulty when he gives up the autonomy
of the forms of  knowledge in favour of their foundation within power
technologies  and  subordinates the  archeology  of  knowledge  to  the
genealogy that explains the emergence of knowledge from practices of
power (268).

In  other  words,  what  Habermas  accomplishes  by these  manoeuvres  is  the  establishing  of  a
theoretical  continuity  and  completion  within  Foucault’s  thought  –  an  attempt  by  Foucault,
perhaps surreptitious or perhaps  unconscious  (Habermas  makes no explicit  comment on this
matter)23 to fashion a grand theory of power in modern society.

This grand or total theory now becomes Habermas’s express target (prior to the objection
of a thrice paradoxical self-referentiality) and, moreover, allows him to grasp tightly the Proteus

21 Cf. The Foreword to the English Edition in Foucault’s The Order of Things, ed. R. D. Laing (New York: Vintage
Books, 1973), xiv; the Conclusion in Foucault’s The Archeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 199-211; and the interview “Critical Theory/Intellectual History” in Critique and 
Power, 109-114.
22 Cf., for example, Gary Gutting’s introduction, “Michel Foucault: A User’s Manual,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Foucault, ed. Gary Gutting (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 2-24.
23 We receive only suggestive statements such as the following: “The concealed derivation [Habermas’s italics] of 
the concept of power from the concept of the will to knowledge (originally formulated in terms of a critique of 
metaphysics) also explains the systematically ambiguous use of the category of ‘power’” (Philosophical Discourse, 
270). 
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of a shifting methodology. According to Habermas, Foucault runs into a different version of the
same problem which afflicted his  archeological  analyses,  i.e.,  a  transcendentally constitutive
level  of  explanation  which,  either  implicitly  or  explicitly  operating  at  the  empirical  (i.e.,
historically factual) level, engenders a kind of theoretical sleight of hand (or, as Habermas more
politely puts it, systematic ambiguity) (270).

Foucault’s  genealogy of the human sciences enters  on the scene in  an
irritating double role. On the one hand, it plays the  empirical role of an
analysis of technologies of power that are meant to explain the functional
social  context  of  the  science  of  man.  Here  power  relationships  are  of
interest as conditions for the rise of scientific knowledge and as its social
effects. On the other hand, the same genealogy plays the transcendental
role of an analysis of technologies of power that are meant to explain how
scientific discourse about man is possible at all.  Here the interest is in
power relationships as constitutive conditions  for scientific knowledge.
These two epistemological roles are no longer divided into two competing
approaches that are merely related to the same object, the human subject
in its life-expressions. [Note: Habermas is referring here to two main lines
of thought in Foucault’s The Order of Things – the “transcendental” role
of epistemic regimes and the “empirical” role of anthropo-philosophical
will to knowledge.] Instead, genealogical historiography is supposed to be
both at once – functionalist social science and at the same time historical
research into constitutive conditions (273-274).

In plain language, Habermas gives the outline and impression of a rather fraudulent move
on  the  part  of  Foucault  –  the  transformation  of  his  earlier  notion  of  an  insatiable  will  to
knowledge (generated by modern philosophy’s and the human sciences’ objectification of the
subject) into the concept of a universal will to power (269-270). In order to clear up a major
difficulty in archeological theory, Foucault, according to Habermas, masks the derivation of the
concept of a universal will to power from the concept of a will to knowledge and proceeds as if
power  at  the  transcendentally  constitutive  level  were  explanatorily  equivalent  to  epistemic
regimes (The Order of Things)24 and/or discursive formations (The Archeology of Knowledge).25

Thus he positions himself to make the objection that what Foucault originally intended to be the
hallmark  of  the  problematic  philosophy of  the  subject,  i.e.,  the  will  to  knowledge  or  self-
knowledge as the will to an impossible self-transparency, becomes the universalistic claim of
power’s discreet (or not so discreet) operation within all discourses, practices, and realms of
knowledge (270).

As already noted, Kelly’s primary line of defence is simply to deny Habermas’s thesis
that Foucault always operates with the same subject matter (CP, 367). What Habermas goes to
some  length  to  show  as  being  a  theoretically  distinct,  ongoing  project  meets  with  Kelly’s
referring the matter to a misreading of the text which Habermas takes to be its culminating point.
For it is clear that it is within the genealogical work of  Discipline and Punish  that Habermas

24 See note 21.
25 Ibid.
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locates the more or less completed form of an  ambitious theoretical undertaking.26 Now when
Kelly gently argues or tries to convince us that this book is mainly about the French penal system
and other French institutions (368), his much firmer but less explicit line is to honour the book
(i.e., to respect its particular content). Hence the whole notion of a theory of power trying to
explain everything is, along with Habermas’s valiant attempt to argue this case, rather lightly set
aside in favour of expounding on the central concept of disciplinary power and its explanatory
relation to the “finer, more detailed phenomena” of institutionalized being (374).

It  is  entirely  another  matter  with  Dominique  Janicaud’s  strategy  of  critical  defence.
Neither principally concerned with defending some main work of Foucault’s nor even (except
indirectly) some specific feature, his aggressive encounter with Habermas’s critique is along the
front  of  the  Nietzsche-Foucault  “philosophical  elaboration  of  the  understanding  (and  the
intelligibility)  of power in  the modern contemporary world” (MF,  284). Far from denying a
theory of power either to Nietzsche or Foucault (and here he seems closer to Habermas than to
Kelly), what he does deny is that this theory should have (or be taken to have) pretensions to
totality.

It  is  now time  to  bring  to  light,  with  regard  to  Foucault’s  work,  the
fundamental misunderstanding. . .  . Habermas imputes to Foucault the
desire to construct a theory of power which would arrive at definite and
complete “solutions” (295).

At  this  point  Janicaud,  as  it  seems,  wanders  off  a  bit,  speaking  at  length  about  Foucault’s
“indirect  approach”  to  various  topics  (295).  However,  the  detour  does  give  the  outline  of
Foucault’s highly distinctive style, a manner of proceeding which, always somewhat tentative,
circumspect, and even self-effacing, is nonetheless remarkably bold and challenging. But this
way of proceeding, as Janicaud notes (while bringing his thoughts back to Habermas’s critique) ,
is such that

Foucault  could  not  have  been  unaware  of  the  fact  that  he  would  be
accused of a ‘systematic ambiguity’ especially with regard to the problem
of power. Yet could not one reply to a censor hungry for coherence that
power is precisely the moving locus of unexpected exclusions, mutations,
and shifts which make any grand theory of power abstract, even utopian?
(296)

This  rhetorical  question  as  counter-thrust  certainly  refers  itself  to  Nietzsche’s  as  well  as
Foucault’s  thought  and,  as  we  have  already  noted,  is  the  problematizing  of  Habermas’s
contextualization of Foucault. Instead of a modernity afflicted by rampant instrumental reason
qua  subject-centred  reason  (Habermas),  Janicaud  sees  the  modern  affliction  as  rampant
instrumental  reason  qua  theoretico-technological  domination  by  reason  (283).  Strategically
speaking,  we may say that  Janicaud’s  counter-reconstruction of  Foucault’s  thought  (minimal
though it may be) is a  recontextualization of it via a counter-reconstruction of the Nietzschean
legacy. To this end, Janicaud makes a fierce, scattergun kind of attack on Habermas’s submerged

26 In these two lectures on Foucault, Habermas treats The History of Sexuality, Vol. I, [trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1980)] as a sort of companion piece to Discipline and Punish. 
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thesis of a Nietzschean irrationalism.

Yet there is a more serious problem. It is necessary to get to the bottom of
the misunderstanding (292).

[Habermas’s] pseudo-résumé of Nietzsche’s thought shows that [he] does
not understand Nietzsche . . .” (292).

There  is  no rationality  [according to  Habermas’s  construal];  there  are
only the effects of power; such would be the substance of Nietzsche’s
teaching faithfully applied by Foucault in his historiography of discursive
practices (292).

But  what  is  being  refuted?  Nietzsche  or  his  shadow? Foucault  or  his
caricature? Is it necessary to go over the demonstration again, this time
on Nietzsche’s side? (293).

In Nietzsche the questioning of rationality can by no means be reduced to
a  naive  dispute  on  the  surface  level  between the  intrinsic  and formal
validity  of  truth  judgements.  Nietzsche  never  contested  either  the
coherence or the interest of the logical, mathematical, or scientific corpus
(293).

From  The  Birth  of  Tragedy onwards  the  question  which  preoccupied
Nietzsche was that of the potentiality of great art as a civilizing force
(293).

Nietzsche is proposing nothing less than measuring the scope of Western
history against the history of truth (294).

Even the title sets the tone: ‘Nietzsche als Drehscheibe’: Nietzsche as
turntable! Not only is this (false) understanding of Nietzsche worthy of a
railway engineer, it is also purely historicist (294).

It is not surprising therefore that we get a distorted view of Foucault from
Habermas’s criticism (294).

With  the  critical  defenders  of  Foucault,  we  may  say  that  a  universalistic  counter-
tendency,  subordinate  to  and  paradoxically  supportive  of  the  main  tendency,  provides  the
background, the foil, and perhaps even the pretext for the valuing and evaluating process. In the
case of Kelly, the common concern which Foucault and Habermas share, the paradoxical self-
referentiality of modern critique, is also the counter-contextualization wherein pride of place is
given  to  the  Foucauldian  project  of  genealogy.  It  is  true  that  Kelly  insists  on  a  place  for
Habermas but, as we should note, he seems to disqualify him until such time as he becomes more
of  a  Foucauldian.  For  Kelly  presents  Habermas’s  insistence  on  historical/ahistorical
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Enlightenment  values  as  being  the  main  obstacle  to  an  improved  dialogue  between  the
Habermasian  and  the  Foucauldian  camps  (CP,  390).  The  suspicion  therefore  arises  that,
strategically speaking, disqualification is the covert policy of Kelly and that his soft-line defence
is really presenting the case for a hegemonic kind of genealogy. For if the Habermasian project
were to dispense with necessary universals and embrace Foucauldian universals qua historical
variables (398), how could it preserve itself in a recognizable form?

Perhaps  the  matter  is  worth  looking  into  a  little  more  closely.  Certainly  the  first
impression one receives is not that of a crypto-universalist. In fact, Kelly takes great pains to
show the specificity of genealogical work. Not only, for example, does he discuss the recovery of
subjugated, marginalised knowledge by Foucault himself (379-380), but he also illustrates a case
related to his own professional experience (380). At the same time, he argues for the affinity
between  Habermas’s  critique  of  modernity  and  Foucault’s  (389).  In  so  doing,  however,
Foucault’s critique begins to look less and less like a counter-discourse and more and more like a
mainline one. The hegemonic undercurrent of Kelly’s conciliatory operation comes through in
the following passage.

. . . [I]t is beginning to seem that the more Foucault’s and Habermas’s
respective positions on the issue of universals are clarified, the less they
differ.  Foucault  says  universals  are  variables  that  must  be  criticized
constantly, while Habermas calls them stand-ins that are revisable. There
is a real difference, however, at least so long as Habermas continues to
explore  strategies  to  articulate  and  justify  the  “moment  of
unconditionality”  built  into  actual  processes  of  mutual  understanding
(PDM, 322) and so long as Foucauldians question the possibility of such
unconditionality. Habermas pursues these strategies because he believes
that  universal  norms  are  necessary  for  critique  in  all  the  modern
discursive and concrete practices, whereas Foucauldians practice critique
successfully with universals as variables (389).

Much of Kelly’s essay devotes itself to showing how “successful” this practise is. At the
same  time,  he  gives  no  indication  how  the  two  critiques  would  draw  closer  together  with
reciprocal gains or unique results. Moreover, Kelly goes on very shortly to cast suspicion on the
efficacity  of  Habermasian  critique.  Admitting  that  the  issue  of  transhistorical  validity  and
universality is indeterminate (despite Foucault’s providing “powerful evidence for the conclusion
that [Habermas’s] strategies will never succeed”) (390), Kelly concludes his essay along these
lines:

Although  Habermas  may  think  the  indeterminacy  buys  time  for  his
position by putting the onus of proof on those who deny transhistorical
validity and universality, I think it works in Foucault’s favor instead; for
he  works  with  the  correlation  between  knowledge  and  power  and
between  critique  and  power,  whereas  Habermas  insists  on  their
separation without  being able  to  defend it  successfully,  since what  he
defends analytically can so far not be found empirically.  Foucault  can
practice critique now, while Habermas must wait (or else operate with

485



























498





recent historical works, Surveiller et Punir and Histoire de la sexualité” (70).36 In other words,
the connections between these particular lines of analysis and lines of critique, even though they
be merely “suggestive” or  “historical,”  presumably belong to the  work of  Foucault  himself.
Strategically speaking, what Taylor does is move from the impression he originally receives from
Foucault’s analyses, i.e., that they “seem to lie along already familiar lines of thought” and offer
a critique related to some notion of the good, to presenting this impression as the actual form of
these analyses. Now the latter, being implicated in “the already familiar lines of thought,” must
answer to them.

. . . I have ordered these analyses so that the argument arising from them
moves  towards  more  radical  repudiations.  That  is,  at  first  sight,  the
second analysis  will  seem to  offer  a  reason  for  repudiating  the  good
suggested by the first; and the third analysis will seem to offer a reason
for rejecting the good implicit in the second; only to be in turn rejected
(70).

Though Taylor specifies that he orders the analyses, the analyses themselves, as well as “the
argument arising from them,” all become attributed to Foucault. The seeming repudiation of the
good suggested by the second and third analyses, being related to Taylor’s ordering of them,
dwells somewhere in the middle.

It is in this manner that Taylor, rather than, as Habermas does, portraying Foucault as the
virtually self-professed enemy of modernity,37 shows him to be the more or less unselfconscious
one. Referring everything to a notion of the good, to a notion, moreover, which universalizes the
good qua humanitarian and progressive  values of modern society, Taylor’s critical analysis of
Foucault’s analyses becomes the study of the successive repudiation of these humanitarian and
progressive  values. By never expressly stating the universalizing factor, Taylor can deposit it
surreptitiously in  Foucault’s  thought  as  the  operative  principle  which  both confounds and is
confounded by the particular analyses and their related critiques. Instead of a logical basis, in
other words, for historicizing or relativizing universals within the framework of his analyses,
Foucault ends up with the illogicality of historicizing or relativizing the very universal  which
directs and provides meaning for these analyses. 

As we observed right from the outset of this study, insistence on the universal by the
critical  attackers  of  Foucault  immediately incites  insistence  on  the  particular  by the  critical
defenders.

But I also contend, first, that the translation of Foucauldian rhetoric into
Tayloresque  formulations  obscures  distinctive  features  of  Foucault’s
thought . . . (Political Theory, 365).

Such are the first words of protest by William Connelly against Taylor’s contextualizing and

36 See notes 19 and 26.
37 Nancy Fraser states the following: “In a recent discussion of postmodernism, Jürgen Habermas referred to Michel
Foucault as a ‘young conservative.’ The epithet was an allusion to the ‘conservative reactionaries’ of interwar 
Weimar Germany . . . To call Foucault a ‘young conservative,’ then, was to accuse him of elaborating what 
Habermas calls ‘a total critique of modernity.’ Such a critique, according to Habermas, is both theoretically 
paradoxical and politically suspect” (“Michel Foucault: A Young Conservative?,” in Critique and Power, 185).
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can no longer believe in modernity or the past’s connection to it in the way Habermas and Taylor
do, nor can it quite stop believing in them. So far as it is not a turning away and remains critical,
it is, in fact, the refinement of modernity’s defining intellectual sensibility. Critique, that is, not
just as an industrious, systematic, sharp-toothed way of thinking through everything, but as a
way of living – a way of learning to live – with the consequences of such rapacity and the scarce
resources that, philosophically speaking, threaten to confront it. 

Connelly certainly moves along this  path (we might even say this  warpath) when he
problematizes  Taylor’s  critical  or  sceptical  (hence  reverential)  halt  before  the  progressive,
humanitarian  values  of  the  modern  age.  The  tactic  Connelly  employs  here  is  to  bring  into
agreement virtually all the main points of Taylor’s and Foucault’s thought except one38 – Taylor’s
view of an essentially benevolent world to which individuals may better attune themselves.

[Taylor]  seeks  to  transcend  the  illusion  of  the  sovereign  self  .  .  .  by
striving  to  articulate  for  us  those  elements  in  the  self  and  its
circumstances that come closest to expressing what we are at our best.
The most expressive articulations are not simply the creation of subjects,
nor  do  they  represent  what  is  true  in  itself  independently  of  human
articulation:  “They  rather  have  the  power  to  move  us  because  they
manifest our expressive power itself and its relation to our world. In this
kind of experience we are responding to the way things are, rather just
exteriorizing our feelings” (367).

Strategically speaking, what we have here is the beginning of Connelly’s problematizing of the
contextualization  of  Foucault’s  thought  by  Taylor  which  is  only  implicit  in  the  latter’s  key
statement  (i.e.,  that Foucault’s  thought  seems to lie  along already familiar  lines of thought).
Connelly’s critical defence, in other words, involves unmasking the seeming straightforwardness
and simplicity of Taylor’s starting point. Moreover, it is also a counterattack which, although it
employs more decorous language that does Janicaud’s against Habermas, exceeds the latter by
going straight to the heart of his opponent’s philosophical homeland.

This counterattack actually takes up a significant portion of Connelly’s eleven-page essay.
It begins with the statement that “once this obscurity is lifted [i.e., the Tayloresque formulations
of Foucault’s thought], the success of Taylor’s critique will depend less on the claim that the
theory is ‘ultimately incoherent’ and more on Taylor’s ability to defend his own affirmations
from Foucauldian decomposition” (365). Thereupon, Connelly wastes little time insisting on this
lack of ability.

Taylor,  finding  himself  unable  to  prove  his  most  fundamental
assumptions  to  be  true,  seeks  to  draw us  closer  to  the  experience  of
attunement . . . (362).

The third phase of his attack is to demonstrate “Foucauldian decomposition.”

38 Connelly lists seven points of commonality: i) the epistemic limitations on discourse and thought, ii) the 
inadequacy of the correspondence theory of truth, iii) the eclipse of the pre-modern metaphysical and religious 
beliefs, iv) the priority of being over knowing, v) the pre-discursive depth of language, vi) the denial of the 
Cartesian subject, and vii) the threat to foundations by the “death of God” (Political Theory, 367). 
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The  Foucauldian  rhetorical  strategy  works,  for  instance,  through  the
displacement  of the unifying or mellow metaphors governing Taylor’s
texts by more disturbing ones . . . These strategies are designed, I believe,
simultaneously to express a view of the relation between social form and
the material from which it is constructed at odds with that accepted by
Taylor  [and]  to  express the  subterranean  role  played  by  rhetorical
configurations in texts by writers such as Taylor in gaining assent to their
most fundamental convictions . . . (368).

The fourth phase is to call into question the very heart of Taylor’s thought.

Foucault’s theory of power and subjectification is part of his assault on
the teleological philosophies that continue to find disguised expression in
the  modern  age.  The  theory  of  the  essentially  embodied  subject,  for
instance, is a theory of self-realization that treats the self as if it  were
designed to fulfill its potentiality through perfecting its subjectivity; and
to reject the residual teleological premise inside that hope is to see the
subject as an artificial reality imposed on material not designed to receive
it (371).

The fifth phase is to present Taylor with a set of questions “to encourage [him] to articulate more
affirmatively what shifts, if any, seem to him to be required in his theories of truth, freedom,
order, and personal identity after engaging [Foucault’s] texts” (367).39 

No doubt a good anti-Foucauldian strategist would ignore questions which, as in the case
of Connelly’s, presuppose the full legitimacy and power of Foucault’s counter-discourse.40 If he
were Taylor,  no doubt he would continue to insist that,  when all  is said and done, Foucault
“dashes the hope that . . . there is some good that we can  affirm” (Taylor’s italics) (FCR, 69)
and, in so doing, shows that his “position is ultimately incoherent . . .” (83). The means by which
Taylor demonstrates this incoherence is, first, to examine the seeming affirmation of a good (i.e.,
the rise of modern humanitarianism) which comes out of one line of Foucault’s analysis (71-73)
and the subsequent critique (i.e.,  modernity as a new system of domination) which seems to

39 These questions amount to the following: i) How can Taylor, given what he holds in common with Foucault, 
presume to shuffle him aside?; ii) Would Taylor be willing to make changes, in the face of Foucault’s challenge, to 
his own theory of identity?; and iii) To what extent is his theory committed “to the sort of teleological philosophy 
Foucault’s genealogies are designed to hunt down and destroy?” (Political Theory, 375).
40 Taylor formally responds to Connelly’s questions in his rebuttal essay, “Connelly Foucault, and Truth” (Political 
Theory, August, 1985, 377-385). The first thing he does is to sidestep the issue of genealogy as a counter-discourse 
which must renounce grounding itself in universal principles. He asks: Are they (i.e., Foucault’s works) not put 
forward as true?” (378). Beyond posing this question, he offers little except a reworking of the arguments (i.e., a 
redeploying of the strategy) of his earlier essay. Instead of responding directly to Connelly’s questions, that is, he 
simply renews his attack on Foucault. To give some idea of this attack, let us point out that, at least a dozen times, he
makes passing reference to Foucault’s (while ignoring his own) use of rhetoric. Such comments as “[r]hetorical 
hijinks come just where we should be deploying the most responsible arguments” (381) do not do seem to be fair 
nor judicious.

 Towards the end of his essay, he returns to Connelly’s questions but with mainly the objective of clearing 
himself from the possible charge of holding “a full-scale Hegelian theory or . . . a Platonic vision of the 
universe . . .” (385). 
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Habermas, which amounts to integrating the opponent’s line of thought with already familiar
ones,43 Taylor more or less shows his agreement with two Foucauldian theses: i) power is not
essentially centralized but rather universally exercised (84); and ii) power relations at the micro-
level concatenate to form large-scale social operations or strategies (85). But there is a “third
thesis which [according to Taylor] makes no sense . . .” (86). It is the one of large-scale strategies
both incommensurate with and disconnected from the purposes and desires of individual agents.
After  giving  examples  of  incommensurate  but  logically  or  empirically  connected  levels  of
strategy and levels of purposeful agents (86-87), Taylor states the following:

I  am citing  these  types  and  examples  to  illustrate  my main  point,  which  is  that
purposefulness  without  purpose  requires  a  certain  kind  of  explanation  to  be
intelligible. The undesigned systematicity has to be related to the purposeful action
of agents in a way that we can understand (87).

After discussing the logical difficulties of Foucault’s second thesis in relation to supplying a
connection between strategies and agents (88), Taylor concludes that “in order to stick by the
second thesis . . . we would need some account . . . where micro-reactions concatenate in [a]
systematic way” (88). In other words, what Foucault needs is a systematic account of power
relations in their constitution of all social and institutional phenomena (i.e., a global theory).

After demonstrating how Foucault’s theory of power falls short as a logical, systematic
effort, Taylor goes on to show how it semantically truncates the concept of power in order to give
power the semblance of a universal principle. Here he resembles Habermas in insisting that this
concept must have a subjective reference.44 “‘Power’, [in other words, can only belong to] a
semantic  field  from  which  ‘truth’ and ‘freedom’ cannot  be  excluded” (91).  “But  that  is  not
Foucault’s  point,”  Taylor  insists.  “He  wants  to  discredit  as  somehow  based  on  a
misunderstanding the very idea of liberation from power” (92).

Just  as  Kelly  and  Janicaud  respond  to  Habermas’s  universalizing  reconstruction  and
problematization  with  a  particularizing  counter-reconstruction  and deproblematization,45 so
Connelly responds to Taylor’s when he states that the latter “attributes an intention to Foucault
that is not his” (PT, 370). 

Foucault does not seek to offer complete explanations because he knows
that such an objective will draw him back into the discourse he seeks to
unsettle;  because  he  knows  that  in  the  modern  episteme  a  coherent
explanation  will  presuppose  the  very  conceptions  of  truth  and
subjectivity he wishes to question (370).

43 See pages 490 to 491 for the profiling of this integration at the rhetorical level.
44 “In his basic concept of power, Foucault has forced together the idealist idea of transcendental synthesis with the 
presuppositions of an empirical ontology. This approach cannot lead to a way out of the philosophy of the subject, 
because the concept of power that is supposed to provide a common denominator for the contrary semantic 
components has been taken from the repertoire of the philosophy of the subject itself” (Philosophical Discourse, 
274).
45 Here the reference, of course, is to the main tendency (as opposed to the universalistic counter-tendencies) of 
Kelly’s and Janicaud’s critical defences. The main tendency is the formal and practical commitment to the meta- or 
para-theoretical role of genealogy.
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The implicit appeal here to special consideration is similar to Nietzsche’s cry in  Ecce Homo: “I
am myself. Do not mistake me for another.” The particularist, in other words, identifies primarily
with the good in the particular.  The universalist,  by contrast,  identifies with the good in the
universal.  The latter  cannot simply extend his full  appreciation,  polemically speaking, to the
former. Thus Connelly (a particularist) bewails the fact that Taylor (a universalist) “has not really
tried, first of all, to ascertain what stand Foucault adopts . . . and, then, to ask whether such a
stance can be sustained as a viable counterpoint . . . He merely assumes,” Connelly continues,
“that Foucault intends to offer explanations contesting those that now have hegemony, and then
he shows that if Foucault’s texts do embody such intentions, they do not live up to the standards
of good or coherent explanations” (370).

In simplest terms, the Foucauldian fact that a complex of power relations produces the
subject  which  in  turn  produces  the  subject’s  freedom is  hostile  not  just  to  a  fully  coherent
explanation in a more or less demarcated area, but to the claim that there is or can be any such
thing as a fully coherent explanation. 

In modern discourse we witness “the interminable to and fro of a double
system of  reference:  if  man’s  knowledge is  finite,  it  is  because  he is
trapped, without possibility of liberation, within the positive content of
language, labor, and life, and conversely, if life, labor, and language may
be posited in their positivity, it is because knowledge has finite forms.” In
this setting every articulation of thought presupposes the unthought from
which  it  draws  nourishment  and,  conversely,  that  which  nourishes
thought must always escape full articulation (366).

However, the testimony here for an essentially ambiguous, paradoxical state of affairs cannot
translate itself into a new state of affairs at the practical level, disqualifying the very values by
which we now live  and,  without  which,  we cannot  live.  In  other  words,  though Foucault’s
thought is hostile, it is not hegemonic. It can only exist as the countercurrent to the larger sweep
of rational  undertakings.  And if  it  is  efficacious on a large scale,  it  is  so only as a kind of
antitoxin for those poisons which too much certainty allow to accumulate in the body politic –
those heady notions of a historico-cultural moral supremacy. 

However, in Connelly’s counter-strategy there is an elision of the question of incoherence
and no doubt it is due to Taylor’s employing the “incoherent” charge as the central part of his
critical  attack.  This  elision comes about  in  three ways:  i)  a  vigorous  counterattack which is
virtually  a  return  of  the  charge;46 ii)  an  emphasis  on  archeological  studies  and genealogical
critiques as counter-discourse;47 and iii) the reification or localization of the other of thought as
“recalcitrant material in an embodied self resistant” to the form power imposes on it (371). With
respect to the last, Connelly effects a break between the power which constitutes the subject qua
institutionally determined being and the hidden passions, instincts, or whatever which incline the
self towards an opposite expression.48 Freedom then gains a place outside of, yet connected to,
power in a way which contradicts a crucial point of Taylor’s critique, i.e., that Foucault’s concept

46 “Taylor, I have charged, seeks to evade the pressure Foucault exerts on his own theory of the subject by 
convicting Foucauldian theory of incoherence” (Political Theory, 373).
47 “Foucault’s thought at [the] archeological level does not seek to defeat an orientation such as Taylor’s. Rather, it 
identifies the terrain upon which modern critics of epistemological foundationalism . . . compete with one another 
for hegemony” (Political Theory, 366-367).
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Section III: Balbus contra Foucault / Sawicki contra Balbus

With this section the Foucauldian debate moves from a rather weak political reference to
a “strong”52 political contextualization. Isaac Balbus’s opening paragraph prepares the ground for
it and for what, at first glance, seems to be another hard-line strategy of critical attack.

. . . I stage a confrontation between the genealogy of Michel Foucault and
the  feminist  psychoanalytic  theory  of  Dorothy  Dinnerstein,  Nancy
Chodorow, Jane Flax, and myself. I am obliged to resort to this artifice
because – as far as I am aware – none of the parties to this confrontation
has  ever  before  addressed  the  position  of  the  other:  feminist
psychoanalytic theorists have yet to make the discourse of Foucault the
object of their critique of masculine discourse as a simultaneous reaction
to and denial of the power of the mother, and neither Foucault nor his
followers  have  extended  their  deconstruction  of  the  disingenuous
discourse of the true to the theorists of mothering. This confrontation is
by no means arbitrary, however, because we shall see that the discourse
of the mother looks like a paradigm case of what Foucault would call a
“disciplinary  true  discourse,”  while  from  a  feminist  psychoanalytic
standpoint  the Foucaldian deconstruction of the true discourse betrays
assumptions that can only be characterized as a classically male flight
from  maternal  foundations.  If  feminism  necessarily  embraces  these
foundations,  then  a  Foucaldian  feminism  is  a  contradiction  in  terms
(After Foucault, 138).

Despite  his  sabre-rattling,  Balbus  quickly  reveals  his  intention  of  reconciling  Foucault  to
feminism. With his obvious desire to cut Foucault down to size, however, this will to reconcile
the first to the second appears more like a will to have the first thoroughly reformed. As such, it
may be viewed as the offensive counterpart to Michael Kelly’s defensive strategy. In the case of
the latter, the will to reconcile Habermas to Foucault appears more like a will to have the second
take charge of the first. (See pages 484-486.) 

I shall argue that this opposition between feminism and Foucault can be
resolved in favour of feminism and – in part – against Foucault.  This
argument will  entail  a demonstration that  there are  aporias or internal
inconsistencies  in  the  Foucaldian  position  that  can  only be  overcome
through  a  reformulation  of  this  position  that  would  require  us  (a)  to
distinguish between libertarian and authoritarian true discourses and (b)
to assign the feminist mothering discourse to the former rather than the
latter category. Thus Foucault’s discourse points – against itself – to the
power of the very feminist discourse it would undermine (AF, 138-139).

In spite of the desire for a presumably amicable resolution, there is, within these passages, at
least a trace of a martial tone which, as it seems, means to disconcert. It announces in a concise

52 As this section goes on to illustrate, Balbus is something of a paper tiger while presuming that Foucault is such.
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and forceful way that there is a powerful discourse on one side and an internally weak one on the
other. But the former, renouncing the role of juggernaut, will submit itself to bringing the latter
around to a more favourable disposition. Moreover, part of the strategy is to assume that feminist
psychoanalytic theory is the worthy representative of feminist discourse in general and, as also
seems to be assumed, best  suited for eradicating the growing tensions or potential  for strife
between it and Foucault. 

It is not surprising that Jana Sawicki, in her critical defence of Foucault, offers a counter-
critique which, along with immediately suggesting and then making the case for much common
ground  between  Foucault  and  feminism,  attacks  the  pretensions  of  feminist  psychoanalytic
theory. Her first sentence takes aim at the most aggressive point of Balbus’s opening by asking:
“Is Foucaldian feminism a contradiction in terms?” (After Foucault, 161). She then goes on to
list  what,  in  her  estimation,  are  a  number  of  areas  of  common  concern  and  activity.53 An
authoritative pose which, despite itself, claims to be non-authoritarian and, moreover, to have the
best  interests  at  heart  of  both  Foucault  and  feminism,  thus  encounters  the  resistance  of  –
whatever uncertainty there may be with respect to some aspects of Foucault54 – the feminist
reception and use of him.

It must be admitted that, by not examining this reception and use and by centring his
attack on purely logical problems, Balbus does not operate with the best of strategies. If logic
were the only reason things were believed in, fought for, acted on, and brought to completion, we
well know how much would be left idle. Logic is rather the backbone within any particular belief
or activity. These beliefs or activities contend, backbones are broken, and embryonic ones form
continually.  In  order  be  effective,  Balbus’s  strategy  would  have  to  be  less  rigid  but  more
industrious. It would have to show that the feminist use of Foucault is not just a contradiction in
terms, but harmful, perhaps fatal, to feminism.

Given that  the appropriation of  certain types  of  discourse is  usually quite  a  flexible,
selective matter, the above is no easy task. In order to make his case that Foucauldian feminism
is the equivalent of mixing oil and water (or nitrogen and glycerin), not only must Balbus be
convincing on Foucault, he must also be convincing on feminism. Further complicating matters
is that he is an open partisan of, and contributor to, one of but many theories competing for
hegemony. Thus within the space of twenty pages, Balbus takes on three gigantic tasks: i) to
refute Foucault, ii) to give a more or less definitive account of feminism, and iii) to assert with
authority (but without being authoritarian) feminist psychoanalytic theory.  In other words, he
invites a counterattack on three fronts.

As  far  as  putting  forth  arguments  to  allow  an  identification  between  feminism  and
feminist psychoanalytic theory, Balbus abstains entirely. Rather he assumes this identification
when he declares that his task is one of resolving the opposition between Foucault and feminism

53 “. . . Foucault and feminists both focus on sexuality as a key arena of political struggle. Both expand the domain 
of the political to include forms of social domination associated with the personal sphere. And both launch critiques 
against forms of biological determinism, and humanism. Finally, both are sceptical of the human sciences insofar as 
they have participated in modern forms of domination. Indeed, rather than link the growth of knowledge with 
progress, both describe how the growth of specific forms of knowledge – for example, in medicine, psychiatry, 
sociology, psychology – has been linked to the emergence of subtle mechanisms of social control, and the elision of 
other forms of knowledge and experience” (After Foucault, 161).
54 This uncertainty or ambivalence is little more than hinted at in this particular essay (see note 55). It amounts to 
commenting on the fact that Foucault “never spoke of male domination per se” and that “he usually spoke of power 
as if it subjugated everyone equally” (After Foucault, 161).
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by, in part, demonstrating that “mothering theory,” as Sawicki refers to it, is a non-authoritarian
discourse. In point of fact, his real objective is to defend this theory from Foucault by attacking
the latter with the additional authority of the larger discourse and with the additional weight of
Foucault’s ostensibly being a threat to the whole of it. While such strategists may very well win
favour with a limited number of partisan theorists and commentators, their presumption and lack
of  subtlety are  a  virtual  recipe  for  alienating  others.  Moreover,  rather  than  driving  a  wedge
between Foucault and Foucauldian feminism, they are likely to make the latter, at least while
they are on the defensive, less critical of him than they otherwise would be.55

In order to cover so much ground, Balbus relies on short  summaries of Foucault and
feminist psychoanalytic theory.  He divides these summaries under the headings of “History,”
“Totality,”  and  “Subjectivity.”  According  to  these  summaries,  Foucault  is  an  opponent  of,
because  of  their  implicit  authoritarianism,  such  items  as  i)  continuous  history,  ii)  totalizing
discourses, and iii) subjectivity. Feminist psychoanalytic theory, on the other hand, supports all
three. The next step, of course, is to problematize Foucault’s opposition.

The  task  begins  with  a  demonstration  that  Foucaldians  are  implicitly
committed to the very true discourses that they explicitly reject. Although
Foucault’s manifest discourse repudiates continuous history, totality, and
founding  subject,  it  is  not  difficult  to  detect  in  his  writings  a  latent
discourse in which each of these interrelated themes assumes a prominent
place (150-151).

Requiring only three paragraphs, Balbus demonstrates that, first, Foucault’s explicit commitment
to power/knowledge complexes throughout history implicitly commits him to a continuous series
of  such complexes  (151).  Second,  his  explicit  commitment  to  a  disciplinary power  running
throughout  all  society  implicitly  commits  him  to  “the  very  concept  of  totality  which  the
genealogist would unambiguously condemn” (152). And, finally, the explicit commitment to a
project of his own implicitly commits him to the notion of originating subject (153).

We might be excused if, behind these inconsistencies, we were to discern the outline of
Habermas’s three criticisms: presentism, relativism, and crypto-normativism. However, instead
of elaborating these inconsistencies as fundamental problems (i.e., as a triple paradox of self-
referentiality),  Balbus  treats  them  as  simply  the  confusion  resulting  from  three  erroneous
universals operating as Foucauldian premises. These three erroneous universals are i) that all
historically  continuist discourses  are  authoritarian,  ii)  that  all totalizing  discourses  are
authoritarian, and iii) that all subjective discourses are authoritarian. 

I assume . . . that the thesis of inevitably authoritarian effects of all true
discourses  [i.e.,  the  discourses  mentioned  above]  will  have  to  be
abandoned in favour of the authoritarian effects of some true discourses
and the libertarian effects of others (153).

55 In a later essay analysing the feminist response to Foucault both friendly and hostile, Sawicki herself periodically
takes aim at him for such things as i) ignoring gender-specific technologies, ii) having only vague, undeveloped 
themes of political agency and resistance, and iii) being not sufficiently forceful in his political stances (“Foucault, 
Feminism, and Questions of Identity,” in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, 286- 313).
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Balbus  thereupon  proceeds  to  show  that  some historically  continuist  discourses  (i.e.,
developmental  or  evolutionary  ones)  are  authoritarian  and  some  are  not  (153);  that  some
totalizing discourses (i.e., non-harmonious and anti-humanistic ones) are authoritarian and some
are not (154); and that some subjectivistic discourses (i.e., Cartesian ones) are authoritarian and
some are not (155). By changing the above universal propositions to particular ones, and by
specifying that feminist psychoanalytic theory, although historically continuist,  totalizing, and
subjectivistic, is i) non-developmental, ii) heterogeneously or humanistically harmonious, and
iii) non-Cartesian, Balbus allows for a new syllogistic result: feminist psychoanalytic theory is
non-authoritarian (156).

Thus  the  problematizing  of  Foucault  becomes  the  deproblematization  of  the  three
categories of discourse which Foucault presumably opposes. This deproblematization, resulting
from Balbus’s universalistic portrayal of Foucauldian critique as being self-contradictory, then
becomes, as a sort of second movement, the deproblematization of Foucault. More precisely, the
latter’s discourse is deproblematized when it is (or eventually will be) in keeping with the three
categories of discourse that have been, thanks to Balbus’s analysis, partially redeemed. All three
categories  are  now  deemed  unproblematic,  that  is,  when  they  are  recognized  as  being  not
necessarily authoritarian. In short, it is possible for them to be i) historically continuist but non-
developmental, ii) totalizing but harmonious, and iii) subjectivistic but non-Cartesian. Insofar as
de-universalized Foucauldian critique can accommodate itself to these discourses, and insofar as
these same discourses cannot be covert accomplices of male domination, it  then follows that
Foucauldian critique may join feminist psychoanalytic theory and, hence, feminism as a non-
authoritarian true discourse.56

Sawicki’s defensive strategy, the basis of which we have already laid down in relation to
Balbus’s strategic weakness, is three-pronged: i) the counter-reconstruction of Foucault as the re-
particularizing  of  his  discourse  in  terms  of  its  theoretical  independence,  ii)  the counter-
problematizing of feminist psychoanalytic theory or, as Sawicki refers to it, mothering theory,
and iii) the deproblematizing of the feminist use of Foucault which, broadly speaking, is the
counter-problematizing of Balbus’s reconstruction of feminism. 

Sawicki’s  counter-reconstruction  of  Foucault  resembles  Kelly’s  in  that  she  takes  up
Foucault’s account of power as a multitude of complex, subtle, insidious, and highly ambiguous
relations constituting society and the subject in society (AF, 164). So all-pervasive, in fact, are
these power relations that they inevitably have a determinant and operative role in the most
sophisticated and seemingly objective theories.

Foucault adopted a skeptical stance toward the emancipating claims of
liberal  and Marxist  theories  insofar  as  they were  based  on essentially
total theories of humanity, its history, economy, and libidinal economy.
His genealogy is not a theory of power or history in any traditional sense,
but an antitheory (164).

56 This conclusion is not the one Balbus expressly gives at the end of his essay. Here he is content to claim no more 
for his arguments than that they demonstrate that “feminist psychoanalytic theory . . . satisfies all three criteria [of 
non-authoritarianism] and thus that the Foucaldian should take it seriously” (After Foucault, 156). However, in his 
discussion of feminism under the headings of “History,” “Totality,” and “Subjectivity,” there is a theoretical 
presentation of matters to the effect that, outside feminism, all discourse is under the sway of male domination. 
(“Feminist psychoanalytic theory – along with other feminists – understands the history of all hitherto existing 
societies as a history of subordination by and to men.”) (140).
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Here we have the particularistic counter-insistence which can only fall back on the refrain: “I am
myself (i.e., Antitheory). Do not mistake me for another.” No more can it prove this claim and
sanctify this injunction than the other insistence can prove and sanctify that, insofar as universal
principles implicitly present themselves in the analytic of power qua antitheory, it too is theory
and  should  be  treated  as  such.  Behind  these  two  irreconcilables  are  simply  two  different
perspectives,  their  relative  strength  dependent  on  personal  proximity,  inclination,  interest,
capacity,  upbringing,  and ultimately the infinitely fine-grained extension of these things  into
extra-personal concerns and consensus.

But when we are involved in a struggle (and polemics is a struggle), we forego subtleties
which weaken our position. Insofar as this struggle maintains itself at a certain level, this drive
towards simplification, being usually the mere repetition or slight variation of both well-worn
and  well-received  ideas,  constitutes,  we  might  say,  the  intellectual  chess  game  of  the
unabashedly polemical. With respect to the two camps of the Foucauldian debate, the drive to
simplification is most noticeable in the critically attacking one. Here the rule almost seems to be
to accord to Foucault’s thought a suspiciously overloaded look or “Wizard of Oz” effect. By
contrast, the critical defenders deny this aspect entirely. But Foucault himself knew his position
(or positions) to be not this “either/or” of faithful friend or remorseless foe.57

Jana  Sawicki’s  critical  defence,  being  a  hard-line  one,  certainly does  not  have  as  its
priority outlining the prickly aspects (such as Foucault’s silence on certain issue)58 of a feminist
embrace of Foucault. She touches lightly on the matter in the second paragraph of her essay and
dismisses it in Foucault’s favour by the end of the third.

Perhaps as an advocate of what he called the “specific intellectual” he
would have thought it best to leave specifically feminist research to those
engaged in feminist struggle (162).

In fact, so ardent a defender is she in the face of Balbus’s critique that the issue of Foucault’s
providing a ringing endorsement of feminism (or something less) should not even arise.

. . . [G]enealogy does not tell us what is to be done or offer us a vision of
a  better  society.  Instead,  genealogy  offers  advice  on  how  to  look  at
established theories and a method for analysing them in terms of their
power effects (164).

Now it should be noted that the terms feminist and  theory never come together in Sawicki’s
essay. Such a move, no doubt, would turn the critical knife inwards and invite genealogical self-
analysis. Strategically then, the important thing is to keep distance between the two. Sawicki thus
deflects  attention  towards  those older  theories  such as  psychoanalysis,  Marxism,  and liberal
humanism which, already having flown and fluttered about for so long, have become something

57 No one can doubt that Foucault takes pains when he renders the complex thought of his books into the more 
accessible form of interviews, lectures, and seminars. Insofar as this discursive movement, not only sociable and 
helpful, is a “de-paradoxicalizing” of the earlier presentation, it is philosophical as well as virtuous. But, on the other
hand, insofar as all simplification about life is falsification, the truer, really more philosophically oriented encounter 
is with the dense, abstruse texts which often resist and confound. And yet, in one interview, Foucault refers almost 
disparagingly to these texts as fictions.
58 See notes 54 and 55.
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– Conclusion – 

Let us sum up this  study of the debate between the allies and adversaries of Michel
Foucault.  First of all,  it  is limited in that it  only involves three critical  attackers (Habermas,
Taylor, and Balbus) and four critical defenders (Kelly, Janicaud, Connelly, and Sawicki). While
attempting  to  be  fairly diverse,  it  nonetheless  best  represents  the  more polarized  end of  the
Foucauldian debate. Secondly, while striving for a certain amount of objectivity, balance, and
control, it also operates personally and cathartically. To put it another way, it employs the third
person plural only to the extent of anticipating that there are others who share this thinker’s
ambivalence towards and sometimes sharp aversion to polemics and, at least for the space of this
study, have a willingness to counter the usual suppression of these feelings. 

Thirdly, this study operates along two investigative axes: 1) underlying principles which
animate the polemical engagement and 2) strategies and tactics which shape it. The underlying
principles are universalistic insistence and particularistic counter-insistence. With Habermas the
former is  mainly the insistence on Foucault’s  thought  being a  continuous attack on subject-
centred  or  instrumental  reason  which,  along  with  the  insistence  on  the  totalizing  nature  of
Foucault’s  theory  of  power,  becomes  the  insistence  on  Foucault’s  attacking  the  length  and
breadth of modernity. With Taylor it is mainly the insistence on a universal good which the rise
of modern society manifests,  however  imperfectly,  and which ineluctably but contradictorily
reveals itself at the heart of Foucault’s own analyses. With Balbus it is mainly the insistence on
universal male domination as a historico-cultural fact prior to and only exclusive of those kinds
of discourse (e.g., feminist psychoanalytic theory) which seek to undermine it.

The three levels of strategic and tactical activity are evaluative, logical, and rhetorical.
The  first  corresponds  to  the  contextualization  of  the  opponent’s  thought,  the  second  to  the
problematization of it, and the third to the prejudicial presentation of it. The reconstruction of the
opponent’s thought spans the gap between its contextualization and its problematization. The
counter-contextualization and counter-reconstruction also involve the deproblematization of the
thought being defended. Thus Kelly defends Foucault against Habermas’s charge of paradoxical
self-referentiality by arguing that self-referentiality is the problem of modern critique in general.
Janicaud defends Foucault against Habermas’s implicit charge of Nietzschean irrationalism by
arguing that power operates within various and even highly sophisticated forms of rationality.
Connelly defends Foucault against Taylor’s charge of incoherency by arguing that being always
outstrips knowledge and, as a consequence, one form of incoherency is really battling it out with
another.  Sawicki defends Foucault against Balbus’s charge of the former’s being implicitly in
support of holistic enterprises of a certain kind by arguing that genealogy is not political theory
but rather its constant watchdog or critic.

The fourth major point about this  study is  that,  in order to economize,  it  assumes or
presumes to have a dramatic form. There is a progressive disclosure of methodology, matter,
character, and conflict. The arguments of Section I, springing from Habermas’s critical attack on
Foucault, emphasize the realm of the meaningful and the truthful. The arguments of Section II,
springing  from Taylor’s  critical  attack  on  Foucault,  emphasize  the  realm of  the  moral.  The
arguments of Section III,  springing from Balbus’s critical  attack on Foucault,  emphasize the
realm of the political. In addition (and this is the fifth point), this study demonstrates that, in
concert with the theme of scholarly polemics being a sophisticated and sublimated form of verbal
warfare,  the ideal  of objectivity functions not only as the standard for removing the crudest
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and counter-problematizations. To speak more conventionally, they too would find certain key
assumptions to be questionable  and, in effect, dispensable. Then new ones would quickly take
their place and, with them, new lines of logic, that is, new lines of attack or defence. Sometimes,
however, one line noticeably conflicts with that of an ostensible ally. In his defence of Foucault,
for example, Michael Kelly treats the paradoxical self-referentiality of modern critique as an
epistemological  problem  (i.e.,  one  that  presumably  requires  ongoing  philosophical  work).
Thomas Keenan, on the other hand, argues that paradox is the very relation itself between power
and knowledge.80 The more traditional philosophical orientation (i.e., Michael Kelly’s), roughly
pursuing the same strategic objective as the less traditional one (i.e, Thomas Keenan’s), thus
confronts what is essentially hostile to it.

Now this study operates on the basis that scholarly debate resembles a highly competitive
game like chess. The latter allows for an infinite number of moves and yet the pieces, the board,
the rules – unlike assumptions, propositions, and subjects of debate – maintain a stable presence.
In spite of this, we often play the polemical game as if it were a matter of finding spaces to
occupy permanently. It is as if we, playing it earnestly and expending so much energy in making
our moves, end up suffering from a kind of critical exhaustion. Not the exhaustion of wanting to

77 The implacable sense that we are philosophically undone if our values are not in place logically or 
argumentatively meets with the response that such narrowness of vision is passé – that values themselves are more 
varied, flexible, and fleeting than the thought that tries to frame them. The insistence, in other words, is that we 
possess only the illusion of their permanence and stability. But this illusion itself is a valuing that is unquestionably 
widespread, tenacious, and vital. So far as we are able to make out then, it only has the philosophical mood against 
it. But the latter is part of a high-end contentiousness hardly legible at the day-to-day level of struggle. It is part of a 
very local if rather busy and elevated one where, straining to free itself from something called error, thought only 
ends up re-entangling itself. So far as being able to straighten itself out and project itself definitively on the larger 
stage, it fails. But so far as it does so with a definite look about it, it succeeds.
    Such thoughts, at any rate, come to me while looking over Paul Rabinow’s and Hubert L. Dreyfus’s essay, “What 
is Maturity? Habermas and Foucault on ‘What is Enlightenment?’” (Foucault: A Critical Reader, 109-121).
78 In his response to Charles Taylor’s attack on Foucault, Paul Patton, in his essay, “Taylor and Foucault on Power 
and Freedom” (Political Studies, XXXVII, 1989, 260-276), falls into the trap of trying to counter the charge of 
incoherence by introducing new terms, distinctions, and concepts into Foucault’s quasi-theory of power. In effect, he
joins the opponent’s game of treating it as a full-blown account of society rather than the basis of limited, highly 
specific investigations of it. Interestingly enough, it is usually the precision and detail of the latter which Foucault’s 
harshest critics single out for commendation. A more insightful defence then would be to target the implication that 
Foucault would have done better without his “theory.”
79 René Robert Fillion, in his essay, “Foucault contra Taylor: Whose sources? Which self?” (Dialogue, vol. XXXIV,
No. 4, Fall, 1995), provides exactly the more insightful kind of strategy mentioned in note 78. Instead of expending 
his whole effort on the issue of incoherency (whether it be Foucault’s or Taylor’s), he puts forward their different 
ways of writing and viewing history in relation to the moral concerns of the present. The key idea is that excessive 
piety or reverence for certain moral dispositions and conceptual frameworks precludes having the highest critical 
sensitivity to those practises – often the cherished offspring of these same dispositions and frameworks – which 
belie them.
80 It is the life of the paradox, the paradoxical life of philosophy and politics which Tom Keenan brings to life in his
highly distinctive essay, “The Paradox of ‘Knowledge’ and ‘Power’: Reading Foucault on a Bias” (Political Theory, 
Vol. 15, No. 1, February, 1987, 5-37). Instead of the usual exercise of trying either to tie or untie a knot in the 
discourse about the convoluted relations between knowledge and power, he builds the case that the very tying and 
untying, ceaselessly reenacting and rearticulating themselves, are the matter and range of all theoretical and practical
activity. But where we are currently situated and we are most interested is where right as controlling state or society 
and right as liberating act or event contend with and assert themselves against each other. To move around and 
within this aporia; to find our centre precisely by no longer thinking in terms of one centre over another, is the 
difficult task – but still a task – which demands our highest ethical concern and involvement. 
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It was never my intention to hide the fact that my study owes much more to Foucault than
to his adversaries. The very fact that I characterize it as a strategically limited study of various
strategies and tactics in a particular debate should be enough to point out its main influence.
What I am trying to do is to discount the notion that such discourses can come without prejudice
and that it is preferable to keep quiet about this rather than to draw attention to it. 

7. Perhaps we should focus a little more on your study. The case you’re making is that what
divides the two camps of the Foucauldian debate is essentially two principles.

Two principles that are opposed ways of viewing life, the world, the whole, etc. which
discursively  become  two  modes  of  decision-making,  assertion,  emphasis,  repetition,
appropriation,  and  closure  or  non-closure.  These  two  pre-polemical  dispositions  form  the
ambiguous,  impenetrable  backdrop  of  my  discussion.  Empirical  investigation  here  –
psychological, sociological, biological – always leaves an unexplained remainder. Such accounts
as traverse it, in other words, never bring the two sides wholly together. 

8. So you’re in the position of positing two forms of fundamental outlook and two corresponding
ways of arguing without quite taking up residence yourself in one of them.

Insofar as one posits anything, one creates distance between the act of positing and the
things posited. The division I am referring to pertains to what comes to the fore and asserts itself
in polemical engagement. 

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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their own way.
It  is  the  case  then  that  Foucault’s  mainly  historical  and  historiographical  work  falls

somewhere within the  margins of philosophy. The latter,  so far as it  is the maintenance and
smooth progression of existing orders of thought, likely negates or minimises its influence. And
yet, so far as Foucault’s work ceases to be fully its own movement and disperses itself within and
around existing orders of thought, it places itself at the centre. From the point of view then that it
remains  intensely  active  and  alive,  it  continues  to  be  an  anomaly,  an  uncertain  region,  a
potentially destructive or creative force. From the point of view of its already losing itself in
piecemeal fashion to decentring practises and purposes, it cannot help but fall under the sway of
and be conquered by that to which it  initially “opposes” itself,  that is,  fair  argument among
equals, rational consensus, and the appeal to universal principles.

2. The main lines of Habermas’s critique of Foucault and their tenability 

While locating Foucault within a Nietzschean strain of thought which purportedly exalts
the irrational and sets itself against Enlightenment values, Habermas undertakes a survey of his
work essentially in opposition to the estimation and characterization of it by Foucault and his
supporters. Instead of looking upon it as a series of studies with different objects of study, he
treats it as a single, unified project. Instead of its comprising a study of madness, a study of
medicine, a study of the human sciences, a study of the prison, and a study of human sexuality, it
becomes, for Habermas, a multi-pronged attack on modernity. Specifically, Habermas construes
it as the critique of subject-centred reason from the viewpoint of this critique’s being abhorrently
radical. Not content to devalue and decentre the subject qua conscious agent, Foucault, according
to  Habermas,  does  away with it  completely.  The result  is  that  Foucault’s  peculiar  historical
studies contradict each other when they try to make anonymous rules that forge the constitutive
elements of social being.

In books such as The Order of Things and The Archeology of Knowledge, Foucault deals
with the internal, regulative features of discourse. Here it appears that thought and  action are
derived  from the  discursive  rules  which,  subject  always  to  alteration  and replacement,  both
bracket  and divide  the  true  and the  false,  the  good and the  bad,  the  authoritative  and non-
authoritative, the sensible and the non-sensible. Habermas points out that, in order to account for
what governs the alterations and replacement of  discursive rules, Foucault,  in books such as
Discipline and Punish and The History of Sexuality, reverses direction, now taking the complex
interaction of various practises or technologies to  be the essential  controlling or constituting
principle. In Habermas’s estimation, Foucault cannot have it both ways: he cannot found the
active subject on the basis of the knowing subject while at the same time founding the knowing
subject on the basis of the active one. 

In addition to the double-bind or circularity which, in his accounts of various institutions,
results  from eliminating  the  subject  as  a  term or  point  of  reference,  Foucault,  according to
Habermas, necessarily gets caught up in self-referential dilemmas. Identifying three, he charges
Foucault with what he terms  presentism,  relativism, and  crypto-normativism. The first is that,
while Foucault,  at first blush, offers scrupulously objective analyses of the past,  the areas of
study he chooses and the implicitly critical cast that he gives these analyses are rooted in present
concerns  which ineluctably colour and slant them. The second dilemma, relativism, is that, if
truth,  meaning,  and value  are  located  in  truth-constituting,  meaning-constituting,  and  value-
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– Dedication – 

To my Mother (December 12, 1921 – October 7, 2001)

I have no proper words for it,
no words that can match the fifty long years
of your absolute constancy.
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– Introduction –

The present study must profess to be complicated. To profess this at all – and particularly
as an opening statement – is perhaps to raise some suspicion against it. Or perhaps it is to invite
the sharp rejoinder: What study is not complicated? Or, then again, perhaps it is to induce some
scholarly unease. Nevertheless, in spite of all this, in spite of the risk of provoking a negative
reaction, it must profess and, more than profess, even thematise complication. It must do so in
order to be, as it must be in its own way, a striving for whatever light can be shed on a matter
which can never be fully in the light. The present study is complicated because it is implicated –
because it chooses to be implicated or, more precisely, because it chooses to be aware that it is
implicated – in what it sets out to analyse and how it sets out to analyse it. In so doing, what is
analysed  is  not  only  recognized  as  being  complicated,  but  as  being  a  complicating  of
philosophical discourse in general.1

The deep disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur over metaphor and its relation to
philosophy ultimately reaches as far and as wide and as deep as the issue of what philosophy is
(or is not) and what it should be doing (or should not be doing). To admit that this issue borders
on the unwieldy and the unmanageable is perhaps to admit that the professed orientation of the
present study should be carefully – quite carefully – reconsidered.

It is almost to admit that it should be reconsidered straight out of sight. Instead of prizing
the recognition – the full or fullest recognition – of a complicated and even over-complicated
issue,  the present  study would perhaps be better  off  to  prize,  particularly in  light  of such a
complicated  (and  even  over-complicated)  issue,  the  task  of  clarification.  The  latter  is
undoubtedly the most popular route for philosophical discourse and it is safe to say (but not
entirely safe) that all existing studies of the deep disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur
have taken it. As a side of the matter then which certainly cannot be ignored, Chapter I examines
and diagnoses  four such  studies.  But  before identifying these four  studies  or  explaining the
process of examination and diagnosis, it is best to admit that this process is also the case against
clarification.

The way of clarification is not necessarily the best route to follow because, as much as
does  the  alternative  route,  it  suffers  from a  major  difficulty  and  dilemma.  Underlying  this
difficulty and dilemma is the presupposition that clarity (which is also  leukos, theoria,  logos,
eidos,  ousia,  physis,  etc.)  pertains  almost  exclusively  to  the  matter  at  hand  (i.e.,  the  deep
disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur) and that lack of  clarity or concealment is a moot
point and should itself be occulted. The result is that, even before beginning their examination of
this deep (or, according to some, not so deep) disagreement,2 the authors of the four studies rule

1 Part of this recognition of the complicating of philosophical discourse is that the author of this thesis (which, in 
some ways, struggles hard not to be a thesis) runs the risk of complicating his own situation. This is as much to say 
that what he does here has an inescapably performative side to it, that his own discourse, however faulty, must be 
somehow the measure of what it purportedly extends, expands upon or, better, exposes in this area. What it wishes to
expose is philosophical truth-telling as agon, as conflict, as internal division, as heterogeneity, as being both ethical 
and epistemological in nature. It is therefore not possible to take this path without encountering resistance, without 
encountering the other ethical orientation, without encountering the commitment to truth-telling which is more or 
less collective and concerned almost exclusively with its constative side.
2  With the exception of but one of the four studies being examined in Chapter I (i.e., S. H. Clark’s Paul Ricoeur), 
the responses given to the question of the depth of the disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur tend to be 
equivocal if not contradictory. For example, towards the end of Le procès de la métaphore, Guy Bouchard speculates
that Derrida and Ricoeur are much closer than they suspect. “Que Derrida et Ricoeur puissent s’entendre au sujet de 
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the deep disagreement which is also a debate or a quasi-debate between Derrida and Ricoeur,
and,  finally,  to  make  as  accessible  as  possible  the  analysis  proper  which  takes  up  the  four
remaining chapters – Chapters II to V – of the present study. 
  It  is  appropriate  at  this  point  to  introduce  the  four  outside  studies  and  give  some
indication as to how they satisfy the above-mentioned objectives. But before proceeding to the
first  study,  it  should  be  noted  that  all  four  studies  –  as  studies  of  Derrida  and Ricoeur  on
metaphor and its  relation to philosophy – are significant parts  of larger studies. To be more
precise, these larger studies are four books, each of which is the work of one author and each of
which deals with matters related but not expressly belonging to the subject in question.

The  first  study to  be  examined  and  then,  as  in  the  case  of  the  three  other  studies,
subsequently  diagnosed  is  to  be  found  in  Leonard  Lawlor’s Imagination  and  Chance:  The
Difference between the Thought of Ricoeur and Derrida (1992). What recommends this study as
the one to begin with is that, of all the books or articles which examine in some way or other the
deep disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur, no other one treats it more systematically as a
disagreement, dispute, or polemic per se.4 As the title of his book suggests, Lawlor’s objective is
to go to the heart of the difference between them. His interest in the polemical side of their
exchange is to be observed in the fact that not only does his book begin with a more than forty-
page study of Derrida’s and Ricoeur’s disagreement over metaphor, but it also ends with a thirty-
page transcript of an earlier and highly relevant debate. Having as its subject the relationship
between  philosophy  and  communication,  this  debate  was  part  of  a  conference  and,  more
precisely, a roundtable discussion which followed the presentation of papers by, among others,
Derrida and Ricoeur.5 Furthermore, while Lawlor extends his inquiry into the difference between
them  beyond  metaphor  and  to  other  subjects  such  as  time,  imagination,  and  chance,  he
nonetheless uses their principal works on metaphor as the basis from which to launch his more
sweeping investigation.

With  respect  to  Derrida’s  and  Ricoeur’s  deep  disagreement  over  metaphor,  Lawlor
presents summaries of the  three key texts or, more precisely, the key parts of these texts. For
reasons of  economy and efficiency,  the present  study’s  report  of  these  summaries  will  be a

With respect to the supporters of Ricoeur, the general tendency is to commend his meeting the challenge of 
Derrida and deconstruction. For example, Pierre Gisel in “Paul Ricoeur: Discourse between Speech and Language” 
(Philosophy Today 21, 1977, 446-456), states: “The metaphorical is first. But because there is discourse, the 
philosophical enterprise is possible. The metaphorical can be thought. Ricoeur criticizes Jacques Derrida for whom 
the thesis of an initial metaphoricity entails a metaphoricity without any limits” (452). In “Metaphor in the Modern 
Critical Arena” (Christianity and Literature 33, No. 1, Fall, 1983), Roger Lundin describes Derridean deconstruction
“as an assault upon philosophy and its privileged status as a rational discourse” (24). Shortly thereafter, he glances at
the work of Paul Ricoeur. “Paul Ricoeur sees in the deconstructionist line a continuation of the dominant Western 
tendency to view metaphor as a ‘guilty’ substitution of figurative for proper meaning (The Rule of Metaphor, 284-
289). . . . Thus behind the deconstructionist attack upon the truthfulness or significance of metaphor we find, 
curiously enough, a metaphysics of the proper, a view of language which claims that metaphor, in doing its work of 
bearing, transferring, carrying over, does nothing more than make a transfer from the realm of the proper, the 
sensible, the real into the realm of illusion” (25).
4 Ricoeur himself calls the second half of his critical analysis of “La mythologie blanche” polemical. See page 686 
of the present study.
5 The transcript which Lawlor provides at the end of his book is an English translation. The original one in French is
entitled “Philosophie et communication” and is to be found in the second volume of La Communication: Actes du 
XVe Congrès de l’Association des sociétés de philosophie de langue française (Montréal: Montmorency, 1971), 393-
431. An analysis of Derrida’s internal dilemma in the context of this conference is given in section 2.1. of the present
study.
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out something important right at the outset of the present study, there is another problem. It is
that,  given  the  nature  of  the  analysis  carried  out  in  Chapters  II  to  V,  the  reproducing  of
Bouchard’s resume would risk being redundant. Paying as much attention to the textual moves
and  movements  of  “La  mythologie  blanche,” La  métaphore  vive,  and  “Le  retrait  de  la
métaphore” as to their arguments, the analysis of Chapters II to V, although not quasi-citational,
is amply supplied  (or,  at  least,  it  is  to  be  hoped)  with  citations.  Moreover,  to  place  undue
emphasis on the question of which of the outside studies is more precise and in what way would
be to deflect attention from Chapter I’s main order of business, namely, to examine these studies
from the point of view of their internal distress.

While Bouchard’s critique of Ricoeur is much harsher and longer than his critique of
Derrida, the third outside study to be brought forward is entirely pro-Ricoeur and anti-Derrida. S.
H. Clark’s, Paul Ricoeur (1990), offers an eleven-page discussion of the dispute between them in
a subsection entitled “Deconstruction and Metaphor.” With a more assertive style than either
Lawlor’s or Bouchard’s, Clark characterizes the disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur as a
confrontation in which Ricoeur, as the more aggressive but nevertheless always respectful and
restrained party, comes out the clear winner. In fact, Clark goes so far as to suggest that the
presumably  non-polemical  part  of  La  métaphore  vive  (i.e.,  the  first  seven  studies  which
constitute a survey and analysis of many metaphorical theories as well as the development of an
all-embracing  one)  is  in  some  way a  preparation  for  and  prelude  to  Ricoeur’s  confronting
Derrida in the Eighth Study. Challenging the assumption that there is a strictly non-polemical
part of Ricoeur’s discourse on metaphor is also an important part of the analysis of Chapters II to
V.

If the present study should be fully committed to its task and not given to sparing itself
and, furthermore, if Clark, in endorsing Ricoeur’s position, also endorses and exhibits the virtues
of clarity; and, furthermore, if another study, in endorsing Derrida’s position, falls short in this
area, then surely, as a sort of challenge to the present study and, more precisely, as a challenge to
Chapter I, this situation must be looked into. It is thus as a sort of oddity that the fourth outside
study comes to be selected and placed at the end of Chapter I’s worksheet. Completely devoted
to Derrida’s discourse on metaphor and to this discourse’s even “exalting” metaphor, the study in
question nonetheless exhibits – at least to some degree – a will to clarify both metaphor and
philosophy.  Although  Derrida’s  and  Ricoeur’s debate  on  this  subject  (which  is  called  a
fundamental debate on the back of the author’s book) takes up only the better part of one of the
four  chapters  of  Heidegger  and  Derrida  on  Philosophy  and  Metaphor: Imperfect  Thought
(2000), there is a sense in which Giuseppe Stellardi’s whole project is under its sway. If one
takes into consideration the fact that Heidegger himself has very little to say about metaphor and
that, despite this lack or seeming lack, both Derrida and Ricoeur refer abundantly to Heidegger,
that, furthermore, Stellardi does not strictly follow Derrida’s analysis of Heidegger and admits to
a certain agreement with Ricoeur on the matter of Heidegger’s metaphors, and that, finally, he
primarily engages Heidegger’s text as a task of exploration or, as he puts it, “the task would be
better described as a ‘journeying over’ it” (HD, 128), then one gains some idea of the tension or
trouble which traverses the author’s undertaking. 

But  perhaps  it  is  now time  to  address  the  question  of  the  tension  or  trouble  which
traverses the present undertaking. One problem which confronts it is that it cannot properly say
what it is or at least cannot say what it is all at once. It must defer a large part of this task to a
self-analysis at the beginning of Chapter II. But, apart from this self-analysis, it must also defer it
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to the analysis of the deep disagreement itself. Or, more precisely, it must defer it to the analysis
of  this  deep  disagreement  as  quasi-debate  and even highly extended quasi-debate.  Or,  more
precisely still,  it  must defer it to the analysis of the  dynamics of this highly extended quasi-
debate. Or, even more precisely, it must defer it to the analysis of the dynamics of this highly
extended quasi-debate as being epistemological and ethical.

To leave aside for the time being the task of introducing the analysis proper then is no
less than to keep in view the present issue of complication versus clarification. To the extent that
the present study professes to be complicated and even over-complicated, there is the admission
that it cannot be thoroughly impartial in its analysis. While it is true that Ricoeur is willing to
invite a tremendous amount of complication into his work in order for it to be as comprehensive
as possible, it is also true that he aims at ruling out all excessive complication. Ricoeur himself
admits as much when, for example, he characterizes philosophical discourse as being that which
is sometimes infected with an invincible ambiguity, a sort of overly poetic effusion which he
thinks is to be found, for example, in the very last works of Heidegger and which results from its
succumbing to the lure of the ineffable. “Le prix de cette prétention [de mettre fin à l’histoire de
l’être] est l’invincible ambiguïté des dernières oeuvres . . .” (MV, 397). 

Despite Ricoeur’s tremendous range then, Derrida goes beyond it or in a sense explodes
what,  according to Guy Bouchard,  is Ricoeur’s already inflated conception of metaphor.  For
Bouchard, Derrida, by tracing metaphor to the very heart of the definition of metaphor, to the
very heart of the concept, and, finally, to the very heart of language and being, not only presents
an  epistemological  obstacle  to  metaphorical  theory,  but  to  all  philosophy of  language.  The
present study of course will shortly take into account Bouchard’s critical stand more fully. For
the time being, it is enough to remark that, were Bouchard’s interests less linguistic and, like
Lawlor’s, more epistemological, he no doubt would make much of the fact that Derrida troubles
philosophy’s own language.      

But even to describe the situation in this fashion would still be to oversimplify it. Derrida
only  troubles  philosophy’s  own  language  because  it  is  already  troubled.  Haunted  by
metaphoricity (but not metaphor  stricto sensu) which is inherent to language in general, it can
never be entirely in control of itself. At the same time, it is fairly evident that the major part of
philosophical discourse can go on without scrutinizing or, for that matter,  scrupling over the
seemingly minute part of it which escapes control. From this point of view then, the status of the
second sentence of this paragraph is rendered uncertain: Derrida still seems to be an accomplice
in making life difficult  for philosophy and philosophers.  A heterogeneous element enters the
picture as “perverse” motivation, disposition, intention, inclination, etc. or, then again, as “bad”
consequence, effect, result, etc. A number of “ethical” values are thus put into play which need
not be harmonious with each other, let alone with those in larger circulation in both philosophy
and the world in general. 

It is in this way that one might return to the objection made earlier by the present study,
namely, that the four outside studies all operate with a presupposition which a priori rules out or
rules on the matter at issue. The problem is that, while it is true that this objection can be justified
on the basis of analysing the four studies in question, it is also true that, in and of itself or rather
in all that it can possibly mean or entail, it is not justifiable. Or, more properly, it is just as much
unjustifiable as it is justifiable. For example, it is unjustifiable from the point of view that the
objection itself is inevitably an epistemological ruling which, according to what the objection is
or must be as an anti-epistemological one, rules itself out of court. Or, to put it another way, the
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ruling that conceptuality is prone to internal slippage rules out conceptual rule as absolute rule
and  therefore  must  rule  out  the  certainty  of  the  ruling  that  metaphoricity  is  implicated  in
conceptuality. On the other hand, it is justifiable or even more than justifiable from the point of
view that it is the responsibility of philosophy to examine all presuppositions and therefore the
responsibility of the present study to examine the presupposition in question (i.e., that lack of
clarity is a moot point and should itself be occulted).

What all this ultimately means for the present study is that it cannot entirely free itself
from the principle of clarity even while troubling it or because, even while doing so, it is also the
clearing of a path towards it. This is both an “affirmation” and a “negation” of the principle of
clarity which of course is non-receivable in many circles. But from the point of view of the
present study, this double gesture can only be both ethically and epistemologically right. Strictly
speaking, this study is not an affirmation or negation of this principle, but merely the challenging
of its authority or rather Authority. Always being half-respectful and yet half-distrustful of this
Authority, it is the recognition of its being not simply the eternal light of a Philosophical Saying,
but  also the  eternal  twilight  of  a  Philosophical  Doing.  It  is  the  recognition  not  only of  the
constative side of philosophical discourse, but also the recognition that this  recognition of the
constative side only comes at the expense of not recognizing the performative side. Conversely,
it is the recognition not only of the performative side of philosophical discourse, but also the
recognition  that  this  recognition  of  the  performative  side only comes  at  the  expense  of  not
recognizing the constative side. Finally, it is the always precarious attempt to guard philosophy
from the lure of the utterly effable and, as such, to guard it from itself.
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Chapter II

Derrida’s Commitment to Tell the Truth about Metaphor 
as Indirect Encounter with Ricoeur’s Project1

                                  
The present study must take a short detour through itself with all the risk this entails

before  it  can  properly  take  up  the  analysis  of  the  deep  disagreement  between  Derrida  and
Ricoeur. Although it was stated in the Introduction that it cannot say what it is all at once, it was
also stated or at least suggested that it is committed to saying something differently about itself.
Concerned as it is with truth-telling and its complication and even over-complication, it cannot
avoid examining its  own truth-telling.  Setting itself  apart  from the four studies  examined in
Chapter  I  as  projects  of  clarification  which  are  also  projects  of  simplification  and  even-
oversimplification,  it  must  itself  be  a  project  of obfuscation (if  this  term can  be  somewhat
reformed or refined) which is also a project of complication and even over-complication. But to
say that  it  sets  itself  apart  is  already misleading because there is  not an opposition between
projects of obfuscation and projects of clarification but rather a profoundly ramifying difference.
Just as the latter are dedicated to being comprehensive and therefore complex or complicated in
their striving for ultimate clarity (even though this striving for clarity is itself founded upon some
simplification), so the former are dedicated to being clear in their obscurity or, to put it less
paradoxically, in their striving for greater comprehensiveness.

The first question may very well be then: what is the nature of the present study insofar as
it is possible for it to catch sight of itself and insofar as it is distinguishable from the object of its
study or  at  least  one  of  these  objects,  namely,  the  deep disagreement  between  Derrida  and
Ricoeur? Perhaps what should first be mentioned is that, even though it is a common enough
practise, the present study does not wish to identify itself with an authorial “I.” Because this “I”
can easily become an additional question or problem in the context of complication and even
over-complication, such a move would place an insufferable burden on the present study which,
for the sake of convenience, shall from now on call itself PS. To keep this “I” out of sight then is
a simplifying move but one which cannot reduce the object of study insofar as the latter, as
complication and over-complication, is irreducible. On the other hand, insofar as the object of
study is the deep disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur, this simplifying move keeps it
from being driven offstage by the problematic of the “I.”

The second important consideration is that, as already suggested in the Introduction, PS is
closer to Derrida’s project than Ricoeur’s. A number of additional considerations follow from
this which, if the worst sort of confusion is to be avoided, are equally important to bring out and
register.  Given  the  context  of  over-complication,  to  say  “worst  sort  of  confusion”  may  be
suspect. In truth, this notion cannot be entirely registered at the epistemological or theoretical
level, but also must be registered at the ethical or practical level. This is to say that what is to be
avoided as the worst sort of confusion refers to PS’s own commitment to truth-telling and, more
particularly, to the fact that truth-telling always runs the risk of inducing a miscarriage of itself,
of delivering a fatal blow to what it anticipates in the way of conveying itself to others and in the

1 Throughout the present study, the word “project,” insofar as it refers to Derrida’s and Ricoeur’s works, refers only 
to the former’s “La mythologie blanche” and “Le retrait de la métaphore” and the latter’s La métaphore vive. 
Although its signification could be extended to encompass their works as a whole, a matching ethico-
epistemological analysis would not only be over-complicated in extremis, but unbearably long and repetitive. 
(Perhaps this is how some view Derrida’s lifework.)
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way of garnering a certain amount of interest and attention. It is therefore incumbent upon PS to
make such points as the following as clear as possible:  that, although it is more indebted to
Derrida’s project than to Ricoeur’s, this indebtedness is not meant to operate as the basis on
which to repudiate Ricoeur’s project or to assimilate it to Derrida’s except in a qualified sense. A
certain amount of assimilation of one to the other is unavoidable (and, for that matter, a certain
amount of repudiation) because PS’s commitment to truth-telling is, like Derrida’s, a project of
complication  and  even  over-complication,  a  project  of  “ultimate”  comprehensiveness  and
obfuscation. 

A further consideration which comes from taking seriously the fact that PS lines up with
Derrida’s project is that it is inevitably a parti pris. While in most contexts of philosophical truth-
telling such a situation would be intolerable or equivalent to bad faith, it is not possible in the
present  context  to  think  that  a  commitment  to  truth-telling  could  be  other  than  a  parti  pris.
Philosophy itself as project of clarification which is also, as it is been often called, metaphysics
has its presuppositions not simply in place as reasons or arguments but also has them kept in
place – guarded and protected – as tradition, institution, ideal, order, control, and so on. At the
same time, the commitment to philosophical truth-telling which admits that it is a parti pris can
never be – or, at least, should never be – simply a licencing of itself, a dismissal of any attempt to
find justification  for  itself,  or,  on the  other  side of  the ledger,  a  non-resistance to  itself,  an
unwillingness to call itself into question.

Out of this last point springs another one, namely, that PS suffers from its own internal
dilemma which is the justifying of itself while calling itself into question. Part of its justification
as the complication and even over-complication of truth-telling can only come precisely from
this calling itself into question but, on the other hand, the latter cannot escape being, in any final
accounting, something of an empty gesture or else a highly circumscribed move. For example, if
it is stated that PS’s meta-reading of Lawlor’s reading in Chapter I likely inflects these readings
such that the threat which Derrida’s project poses to Ricoeur’s is highlighted, there is perhaps
here the raising of a doubt about the case PS is making for a deep disagreement between Derrida
and Ricoeur but, on the other hand, not one which can do away with the conviction that no
interpretation is possible without some sort of inflection.

The same sort of limited move or gesture is at work if PS takes another example such as
its reading of Stellardi’s study. Describing it as a project of clarification is somewhat risky since
it bears signs of being a complication and even over-complication of truth-telling. For one thing,
this  study  makes  a  fairly  consistent  effort  to  catch  sight  of  itself  as  project  which  must
necessarily fall short, which is more concerned with raising questions and providing provisional
answers than arriving at some definite conclusion. In addition, it reveals a certain ethical side to
itself,  a  certain  performative  side  to  its  truth-telling,  a  certain  setting  of  itself  apart  from
philosophy’s customary self-assuredness and systematisation. Consideration of these matters is
no doubt threatening to PS’s distinction between clarification and obfuscation and it seems that,
at least in this context, the former is being collapsed into the latter. Indeed, there is much in
Stellardi’s project which is confusing or conflated and, if the word obfuscate is taken in the usual
sense of obscuring matters unnecessarily, then perhaps, despite whatever merits it may have, this
project is more deserving of being called obfuscating than Derrida’s. 

Without reproducing the arguments in favour of viewing Stellardi’s project as an attempt
to clarify the whole of philosophy even while obscuring it, it must be admitted that, for the very
reason that it is invested with these contrary aims or intentions, it is not so far removed from PS.
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On the other hand, Stellardi does not catch sight of this internal conflict or division or at least
does not thematise it. In this way, it is still very much in line with the norms of philosophical
truth-telling. Ricoeur,  as will be seen in Chapters III and IV, is particularly concerned about
intention (and, more precisely, the  form of intention) in philosophical or speculative discourse
and, although he allows for background intentions, gives no indication that he thinks that they
should be thematised or at least thematised as the performative side of truth-telling inseparable
from the  constative  side.  The  simplifying  or  reducing  of  philosophical  intention  is  a  major
concern of PS, not only with respect to analysing Ricoeur’s project, but also Derrida’s.

PS’s dilemma of being committed both to justifying and not justifying itself may also be
expressed as the imperative of analysis which, in the present context, is to resist as much as
possible being polemical and tilting at Ricoeur. The fact that this polemic is irreducibly built into
the analysis should not be held against it or at least should not be separated from another fact,
namely, that, from the point of view of the analysis itself, the polemical stretches all the way
down to presuppositions. Given this state of affairs, the only way to offset the deeply polemical
nature of PS is to make Ricoeur appear more favourable and Derrida less favourable that might
otherwise be the case. But with respect to Derrida, there is the problem that, while PS must begin
its analysis with “La mythologie blanche,” it is “Le retrait de la métaphore” which lends itself
most easily to an examination of the play or conflict of philosophical intentions. Although in all
instances  the  examination  of  this  play  or  conflict  is  largely  a  matter  of  interpretation  and
guesswork, of accumulating a lot of circumstantial evidence which is never entirely certain, “La
mythologie blanche” still resists this procedure or, more precisely, it betrays few signs of what is
really needed to be rung in right now, that is, few signs of having an internal dilemma or at least
one which is not already incorporated into its own analysis. 

In order to deal with this problem of finding a more observable dilemma in Derrida’s
project, it is not necessary to go outside the deep disagreement between Derrida and Ricoeur, but
only to examine it briefly in another setting and with Derrida the point at issue and Ricoeur in the
background. Given the inbuilt prejudice of PS, the latter would inevitably come under fire if his
project were exposed and examined at this early stage. Of course, when Ricoeur’s commitment
to truth-telling is analysed in Chapter III and Chapter IV (and even at the end of Chapter V) as
the indirect and direct encounters with Derrida’s project, it will not be spared coming under fire,
but it is to be hoped that, by that time, such an expression will have a new meaning. The best that
can be said for the time being is that, on the basis of viewing philosophical discourse as ethico-
epistemological dynamic, PS is in no position to claim that Ricoeur should be arguing or doing
philosophy differently.

2.1. Derrida “versus” Ricoeur at the Montreal Conference on Communication (1971)
                      
   A few months  before  “La  mythologie  blanche”  was  published  in  1971,  Derrida  and
Ricoeur presented exposés at the same conference and participated in a roundtable discussion
which followed and which was called “Philosophie et communication.”2 Since the illocutionary
and perlocutionary effects of Derrida’s exposé can be considered part of the complication and
even over-complication of truth-telling, this roundtable discussion is particularly helpful at this

2 “Philosophie et communication,” La Communication: Actes du XVe congrès de l’association des sociétés de 
philosophie de langue française: Tome I (Montréal: Montmorency, 1971), 393-431. Ricoeur’s exposé at this 
conference, “Discours et communication,” is to be found on pages 23-48 of La Communication.
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2.2. Metaphor – in the Philosophical Text                       

 The commitment to philosophical truth-telling is the commitment to tell the  truth well
which is always the possibility of not telling it well. While clarification is only concerned with
the latter insofar as it can be avoided or effaced, obfuscation must in some way register it. Not
that this registering is any less the struggle to perform well, but that it is also the struggle to
reduce the possibility of effacing this struggle. The first major difficulty which confronts PS in
its  analysis  of  “La mythologie  blanche”  is  that  it  must  be  necessarily double-focussed.  The
second major difficulty which confronts it is that it must be necessarily reductive. To bring these
two difficulties together is to say that both the form and content of  Derrida’s essay are over-
complicated and that using the terms form and content is a provisional move which allows the
first major difficulty to be quickly identified. It allows PS to say that the second major difficulty,
the one of being necessarily reductive, is largely confined to the task of analysing the contents of
Derrida’s essay.  On the other hand, being necessarily reductive or simplifying in this area is
inseparable from complicating it  in another  area which is  the task of analysing the form of
Derrida’s essay.

The third major difficulty confronting PS is that, although committed to analysing both
Derrida’s and Ricoeur’s discourses as ethico-epistemological dynamics,  the ethical inevitably
slides  off  into  the  practical,  performative,  or  rhetorical  as  well  as  the  non-ethical  and  the
unethical. If philosophical truth-telling is essentially conflictual and full of strategies, ruses, and
devices,  such  a  state  of  affairs  is  not  so  surprising.  Although  the  dominant  intention  of
philosophical truth-telling is its very commitment to truth which itself is necessarily ethical, this
dominant intention does not rule out other intentions or a play or conflict of intentions or, for that
matter, intentions which hardly register as intentions. With respect to this last point, the analysis
which fleshes out these subordinate or dominated intentions always runs the risk of fleshing them
out too much and even to the point that they loom larger than the dominant intention. A certain
sensibility is therefore required which PS is now trying to evoke and which may need to be  re-
evoked periodically.

The fourth major difficulty confronting PS is  to  make the case that  Derrida’s  project
indirectly or apart from any debate or polemic per se encounters Ricoeur’s project. Since making
this case rests upon an accumulation of evidence stretching to Chapter V such that the best view
of Chapter II is likely retrospective, to sift through all this evidence perhaps requires the patience
of a jurist at an interminable trial. What is being attempted over a long course and in various
ways is to catch sight of the ethical as one side of the philosophical difference between Derrida
and Ricoeur which is both part of and not part of the epistemological side.

One way to describe to Derrida’s task in “La mythologie blanche” is to say that it calls a
whole discursive continuity or, for that matter, community – the notion, idea, concept, definition,
theory, conception, use, etc. of metaphor – into question. Such a task likely renders his own
discourse both precarious and presumptuous. Precarious in the sense that, while questioning the
validity of the definition of metaphor, Derrida cannot himself dispense with at least something
like a definition of it. Presumptuous in the sense that, in trying to determine the validity which
the philosophical and rhetorical tradition has bestowed on a certain conception of metaphor, he
works  his  way through all  the  resources  of  this  tradition  and exhausts  them.  Indeed,  in  his
attempt to bring this conception of metaphor so fully into view that it  ultimately disappears,
Derrida is forced to take a precarious – one might even say a poetic or rhetorical – step beyond
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insofar as Derrida’s project is philosophical and not entirely disposed to endangering itself, there
should be something of this prudence in it. 

To demonstrate that Derrida’s project is adventurous (which may be considered by many
to be ethically neutral or even unethical) is less difficult than to demonstrate that its immodesty,
imprudence, or presumptuousness is harnessed to the opposite. 

La métaphore dans le texte philosophique. Assuré d’entendre chaque mot
de cet énoncé, se précipitant à comprendre — à inscrire — une figure
dans le volume capable de philosophie, on pourrait s’apprêter à traiter
d’une  question  particulière:  y  a  t-il  de  la  métaphore  dans  le  texte
philosophique? sous quelle forme? jusqu’à quel point? est-ce essentiel?
accidentel? etc. L’assurance est vite emportée (249).

Here there is, as is in his exposé, “Signature, événement, contexte,” an indirect recognition and
even an implicit  admonishment of a common practice in  philosophy. This practise is one of
treating  well-handled  terms  as  if  their  meanings  were  already  well  established  and  secure.
Derrida no doubt finds something imprudent in this practise and perhaps even presumptuous and
precipitate. Something also perhaps unbecoming to philosophy insofar as it registers a neglect,
calculated or otherwise. In any event, it is clear that he wants to strike out on a different path and,
at least on this particular point, be more modest and reserved. “L’assurance est vite emportée”
(249). 

On the other hand, the particular question he raises – y a t-il de la métaphore dans le texte
philosophique? – is probably one which has never been asked by either philosophy or rhetoric. It
therefore imposes itself straight off as something upstart and upsetting. Instead of doing the usual
thing  which  is  to  ask  the  question,  what  is  philosophical  metaphor?,  Derrida  asks,  is  there
philosophical metaphor? All previous studies no doubt have assumed it as object insofar as they
have assumed the reasonably clear and straightforward concept of metaphor. Derrida’s essay, on
the  other  hand,  leaves  little  doubt  that  investigating  this  concept  –  and  investigating  it
scrupulously – is precisely what should be attended to first.  By  forcing on the philosophical
scene such a scrupulous investigation, “La mythologie blanche” implicitly censures philosophy
for a certain neglect of its investigative responsibilities.

But  the  reserve  and  caution  of  Derrida  in  the  face  of  the  presumptuousness  of  the
tradition ends up becoming a certain presumption itself, namely, the one of taking on the whole
tradition. A double dilemma of sorts is registered here. First of all, there is the dilemma of being
committed to a proper investigation of this subject only in order to arrive at, if not its dissolution,
then  a  certain  limited  or  equivocal  demand for  it.  Secondly,  there  is  the  dilemma of  being
committed  to  a  proper  way of  doing  philosophy only  in  order  to  call  the  proper  way into
question.  This  irreducible  dilemma  afflicting  Derrida’s  project  is  one  with  its  being  both
philosophical and anti-philosophical.
      
2.3. “Improper” Argument and Analysis 

Derrida’s point of entry leads to a question which is simple and yet infinitely complex.
Insofar as this question cannot be overlooked or dismissed by philosophy, it forces itself on the
scene as an epistemological demand, duty, task, etc. The question, Y a t-il de la métaphore dans
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le texte philosophique?, is also the question, If there is metaphor in the philosophical text, how
does it come to be known and determined? As the commitment to tell the truth about metaphor,
Derrida’s inquiry must be responsive to these questions and be responsible before them. With
such a binding commitment, there can be no stopping short of the difficulties raised by them and
it may be said in all fairness that this fundamental part of Derrida’s commitment to tell the truth
about philosophical metaphor is, first, the inescapably “adventurous” side of it and, secondly, its
ethical dimension. There can be neither a simple response nor an avoidance of how others – a
few others at least – have answered or not answered the above questions. Or, to put it another
way, Derrida cannot avoid examining how the whole tradition has already given, as if by default,
an affirmative answer to the question.
 As mentioned earlier, Derrida notes (this comes when he discusses the standard way of
classifying metaphor in the philosophical text, namely, by its biological, organic,  mechanical,
historical,  economic  site  of  origin)  that  there  are  few  systematic  studies  of  philosophical
metaphor.  “Cette  classification,  qui suppose un indigénat  et  une migration,  est  couramment
adoptée par ceux, il ne sont pas nombreux, qui ont étudié la métaphorique d’un philosophe ou
d’un corpus singulier” (262). Though he does not mention it, there must be even fewer studies or
none which deal with it as problem or issue. In order to do precisely this, Derrida begins by
examining a work which at least resembles such a study. Of course, its only resembling such a
study – perhaps its not even being a study – is already reason to raise some suspicion against it.16 

The study in question is a fictitious dialogue in Anatole France’s Le jardin d’Épicure.
Why Derrida would begin his inquiry into metaphor with a work which many would consider to
be literary rather than philosophical is,  apart  from all  general  considerations about Derrida’s
objectives  or  intentions,  still  a  question  in  the  stricter  or  narrower  sense.  In  this  fictitious
dialogue, Polyphile addresses another character, Ariste, and argues that all metaphysical concepts
are  derived  directly  from metaphors.  However,  he  does  not  primarily  have  in  mind  poetic
metaphors but those which metaphysics itself produces and puts to use. His thesis is that all
metaphysical  concepts  are  surreptitious  transfers  of  meaning and reference  from nature  to  a
fictitious  upper  realm.  According  to  Polyphile,  it  is  essentially  the  etymological  study  of
metaphysical concepts which reveals the true physical or natural origins. Metaphysics constitutes
itself by conveniently forgetting its figurative aspect and metaphorical history, its connection to
the physical world, and its converting its metaphors into literal terms referring to nothing.

Polyphile  compares  the  metaphorical  operation  of  metaphysics  to  the  grinding  and
polishing of coins. This operation is one of effacing the exergue, the figurehead and inscription
of these coins such that they are converted into pure metal. The polished coins, a sort of absolute
and universal currency, represent the nature of metaphysical concepts. Derrida observes that the
comparison of philosophical metaphors to coins which are polished down by much handling
crops up on at least a few occasions throughout the tradition. The second figure which Polyphile
employs  is  that  of  the  palimpsest.  According  to  Polyphile,  the  writing  in  dark  ink  on  the
palimpsest is like the work of metaphysics. Underneath it and concealed by it is the writing in
white ink which is likened to metaphysics’ origins. Derrida comments:         

16 Generally speaking, there is no reason to consider this study in Anatole France’s Le jardin d’Épicure so 
negatively. But what seems necessary to take into consideration as part of an analysis which is not excluding any 
traits or traces of the ethical is that this study probably has professional opinion against it. Along with its being a 
dialogue and more or less out of fashion as philosophy, the author is no doubt considered to be, first and foremost, a 
novelist, satirist, and social commentator.
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La  métaphysique  –  mythologie  blanche  qui  rassemble  et  réfléchit  la
culture de l’Occident: l’homme blanc prend sa propre mythologie, l’indo-
européenne,  son logos,  c’est-à-dire  le  mythos de  son  idiome,  pour  la
forme universelle de ce qu’il doit vouloir encore appeler la Raison (254). 

Two brief points are now in order: first, the analysis which follows Derrida’s examination of the
Polyphile-Ariste dialogue takes in works, principally  Aristotle’s, whose philosophical status is
beyond  doubt;  secondly,  the  syntactic  and  semiotic  dimension  of  language  soon  arises  in
Derrida’s inquiry and, in some respects, operates as a critique of Polyphile’s position. “Dans
cette critique [avancée par Polyphile] du langage philosophique, s’intéresser à la métaphore –
cette  figure  particulière  –  ,  c’est  donc  un  parti  pris  symboliste” (255).  Derrida  describes
Polyphile’s “symbolist” position as being, despite his anti-metaphysical stance, in conformity
with the  traditional  conception of  metaphor.  Just  as  it  has  been since Aristotle,  metaphor  is
viewed by Polyphile  as being wholly a  diachronic and semantic  operation.  This  conception,
extremely common and historically stable, equates metaphor with the perception of resemblance.
“La métaphore a toujours été définie comme le trope de la ressemblance . . .” (255). As such, it
conceals the synchronic, syntactic, and semiotic dimension of language.17 

Despite the justification which he provides for disinterring the example of usure in  Le
jardin d’Épicure, Derrida’s early focus on it still might be suspect. Polyphile’s position, although
formally rejected by Derrida,  is  cited at  great length.  Furthermore,  the majority of Derrida’s
observations tend to be non-critical. It seems that what is disinterred here, if destined to be re-
buried, is first to be carefully looked over. 

Il va de soi que la question de la métaphore, telle que nous la répétons ici,
loin  d’appartenir  à  cette  problématique  et  d’en  partager  les
présuppositions,  devrait  au  contraire  les  délimiter.  Il  ne  s’agit  pas,
cependant,  de consolider par symétrie  ce que Polyphile choisi  comme
cible;  plutôt de déconstruire les schèmes métaphysiques et  rhétoriques
qui sont à l’oeuvre dans sa critique, non pour les rejeter et les mettre au
rebut  mais  pour les  réinscrire  autrement  et  surtout  pour commencer  à
identifier le terrain historico-problématique sur lequel on a pu demander
systématiquement  à  la  philosophie  les  titres  métaphoriques  de  ses
concepts (256). 

To arrive at a different understanding of philosophical metaphor – one which is neither a defence
nor a dismissal of Polyphile’s position – is what Derrida lays out. But at the same time there is of

17 Derrida’s general view of the traditional conception of metaphor identifies the semiotic with the linguistic level 
below the noun or, more precisely, below the nominalizable. This is to identify the semiotic with the linguistic level 
even below – on those rare occasions when they are converted into nouns – such syntactical units as prepositions, 
conjunctions, and articles. Since metaphor as a kind of naming is unquestionably at the heart of the traditional 
conception, Derrida labels this conception semantic. On the other hand, Ricoeur’s general view of the traditional or 
rhetorical conception of metaphor puts the semiotic on the level not only of the preposition, syllable, letter, etc., but 
also the word or noun. Ricoeur therefore views the traditional conception of metaphor as semantic only insofar as it 
indicates, despite its reliance on semiotic theory which he identifies with the theory of substitution and single-word 
trope, that metaphor is not primarily denomination but predication (i.e., that the word or noun receives its meaning 
from the sentence).
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course a certain critique of this position in that it grounds itself in metaphysics while being anti-
metaphysical. In order to characterize metaphysics as transfer of meaning and reference from one
realm  to  another,  Polyphile  must  rely  himself  on  such  oppositions  as  proper/improper,
sensible/intelligible, and natural/artificial.

On the other hand, Polyphile brings into view the philosophical concept as heterogeneity,
as  impurity,  as  what  goes  largely  unrecognized  by the  philosophical  community  and  which
translates  into,  not  surprisingly,  a  longstanding  equivocation.  Specifically,  the  latter  is  that,
although  philosophical  metaphor  is  presumably  effaced  by the  philosophical  concept  which
replaces it, it still manages to show its face. 

L’exergue  effacé,  comment  déchiffrer  la  figure,  singulièrement  la
métaphore dans le texte philosophique? On n’a jamais répondu à cette
question  par  un  traité  systématique  et  cela  n’est  sans  doute  pas
insignifiant (261).

This trace or vestige of something essentially foreign to the philosophical concept is neither that
to  which  the  concept  is  reducible  nor  what  is  reducible  to  the  concept.  To  investigate  this
sensitive area between, on the one hand, the philosophical imperative which speaks and wants to
speak transparently through the concept and, on the other hand, the figurative or foreign element
which  inhabits  this  concept  and  ignores  this  imperative  is  what  leads  Derrida  to  ask  such
questions as the following.

Comment  rendre  sensible [la  métaphore  philosophique],  sinon  par
métaphore? ici le mot usure. On ne peut en effet accéder a l’usure d’un
phénomène linguistique sans lui donner quelque représentation figurée.
Que pourrait être l’usure  proprement dite d’un mot, d’un énoncé, d’une
signification, d’un texte? (249). 

In order to tell the truth about philosophical metaphor, both the essentially equivocal nature of it
and the essentially equivocal nature of the traditional conception of it must be explored. Being
itself  a  philosophical  text,  “La  mythologie  blanche”  is  not  immune  from equivocation  and
separate from what it inquires into. Rather than pass frivolously over these matters (here again,
the adventurous and even dangerous side of truth-telling is revealed), Derrida makes them an
indispensable part of his inquiry.

In order  to  deal  with the figurative life  of  the concept  as  a  question  for  philosophy,
Derrida must challenge the traditional way of treating this figurative life of the concept as past
life only. He must find signs of the present figurative life of the concept which takes his inquiry
beyond being merely an etymological study and makes it a sort of self-study which is also a
demonstration of this figurative life. It is to make his inquiry both the work of analysis which
uncovers this life and the rhetorical play which strangely subverts and supplements the analysis.
Given the complicated and even over-complicated nature of metaphor, what is required is not
only the  constative  but  the  performative  side  of  language.  Derrida  must  not  only make the
problem of philosophical metaphor sensible in the way of making sense of the matter, but also in
the way of putting the matter before the senses.

In  order  to  demonstrate  philosophical  metaphor  both  theoretically  and  practically  or
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constatively and performatively, Derrida creates something like a philosophical metaphor which
is  also something like  its  impossibility.  Insofar  as usure  represents  figurative  wearing away,
erosion, loss, etc., it is not only a metaphor but a metaphor of philosophical metaphor. On the
other hand, usure operates not only as philosophical metaphor, but as philosophical concept. As
concept  it  has  an  additional  figurative  aspect  and  signification  which  is  usure  as  usury  or
semantic gain and which corresponds to the transition from metaphor to philosophical concept.
The reason for this homonymic or equivocal deployment of usure is Derrida’s attempting to
capture, besides the more or less negative signification of philosophical metaphor, its positive
signification. Now insofar as usure becomes this complicated figure-concept and succeeds as a
technical term in Derrida’s inquiry, it does a strange thing: it tends to escape its own meaning.
This is to say that usure itself is not an example or illustration of figurative effacement and
conceptual gain, but rather an example of conceptual gain  and figurative gain. This figurative
gain comes with its signification as usury or semantic profit and is the correspondingly sensible
or physical aspect of this particular signification.

Usure  is  at  the  same  time  not  only a  figure  of  conceptual  gain,  but  an  example  or
illustration of conceptual loss. While it is true that usure as both usage (wearing away) and usury
(gain) is a more comprehensive and, in this sense, adequate definition of philosophical metaphor
as the traditional understanding of it, it is also true that it is at odds with the philosophical ideal
of dissipating the equivocal. Usure then is in itself an example or illustration not of figurative
erosion, but of conceptual erosion. Of course, by functioning as an illustration of this sort, usure
is not only at odds with the philosophical ideal of dissipating the equivocal, but also the ideal of
philosophy’s being only an intended rejection, removal, or replacement of concepts.

Despite the importance which Derrida assigns to usure as an operative  concept for his
historico-problematic inquiry and, furthermore, despite its prominence in the first section, it falls
to the wayside by the time Derrida begins the second section, “Plus de métaphore.” In a way
which  is  similar  to  the  role  of  the  Polyphile-Ariste  dialogue,  usure  serves  as  a  provisional
background whose  main purpose is  to bring into early view what is  traditionally ignored or
concealed. In providing this background, Derrida of course takes the risk of employing both a
dubious work and a dubious concept. But there is certainly even more than this going on or at
least more of this going on at a deeper and murkier level which also seems to be a matter of
stretching investigative possibilities to the limit. Since exergue signifies both the epigraph at the
beginning of a work and the inscription on a coin, the title of the first section likely refers to, on
the one hand, the whole of the Polyphile-Ariste dialogue (by metaphorizing it as an extended
epigraph) and, on the other hand, this dialogue’s theme of polishing coins. In the case of the
former,  exergue  would  be  signifying  then  what  normally  stands  outside  the  work  or,  more
precisely, what is not quite proper to it. At the same time, it signifies, as part of the contents of
the first section, the erosion or effacement of philosophical metaphor. Given the overall thrust of
Derrida’s  essay,  it  likely  signifies  as  well  the  erosion  or  effacement  of  the  concept  of
philosophical metaphor. This is to say that, given that the first section deals largely with usure
and, furthermore, given that usure drops out of sight as figure and concept after this section, the
title likely signifies the wearing away of the first section as extended epigraph and therefore the
wearing  away of  its  contents  which  is  also  the  wearing  away of  a  worn-out  conception  of
metaphor. “Exergue,” the title of the first section, likely signifies the usure of usure.18

18 In “Le retrait de la métaphore,” Derrida is more explicit on the matter of this “worn-out” conception.
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With respect to the relationship between philosophy and rhetoric, Ricoeur notes that the
former, while generally helpless against the latter as use and abuse of power, can at least exert a
theoretical or normative influence over it and, as such, employ the only kind of control which is
not a use of force. “Son discours n’est lui-même qu’un discours parmi d’autres et la prétention à
la vérité  qui  habite  son discours l’exclut de la sphère du pouvoir” (16).  Here it  seems that
philosophy is, contrary to being valued over rhetoric, put on an equal footing with it and all other
discourses. At the same time, it is distinguished as the commitment to truth, non-violence, and
non-deception, and, as such, it is fit to tutor rhetoric which, close to ordinary speech, is by nature
undisciplined.  Not  only  this,  rhetoric  has  the  potential  to  be  reformed  and  taken  up  into
philosophy on a serious or full-time basis.8

Philosophy’s non-forceful control over rhetoric seems analogous to rendering the subject
of metaphor subject to philosophy. Although this analogy between rhetoric and metaphor in the
context of a certain call to allegiance is never thematised by Ricoeur, it  is safe to say that his
book bears many signs of it. First among the many indications of  metaphor’s being called to
philosophical allegiance is that La métaphore vive begins  with Aristotle and ends with him. In
between, there are numerous metaphorical theories but,  however important they are, Ricoeur
only recognizes them in the context of Aristotle’s theory of metaphor which dominates the First
Study and Aristotle’s theory of act/potency which dominates the last section of the Eighth Study.

Apart from this last section where Ricoeur explores the ontological presuppositions of his
theory of metaphor, the development of this theory is finished before his last study begins. The
Eighth Study is about metaphor only in the context of issues which seriously overshadow it and
which primarily concern Ricoeur’s encounter with Derrida and Heidegger and his analysis of the
interaction  or  interference  between  discourses  in  general.9 Here  the  notion  of  philosophy’s
having final say over metaphor is thematised as the discontinuity between poetic discourse and
speculative discourse. Poetic discourse is the wide-ranging eruption of metaphorical truth into
the  world  which  is  fluid  and  which  ultimately  congeals  in  speculative  discourse.  Ricoeur
explains that works of literature and poetry, in offering a fictional world comparable to the real
one, impinge on the latter. Whereas in poetic discourse there is always a tension or play between
language  and thought and language and world, in speculative discourse there is, if still a gap
between  language  and  world,  no  gap  between  language  and  thought.10 Both  discourse  and

d’élaborer une théorie du vraisemblable qui armerait la rhétorique contre ses propres abus, en la dissociant de la 
sophistique et de l’éristique. Le grand mérite d’Aristote a été d’élaborer ce lien entre le concept rhétorique de 
persuasion et le concept logique du vraisemblable, et de construire sur ce rapport l’édifice entier d’une rhétorique 
philosophique” (MV, 16-17).
8 “Ce que nous lisons aujourd’hui sous le titre de la Rhétorique est donc le traité où s’inscrit l’équilibre entre deux 
mouvements contraires, celui qui porte la rhétorique à s’affranchir de la philosophie, sinon à se substituer à elle, et 
celui qui porte la philosophie à réinventer la rhétorique comme un système de preuve de second rang. Au point de 
rencontre de la puissance dangereuse de l’éloquence et de la logique du vraisemblable se situe une rhétorique que la 
philosophie tient sous surveillance” (MV, 17). 
9 Although implicit in other parts of La métaphore vive, the relationship between poetic discourse and speculative 
discourse is explicitly analysed in the Eighth Study’s fourth section, “L’intersection des sphères de discours,” which 
follows Ricoeur’s critical analysis of “La mythologie blanche.” 
10 “Que le discours spéculatif trouve dans le dynamisme qu’on vient de décrire quelque chose comme l’esquisse 
d’une détermination conceptuelle n’empêche pas que le discours spéculatif commence de soi et trouve en lui-même 
le principe de son articulation. De soi-même il tire la ressource d’un espace conceptuel qu’il offre au déploiement de
sens qui s’esquisse métaphoriquement. . . . Elle procède plutôt des structures même de l’esprit que la philosophie 
transcendantale a pour tâche d’articuler. De l’un à l’autre discours, on ne passe que par une époché” (MV, 380). 
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short definition to be implying that a theory of metaphor is a theory of  denomination. On the
other hand, he argue that Aristotle’s full definition describes metaphor as predication. All four
species  of  metaphor  in  this  definition  necessarily  involve  two terms  which  form a  subject-
predicate relation. Moreover, the resulting sentence is in part a transgression of linguistic and
logical boundaries. There is a negative or “deconstructive” moment of the metaphorical function
which Ricoeur calls, borrowing from Gilbert Ryle, a category-mistake.18 Opposed to the latter is
of course the positive or reconstructive moment which reveals hitherto unperceived relations
resulting in the discovery and founding of the categories themselves.

The pivotal  role which Aristotle assigns to the word or noun in his theory of diction
comes about from his defining it in such a way that it is the dividing line between the semantic
and the semiotic or syntactic. The result is that the description of the noun rounds off Aristotle’s
discussion of the smaller units such as letter, syllable, preposition, conjunction, etc. The noun is
then not properly integrated into a theory of the sentence and in turn a theory of discourse. By
largely  looking  on  the  sentence  as  the  linguistic  unit  which  is  meaningful  only  by  being
constituted by the smaller semantic units such as noun and verb, Aristotle fails to observe or at
least fails to  emphasize the fact that there is an interaction between sentence and noun which
ultimately makes the role of the former the more important one.

Aristotle’s misplaced emphasis on the word or noun both in his definition of metaphor
and his  theory of diction operates  as a sort  of fault  line which extends throughout  the later
tradition.  On  one  side  of  this  line  is  the  rhetorical  tradition  and  on  the  other  side  is  the
philosophical. Nowhere is this more explicitly recognized by Ricoeur than at the beginning of
the Second Study. Here he carries on what is essentially a critique of the rhetorical tradition
which has its roots in the opening section of the First Study. It is Ricoeur’s contention that the
New Rhetoric of France (Genette)19 is mistaken when, looking back into the tradition, it claims
that  rhetoric’s decline in the nineteenth century is attributable to its having severed  itself from
philosophy. To be sure, Ricoeur more than acknowledges the historical separation of rhetoric
from philosophy and the resulting harm to the former. In his estimation, however, the problem
which lies at the heart of the short-lived but major taxonomic efforts of the nineteenth century is
the taking of the noun or word as primary unit of meaning. 

Le  déclin  de  la  rhétorique  résulte  d’une  erreur  initiale  qui  affecte  la
théorie  même  des  tropes,  indépendamment  de  la  place  accordée  à  la
tropologie  dans  le  champs  rhétorique.  Cette  erreur  initiale  tient  à  la
dictature du mot dans la théorie de la signification (64).

It is on this split Aristotelian basis with its one division resulting in a miscarriage of the tradition
and its  other  division being true and corrective that  Ricoeur  begins his  examination of later
theories  of  metaphor.  As  one  of  the  most  prominent  and  influential  of  these  later  theories,
Fontanier’s theory of tropes and figures falls on the side of the tradition which miscarries. At the
beginning of  the Second Study,  Ricoeur  lists  all  the  key traits  assigned to  metaphor  by the

18 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson and Co., 1949). “Aristote n’a pas lui-même exploité 
l’idée d’une transgression catégoriale que quelques modernes rapprocheront du concept category-mistake chez 
Gilbert Ryle. Sans doute parce qu’Aristote est plus intéressé, dans la ligne de sa Poétique, au gain sémantique 
attaché au transfert des noms qu’au coût logique de l’opération” (MV, 31). 
19 For this view of rhetoric’s decline, Ricoeur specifically refers to Gérald Genette’s “La rhétorique restreinte” 
Communications, 16 (Paris: Seuil, 1970), 158-171.
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operation, Ricoeur aims at least one other Aristotelian-based criticism at the Anglo-American
school. When Monroe Beardsley claims that the metaphorical operation takes in the whole poem
or literary work, he relates this extended operation only to a literary or fictional world. Ricoeur
identifies this move as a common one by literary theorists who, unlike Aristotle, separate muthos
from mimesis and, of course, then from phusis, By doing do, Ricoeur suggests that the Anglo-
American theorists once again miss an opportunity to account for the metaphorical production of
new meaning. 

La théorie de la métaphore de Beardsley conduit donc un degré plus loin
dans l’investigation de la métaphore neuve; mais à son tour, elle bute sur
la  question  de  savoir  d’ou  viennent  les  significations  secondes  dans
l’attribution métaphorique (126).

The Sixth Study is Ricoeur’s sustained defence of the theory of metaphor as theory of
resemblance. It is also the continuation of the complex operation which is the bringing together
of the Continental  and Anglo-American schools.  Mention of Aristotle  comes early here and,
when it does, Ricoeur is dealing with the issue of the traditional connection between metaphor
and  simile.  While  Aristotle  defines  simile  as  extended  metaphor,  the  later  tradition  defines
metaphor  as  abbreviated  simile.  Despite  this  difference  and  the  sway  of  the  theory  of
substitution, the Aristotelian tradition implicitly holds here with Aristotle on the vital point that
metaphor is predicative. What preoccupies Ricoeur, here as elsewhere, is the establishment of a
theoretical background which brings together the Anglo-American and Continental schools by
overcoming the former’s opposition to metaphor as simile or analogy and therefore to the theory
of resemblance and the latter’s opposition to metaphor as predication. 

The dilemma which confronts Ricoeur by the time of the Sixth Study then is that while
he, following Aristotle, naturally upholds the theory of resemblance, the school which he most
strongly supports, namely, the Anglo-American, rejects this theory and the one  which he most
strongly critiques, namely, the Continental, supports it. In order to do away with this dilemma,
Ricoeur not only must demonstrate that the theory of resemblance is integral with the theory of
interaction and, as a consequence, not adequately explained by the Continental school, he must
also demonstrate that the theory in and of itself is viable. Giving the critics of the theory of
resemblance (e.g., Black and Beardsley) their due, Ricoeur admits that Aristotle’s discussion of
metaphorical  resemblance  is  sometimes  vague.  For  instance,  it  seems  difficult  to  reconcile
Aristotle’s comments about the sensible aspect of metaphor as to be found in such remarks as
“To metaphorize well is to paint before the eyes” and those about its informative, heuristic, and
epistemic role. Also Ricoeur agrees that, if, as the Anglo-American school argues, metaphor is
the  perception  of  resemblance  only  to  the  extent  that  this  perception  is  the  effect of  the
metaphorical operation, then it is not truly part of this operation. On the other hand, if it is the
cause of  this  operation,  then  this  operation  as  semantic  operation  becomes  problematic.
Ricoeur’s response to these objections is the systematic  examination of numerous Continental
theories which support metaphorical resemblance. Taking up better than half of the Sixth Study,
it  is  essentially  the  argument  that,  first,  there  is  a  moment  of  imaginative  input  in  the
metaphorical  operation  which  is  not  opposed  to  the  linguistic  and  semantic  dimension  of
metaphor  but  rather  one  with  it  and  that,  secondly,  the  semantic  and  the  perception  of
resemblance are compatible as the logic of perceiving sameness in difference.
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postulats du saussurisme une pureté en quelque sorte cristalline” (174). In Group Mu’s seminal
work,  La rhétorique générale, the basic move is one of relating abstract units of meaning or
sèmes  to all the forms and figures of language. These abstract units correspond to and yet can
conflict with two principal levels of language: the phonetic units smaller than or equal to the
word and the units of speech or writing equal to or greater than the word. In this way, a highly
technical  account  is  given  of  both  the  literal  and  figurative  uses  of  language.  The  level  of
constituted  sèmes functions as the basis on which to analyse the figure of speech’s  semantic
deviance from the literal level or level of zero degree rhetoric (degré rhétorique zéro).

At the beginning of the Fifth Study, Ricoeur distinguishes between New Rhetoric as it is
represented by Group Mu and other theories of metaphor which, taken together, he refers to as
structural  semantics.  He  claims  that  the  latter,  less  radically  semiotic,  are  in  keeping  with
Aristotle to the extent that the word is maintained as primary unit of meaning which divides the
semiotic and the semantic. In the case of New Rhetoric or, more properly, the seminal work, La
rhétorique générale, the semiotic and semantic are run together and, as a consequence, form a
homogeneous field of study. As Ricoeur points out, the advantage is that it is able to adopt a
more technical and scientific approach to language. It can avoid making the move common to the
other structural as well as Anglo-American theories which is the one of resorting to outside fields
such as psychology and sociology. It is central to Ricoeur’s analysis to show that this outside
move is the result of these theories’ being not sufficiently developed as theories of meaning and
reference.

On the whole, Ricoeur does not seem to view New Rhetoric as having made a substantial
contribution to metaphorical theory. His earliest critique of it comes in the Second Study when,
discussing its initial plan or earliest aspirations to arise like a phoenix out of the ashes of the old
rhetoric, he comments: “Mais l’entreprise ne serait pas moins fidèle à l’idéal taxinomique de la
rhétorique classique; elle serait seulement plus attentive à la multiplicité des figures” (64). A
question may arise at this point: If New Rhetoric does not add significantly to the theory of
metaphor,  why  does  Ricoeur  give  it  so  much  attention?  Perhaps  what  is  not  stated  but
nevertheless  at  work  here  it  is  that,  since  he  does  not  acknowledge  that  New  Rhetoric  is
essentially  different  from  the  old  rhetoric,  he  must  also  refuse  to  acknowledge  that  it  is
dissociable from the decline of rhetoric and the reason for this decline which, according to him,
is principally the result of the emphasis on the word as primary unit of meaning. If it is the case
then that he only recognizes it as being the latest stage of this decline despite its pretensions to
renovating the field and to scientific precision, he must view it as being a dangerous rival to his
own theory even though its status in this regard must be one of dissimulating its heritage.  

With respect to his analysis of the various theories of structural semantics in the Fifth
Study, Ricoeur’s look at New Rhetoric or, more precisely, Group Mu’s La rhétorique générale is
easily the longest. Although in some sense it stretches as far back as the Second Study and as far
ahead as the Seventh Study where Ricoeur discusses New Rhetoric in relation to his theory of
reference,  it  is  largely confined to the Fifth Study.  The first  three sections of this  study are
devoted to calling into question the basic presuppositions of the structuralist school of linguistics.
The first section, “Écart et degré rhétorique zéro,” deals with the presupposition of an absolutely
non-figurative level of language. Ricoeur argues that the level of zero degree rhetoric in language
is not attainable and, as a result, structuralism only operates here with abstract approximations.
The  second  section,  “L’espace  de  la  figure,”  deals  with  spatial  representations  or
characterizations  of  language.  What  is  central  here  both  to  structural  semantics  and  New
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Rhetoric is, as two linguistic axes, a linear dimension of speech or writing which is syntagmatic
and  a  vertical  dimension  which  is  paradigmatic.  While  the  linear  axis  represents  syntax,
grammar, and logic, the vertical axis represents the interaction between the linguistically actual
and virtual or, to put it another way, between speech and writing and language as system or code.
While Ricoeur is not expressly opposed to this schema, he raises objections to the structuralist
conception of it. The problem for him is that structural semantics inevitably identifies metaphor
with the paradigmatic dimension. By disavowing then a theory of metaphor which would throw
the emphasis on the syntagmatic dimension, it places the metaphorical operation not along the
horizontal axis, but the vertical one. As a consequence, metaphor is inevitably viewed as being
one word taken from a pool of possible words which is the code and substituted for another
word. The difference between metaphorical and literal meaning then is essentially null. In the
third section,  “Écart  et  réduction d’écart,”  Ricoeur  examines  a  principle  which  is  of  central
importance for structural semantics and New Rhetoric, namely, deviance. Here he gives special
attention  to  Jean  Cohen whom he  finds  to  be  most  in  agreement  with  the  Anglo-American
school. Unlike the authors of  La rhétorique générale, Cohen takes deviance not to be simply
linguistic but the first phase of metaphorical predication. Ricoeur finds him to be very close to
such  advocates  of  the  interaction  theory  as  Beardsley  who  describes  metaphor  as  logical
absurdity.  At the same time, Cohen, still  holding to the syntagmatic/paradigmatic opposition,
identifies metaphor with the substitution of one word for another and the meaning of metaphor
with a change brought about  in the code.  Although Ricoeur  considers  Cohen to be in  good
company with Aristotle, he criticizes him for relying on a theory of substitution which cannot
explain  metaphorical  meaning  without  going  outside  semantics  and  appealing  to  some
psychological change in the reader or auditor.  

The fourth section,  “Le fonctionnement  des figures:  l’analyse sémique,”  deals strictly
with Group Mu’s La rhétorique générale and is almost equal in length to the first three sections
of the Fifth Study. On the opening page of the Fifth Study, Ricoeur declares that all the problems
which are dealt with in the first three sections will be gathered together in the final one. The
result  is  that  his  critique  of  this  work,  despite  its  length  and  specificity,  does  not  differ  in
essentials from the critique which precedes it. At the beginning of the Fifth Study, Ricoeur makes
a  reference  back  to  the  Third  Study and  to  its  first  section,  “Le  débat  entre  sémantique  et
sémiotique.” Citing Benveniste once again, Ricoeur opposes the latter’s conception of a radical
discontinuity  between  word  and  sentence  to  New  Rhetoric’s  conception  of  a  homogeneous
linguistic field. The fatal mistake of New Rhetoric is not to recognize properly this discontinuity
and, as a consequence, to exaggerate the significance of the word. Ricoeur argues that, because
the analyses which New Rhetoric carries out still rely on actual speech, its theory of  sèmes as
theory of abstract units does not free it from what this theory itself implicitly demands, namely, a
theory  of  discourse.  The  only  positive  note  Ricoeur  sounds  while  analysing La  rhétorique
générale comes at the very end of the Fifth Study. Here he observes that Group Mu examines
more extended figures of speech which it calls  métalogismes and which it distinguishes from
métasémèmes.  The latter includes metaphor and is intralinguistic; the former includes allegory
and is extralinguistic. By taking its analysis of tropes and figures to the level of discourse, Group
Mu, without knowing it, stumbles onto the proper ground of metaphorical theory. Were it to have
placed its own theory of metaphor in the larger landscape of métalogismes (i.e., in the area of
allegory, parable, and fable), it would not have tried to explain deviance in terms of perceiving

664







In continuation with the Third Study, the Fourth Study’s first section, “Monisme du signe
et primat du mot,” is devoted to an analysis of semiotics. Here Ricoeur makes explicit reference
to  the  theory  of  substitution  when  he  analyses  the  theory  of  metaphor  in  contemporary
structuralism. He claims that this structural theory of metaphor is the historical outgrowth of
Saussurian semiotics which relayed to contemporary linguistics the rhetorical tradition’s theory
of metaphor.

La sémantique structurale, au contraire, s’est progressivement édifiée sur
le postulat de l’homogénéité de toutes les unités du langage en tant que
signes. . . . L’examen de la rhétorique ancienne et classique avait déjà
montré  le  lien  entre  la  théorie  de  la  métaphore-substitution  et  une
conception  du  langage  où  le  mot  était  l’unité  de  base;  seulement  ce
primat du mot n’était pas fondé sur une science explicite des signes, mais
sur la corrélation entre le mot et l’idée. La sémantique moderne, à partir
de F.  de Saussure,  est  capable  de donner  un fondement  nouveau à  la
même description des tropes, parce qu’elle dispose d’un concept nouveau
de l’entité linguistique de base, le signe (130-131). 

The recent turn to studying language as extensive sign-system therefore did not do away with the
primacy of the word but rather reinforced it. The key feature of semiotics, the binary opposition
of signifier-signified, is conducive to a theory of denomination while effectively blocking the
path to a theory of predication. 

The rest  of  the Fourth Study is  taken up with the examination of certain theories of
metaphor which are precursors of New Rhetoric (Group Mu) and yet which are more amenable
to being coordinated with the semantics of the sentence. One of these theories is to be found in
Stephen Ullman’s  The Principles of Semantics.36 Unlike later structural theoreticians who take
linguistics to be a completely homogeneous field, Ullman extends his theory of semantics to
psychology. It is in this attempt to deal with problems bordering on the realm of the cognitive
that Ricoeur finds much of the ground on which to critique and correct Ullman. It is also in this
area that he first sees a resemblance between Ullman’s theory of metaphor and the theory of
interaction insofar as the latter is also a theory of speech and communication.

Cette  médiation  psychologique  entre  sémantique  et  rhétorique  mérite
attention. Le bénéfice de l’opération est très positif, quelles que soient
les réserves que nous soyons amené ultérieurement à faire. D’abord, un
pont est jeté entre l’activité individuelle de parole et le caractère social
de  la  langue;  les  champs  associatifs  fournissent  cette  médiation  .  .  .
(152). 

But before beginning this particular part of his analysis, Ricoeur finds it necessary to examine
the semiotic basis of Ullman’s theory and raise some objections against the fundamental tenet of

d’une théorie de la substitution et incompatible avec une théorie de l’interaction? Telle est la question qui nous 
occupera dans cette étude. Je dirai par anticipation que je me propose de dissocier le sort de la ressemblance de celui
de la théorie de la substitution . . .” (MV, 221).
36 Stephen Ullmann, The Principles of Semantics (Glasgow: Jackson & Oxford, 1959). 
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his theory, namely, that the word and not the sentence is the primary unit of meaning. Ricoeur
repeats his argument that it is only the sentence which delivers the word from its polysemous
state and grants it a proper signification. He also looks at the signifying relation of name and
sense  in  Ullman’s  theory  which  is  a  direct  descendent  of  Saussure’s  signifier-signified
opposition.

The psychological dimension of Ullman’s theory is represented by associative fields; one
field  is  attached  to  the  “name”  pole  and  the  other  to  the  “sense”  pole  of  the  name-sense
opposition. These fields in turn operate on two axes: the contiguous or metonymic axis and the
similar or metaphorical axis. Covering all language and polysemy of words, these metonymic
and metaphorical axes are then taken to be the basis of all substitutions both at the name-level
and  the  sense-level.  But  because  Ullman  provides  his  semantics  with  neither  a  theory  of
predication nor a theory of reference, it must fall short of explaining the metaphorical production
of new meaning. This is to say that, in its striving to account for linguistic innovation, it can only
tap into the rich ambiguity of both individual expression and social activity by being a cross-
disciplinary effort. At the same time, because all signification in Ullman’s theory of metaphor
turns on acts of denomination, the metaphorical perception of resemblance is entirely constrained
to the level of words. The “sense” pole of the name-sense opposition falls short as explanation
because,  lacking  worldly  reference,  it  cannot  give  an  account  of  this  perception  as  truly
innovative or creative act. 

Despite these objections, Ricoeur argues in the fifth section, “Le jeu du sens: Entre la
phrase  et  le  mot,”  that  the  theory  of  metaphor-sentence  is  compatible  with  the  theory  of
metaphor-word. Once again, it is stated that it is the contextualizing role of the sentence which
gives to the word its proper or unique sense. At the same time, the word as lexicalized unit brings
to the sentence a potential meaning which the latter actualizes. Then, towards the end of the fifth
section, Ricoeur evokes the theory of interaction by repeating the argument at the beginning of
the  Third  Study,  namely,  that  the  rapport  between  metaphor-sentence  and metaphor-word is
equivalent to the interaction between frame and focus in Black’s theory and tenor and vehicle in
Richards’ theory. 

In  the  Fifth  Study  there  is  a  long  analysis  of  Jean  Cohen’s  theory  of  metaphor  in
Structure du langage poétique.37 At the end of it, Ricoeur identifies one and only one of the basic
tenets  of  structural  linguistics  with  the  theory of  interaction,  namely,  paradigmatic  deviance
which,  according  to  him,  is  equivalent  to  the  effect  of  the  metaphorical  sentence  on  the
metaphorical word.

Ainsi remis à sa place, l’écart paradigmatique retrouve toute sa valeur: il
correspond dans la théorie de l’interaction, au phénomène de focalisation
sur le mot que nous décrivions au terme de la précédente étude. Le sens
métaphorique est un effet de  l’énoncé entier, mais focalise sur un mot
qu’on peut appeler le mot métaphorique. C’est pourquoi il faut dire que
la  métaphore est  une novation sémantique à  la  fois  d’ordre prédicatif
(nouvelle pertinence) et d’ordre lexical (écart paradigmatique). Sous son
première aspect, elle relève d’une dynamique du sens, sous son deuxième
aspect, d’une statique (200).

37 Jean Cohen, Structure du langage poétique (Paris: Flammarion, 1966).
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truth of a proposition depends upon the reference’s being the complement to and completion of
its meaning. Yet Ricoeur takes a further step by claiming that, along with scientific discourse’s
having this structure and relation to the world, poetic discourse has an analogous structure and
relation. To make the common assumption that poetic discourse is non-referential is only the
error of mistaking a suspended reference for no reference. Making the distinction between a first-
order reference and a second-order reference, Ricoeur then argues that the suspension of the first
permits the second or, to put it another way, the reader experiences the possible world of the
literary work as taking up the foreground while the actual world recedes to the background. The
bracketing  of  the  actual  world  by  the  possible  world  is  a  cognitive  operation  which  is
counterbalanced by the ontological  operation of the possible  world’s being bracketed by the
actual. This latter operation is mimesis as both imitation of the world and redescription of it.

Much further along, in the Eighth Study’s fourth section, “L’intersection des sphères de
discours,”  Ricoeur  gives  an  account  of  the  metaphorical  production  of  new meaning  at  the
ultimate level of its transfer from poetic discourse to speculative discourse. Referring to Jean
Ladrière’s  theory  of  signification,42 he  associates  metaphor  with  an  incessant  competition
between sense and reference which, in their drive to outdo yet complete one another, form ever-
new significations.  While the new and unfamiliar  reference calls  on the understanding for a
corresponding  concept,  the  freshly  emergent  concept  in  turn  seeks  anchorage  in  some new
empirical or transcendental reference. With respect to metaphorical reference, there is of course
the complication of its  is/is  not status.  It  is up to interpretation,  a discourse which mediates
between the poetic and the speculative, to determine the specificity of the metaphorical is while
not losing sight of the is not. At the same time, speculative discourse relays the diffuse aim of
poetic  discourse  as  sharpened  by  interpretation  to  its  own  independent  domain  where
metaphorical perception is integrated with the logical space of universal principles.43 

42 Jean Ladrière, “Discours théologique et symbole,” Revue des sciences religieuses, nos.1-2, 1975, 120-141. 
43 “L’attraction que le discours spéculatif exerce sur le discours métaphorique s’exprime dans le procès même de 
l’interprétation. L’interprétation est l’oeuvre du concept. Elle ne peut pas ne pas être un travail d’élucidation, au sens
husserlien du mot, par conséquent une lutte pour l’univocité. Alors que l’énonciation métaphorique laisse le sens 
second en suspens, en même temps que son référent reste sans présentation directe, l’interprétation est, par nécessité,
une rationalisation qui, à la limite, évacue l’expérience qui, à travers le procès métaphorique, vient au langage. . . . 
On peut concevoir un style herméneutique dans lequel l’interprétation répond à la fois à la notion du concept et à 
celle de l’intention constituante de l’expérience qui cherche à se dire sur le mode métaphorique. L’interprétation est 
alors une modalité de discours qui opère à l’intersection de deux mouvances, celle du métaphorique et celle du 
spéculatif” (MV, 382-383).
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Chapter IV

Ricoeur’s Commitment to Tell the Truth about Metaphor
as Direct Encounter with Derrida’s Project

Accrediting to Ricoeur a vast mobilisation of the tradition which operates in the guise of
being an ambitious and wide-ranging investigation of metaphor and which, as the defensive and
offensive movements of philosophy, is the surreptitious bid to subdue a seditious element, cannot
help but also be a certain discrediting of him. For this  reason alone – for the reason that it
implicates him in a certain amount of ruse and deception – the analysis of Chapter III may be
rejected and it may be said that, although there is little doubt that Ricoeur guides his project with
the Aristotelian tradition of philosophy dialectically opposed to the quasi-Aristotelian tradition of
rhetoric, there are few signs that this elaborate working out of a longstanding problem is not
what it declares itself to be, namely, the attempt to arrive at a better understanding of metaphor. It
would seem then that much of what is being brought forward to demonstrate that Ricoeur wages
an undeclared war against anti-philosophy turns on whether the Eighth Study is to be viewed as
being accidental or essential to the seven studies which precede it.

It has already been noted that, along with his extensive survey of metaphorical theory,
Ricoeur has more or less completed his theory of live metaphor by the beginning of the Eighth
Study. This “more or less” is significant in the present context because it fills in the gap between
Ricoeur’s  extending  his  theory  to  an  account  of  metaphorical  truth  and  reality  and  his
recognizing an obligation to reveal “la philosophie [qui] est impliquée dans le mouvement qui
porte  la  recherche  de  la  rhétorique  à  la  sémantique  et  du  sens  vers  la  référence”  (323).
Specifically, what is at issue here is that he refers at the beginning of the Eighth Study to the
presuppositions  or  operative  concepts  which  undergird  all  philosophical  theory  and  which,
according to  him,  cannot  be thematised  immediately but  which must  be  investigated in  due
course and as well as possible.

Nul discours ne peut se prétendre libre de présuppositions, pour la raison
simple que le travail de pensée par lequel on thématise une région de
pensable met  en jeu des  concepts  opératoires  qui ne peuvent,  dans  le
même  temps,  être  thématisés.  Mais,  si  nul  discours  ne  peut  être
radicalement  dénué  de  présuppositions,  du  moins  nul  penseur  n’est-il
dispensé d’expliciter les siennes, autant qu’il le peut (323).

In this regard, it is precisely the last study of La métaphore vive which Ricoeur chooses as the
forum of this deferred but by no means dispensable task.   

As far as his investigation of presuppositions or operative concepts goes, it seems that
what Ricoeur essentially has in mind is his ontology which, unquestionably Aristotelian, is taken
up in the final section of the Eighth Study. Now although Heidegger, whom Ricoeur strongly
associates with Derrida, is discussed at length in this section, the latter is not mentioned once. On
this basis alone, it may be suspected that Ricoeur’s critical analysis of “La mythologie blanche”
is not essential to his project as investigation of presuppositions. On the other hand, Ricoeur
himself expressly connects this analysis to it even though he does not investigate this connection
in and of itself.
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En outre, cette phase proprement polémique de mon argument [qui va à
l’encontre de thèse derridienne] est inséparable de la clarification positive
de l’ontologie impliquée par la théorie de la métaphore dans le reste de la
présente étude (368). 

Given this state of affairs, it is possible to think either that his judgement is faulty in this area and
that the critical analysis of Derrida’s essay is not part of a vital concern or that it is related to it in
a way which Ricoeur himself does not articulate. 

But even if it is admitted that Derrida’s project and, along with it, Heidegger’s pose a
serious challenge to Ricoeur’s project, it may be thought that, on the basis of his long deferral in
taking up this challenge, Ricoeur does not find it as worrisome as the semiotic-structural one.
After all, the latter receives a tremendous amount of attention in the Third, Fourth, and Fifth
Studies and, to  a lesser degree,  in the Sixth and Seventh Studies.  But  if  Ricoeur’s semantic
theory is essentially a theory of discourse and, at the same time, supportive of his theory of
metaphor,  and  if,  furthermore,  both  the  semiotic-structural  and  the  Derrida-Heidegger
connections are threats to it, then the fact that the former is largely confined to a discussion of
metaphor and the latter to a discussion of discourse (with metaphor as a secondary consideration)
seems to go in the contrary direction. In point of fact, Ricoeur disarms the threat of semiotics
almost immediately by placing it in opposition to his theory of semantics. While the former is of
course found to be problematic in relation to the latter, the latter itself is never considered to be
problematic (which is part of Derrida’s project) in relation to the former.

But  to  return  to  the  matter of  presuppositions,  perhaps  what  Ricoeur  means  by
thematising them is something which is inseparable from an affirmation of them. If the issue of
examining presuppositions is only this pre-determined securing of them, then it cannot be, from
an  epistemological  standpoint,  of  much  interest.  On  the  other  hand,  if  it  is  not  the
epistemological  but  the  ethical which  prevails  here,  then  this  examination  is  of  primary
significance for the reason that it “secures” these presuppositions. From such a standpoint then,
what ultimately counts is not good argument in the traditional sense, but the tradition itself as
“good” argument. 

The  tradition  itself  as  “good”  argument  would  simply  be  its  re-production  or  re-
presentation. With its presuppositions already in place as the very basis of any self-examination
or self-exploration, it of course would receive its tremendous force as self-affirmation or self-
confirmation from an immense circularity. But even without this self-examination which would
be necessarily self-justifying, its presuppositions would receive indirect justification simply on
the basis of proving themselves to be indispensable. The very length and comprehensiveness of
Ricoeur’s analysis as historical survey and encounter with various theories which, despite their
differences,  occupy a certain shared ground, implies a large-scale consensus on what is most
fundamental.  On  the  other  hand,  if  these  presuppositions  were  secure  simply  by  being  in
operation or valid simply as support, it would be superfluous to justify them or to take seriously
any challenge to them. On this point, there seems to be a profound tension or ambiguity in that
while Ricoeur stands firmly behind his theory of metaphor, he only explores his presuppositions
or at least some of them “sur un mode où l’on n’affirme plus qu’en questionnant . . .” (391).
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Given that the first section on Aristotle, besides being a critique of the first erroneous
way, is inevitably a critique of “le noyau théorique commun à Heidegger et à Derrida” (373),
the  following  section  on  Aquinas  must  be  a  continuation  of  the  same.  Here  Ricoeur’s
demonstration is essentially that philosophical equivocation, even if transferred to theology, is
still a matter inherent to and controlled by speculative discourse. It therefore is non-metaphorical
and, being purely the result of raising and answering the question of being, is unique and not
influenced from the outside.

Medieval  metaphysics  is  a  fundamental  complication  of  the  issue  of  philosophical
equivocation because, although based on Aristotle, it does not operate solely along the horizontal
axis  of  substance  and  accidents,  but  also  along  the  vertical  axis  of  Creator  and  creation.
Moreover, this second operation is as at least in part a return to the Platonic metaphysic of a
suprasensible  world  grounding  the  imperfect,  sensible  world.  Taking  into  consideration
Aristotle’s critique of this Platonic metaphysic (which theology appropriates), Ricoeur admits
that  there  is  a  need  to  counter  the  suspicion  that  theology  smuggles  metaphor  back  into
metaphysics.

According to Aquinas’s version of the Platonic metaphysic, the imperfect creatures of this
world participate in a perfect being, a divine Creator, from whom they receive their essence.
Viewed in isolation and apart from his own modifications, this metaphysic is, along with being
quasi-poetic or quasi-mythical, problematic on two counts. First of all, it effectively separates
itself  from  the  metaphysic  of  substance  and  accidents  and,  secondly,  it  denies  the
incommensurable distance between infinite and finite being. In order to address these difficulties,
Aquinas, following Aristotle’s lead, conceives God as the supreme substance and first cause. But
given that this first cause is now taken to be act rather than agent, the way is open to a non-
anthropomorphic  conception  of  divine  being.  Countering  the  Platonic  and  poetic  dimension
while seemingly doing away with the accompanying difficulties, Aquinas hierarchically relates
the infinite and finite dimensions of being by using the analogy of proportionate relations. 

On voit l’avantage pour le discours théologique. Entre le créé et Dieu, en
effet, la distance est infinie:  finiti ad infinitum nulla est proportio. Or la
ressemblance proportionnelle n’institue aucun rapport déterminé entre le
fini et l’infini, puisqu’elle est indépendante de la distance. Elle n’est pas
pourtant pas absence de rapport. Il est encore possible de dire: ce que le
fini est au fini, l’infini l’est à l’infini. Transcrivons: la science divine est à
Dieu ce que la science humaine est au créé (349). 

Following the pattern of his earlier analysis of Aristotle, Ricoeur observes that Aquinas is
also concerned with philosophical equivocation when he sets  up a polar  opposition between
univocity and equivocity. Instead of univocity’s being, as in Aristotle, defined as synonymy and
the word’s one-to-one correspondence with the object, it is now defined as divine being in its
relation to itself.  The univocity of this divine being is then contrasted with the equivocity of
being in its general dispersion. Ricoeur’s observation of this similarity between Aristotle’s and
Aquinas’s conception of the equivocal nature of being is part and parcel of what is a primary
consideration for  him in the Eighth Study, namely, to illustrate that  different discourses, even
while successfully maintaining their integrity, conduct fruitful exchanges with one another. This,
in turn, is tied to the basic argument of his analysis of Aquinas, namely, that, although medieval
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ethical,  but  only  an  argumentative  or  epistemological  commitment.  Here,  then,  the  ethical
constituent of philosophical discourse would be what it is by virtue of a certain concealment, its
nature  being  more  practical  or  performative  –  indeed,  more  rhetorical  –  than  theoretical  or
constative.

To treat the commitment to tell the truth in philosophy as homogeneous is to treat it as
ideal. At the same time, this ideal, being never fully secure or certain, is united with an ongoing
maintenance and protection which is also an ongoing battle with what erodes,  fractures, and
fissures it. Yet, strangely enough, this ideal would also be behind what moves against it and most
radically calls it into question. For what is at stake here is not just the ideal of the meaningful
form and content, but also the ideal that truth is separate from all other concerns including its
own institutional survival. If such were not the case, if the meaningful form and content of truth-
telling were completely opposed to raising a suspicion against themselves and, in particular, their
dissimulating  nature,  then  philosophy  would  lose  itself  entirely  in  the  inauthentic  mode  of
holding back on or stopping short of its own commitment to truth-telling.

On the  other  hand,  the  project  which  Ricoeur  often  refers  to  as  the  hermeneutics  of
suspicion does not seem to be without its own devices and masks. As a discourse largely beyond
good and evil, it would still be both good and evil in practise or in a contingent sense and in a
way which forbids both its good and its evil – and its good no less than its evil – to be fully
acknowledged. Principally, what is meant here is that, if it were not to deny or at least disguise
its aggressive or subversive intentions – if it were not to at least partially conceal its nature as
disruptive or even destructive force – it would alienate itself from the philosophical project in
general. On the other hand, if it were not to deny or at least to disguise its quest for the truth in
the form of the radical valorization of truth-telling, it would alienate itself from itself. This is to
say that, if it were to openly attach itself to the good – to an ideal which necessarily overflows its
boundaries in multiple and diverse ways – it would undermine its “good” which can only come
from not compromising itself with whatever is quick to call itself the good. It would seem that
Derrida’s  highly  refined  and  complex  response  to  Ricoeur’s  critical  analysis  is  this  double
dissimulation, this partial concealment of moral extremities. 

Three years after the publication of La métaphore vive, a conference took place in Geneva
(1978) whose theme was metaphor and philosophy. Both Derrida and Ricoeur participated at this
conference  and,  while  Ricoeur  presented  an  exposé  which  no  doubt  bore  on  his  theory  of
metaphor,3 Derrida presented one which essentially challenged the possibility of having such a
theory.  To describe “Le retrait  de la  métaphore” as difficult,  complex,  convoluted,  compact,
equivocal, paradoxical, and so on is simply to give some idea of the challenge which it poses to
analysis.  Going  further  than  even  “La  mythologie  blanche”  in  the  articulation  of  quasi-
metaphoricity  (which  is  not  a  term to  be  found in  the  earlier  essay),  Derrida  cannot  avoid
pushing comprehension towards incomprehension. Indeed,  he himself  intimates this  on more
than one occasion or, rather, his whole exposé is full of diverse and multiple signs of thought’s
exploring its outermost limits.

What promotes or assures the abysmal course of Derrida’s project is his following the
already abysmal  path  which  Heidegger  sets.  In  an  “enlightening”  reflection  on  Heidegger’s
project,  Derrida  questions  whether  it  can  only  have  before  it  the  alternative  fates  of  self-
destruction or  endless  repetition  in  a  hermeneutic  circle.  Yet  the  very undecidability  of  this
question looms large before him when he admits: 

3 According to the records at the University of Geneva, this exposé was entitled “Métaphore et symbole.” 
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is that, inasmuch as this inquiry stands as argument and must engage and be engaged by other
arguments, it totters even while it stands because it has already entered into the realm of beyond-
argument  or  the  realm  which  is  the quasi-ground  of  argument.  For  to  speak  about  quasi-
metaphoricity is, as Derrida himself admits, to speak about nothing. Now, while this nothing
lends itself to being articulated, it does not lend itself to being argued for. In short, it lends itself
to a  certain  kind  of  thinking –  a  certain  kind  of  equivocal  thinking – about  the  nothing in
question.

As this internal dilemma manifests itself in “Le retrait de la métaphore,” it leads to what
might be called two performative contradictions. The first one is that, Derrida, while following
and even deepening Heidegger’s discussion of language as it relates to some of Heidegger’s own
comments on metaphor, takes his own discussion of metaphor and, more precisely, the retrait of
metaphor beyond the possibility of debating it. More precisely, the lexicon which he adopts for
his inquiry into Heidegger and which of course has as its principal term retrait is highly specific
to this inquiry. Yet, when taking up Ricoeur’s critical analysis “pour mieux éclairer les prémisses
de  la  lecture  de  Heidegger  que  je  tenterai  tout  à  l’heure” (69),  he  does  not  recognize  the
impossibility of debating it. On the contrary, he declares that, not wishing to polemicize or to
have the last word on metaphor, he seeks to open up the subject for possible debate.  “Je me
limiterai, pour l’exemple, à deux des traits les plus généraux, ceux qui flèchent toute la lecture
de Ricoeur, pour re-situer le lieu du débat possible, plutôt que pour l’ouvrir et encore moins
pour  le  fermer” (69).  The  second  performative  contradiction  is  that,  while  Derrida  denies
looking into Ricoeur’s critical analysis of his essay “par esprit polémique” (69), he devotes at
least one-fifth of his exposé to challenging it.

5.1. The Impossible Subject
                                                                    
 In the answers which he gives to his opening questions, it is perhaps possible to detect the
eternal mockery or self-mockery of philosophy: philosophy as the saying of everything which
perhaps says nothing or at  least  says nothing about everything. For,  while the prospect with
Derrida is certainly not one of thinking that, if everything is quasi-metaphorical, then everything
is nothing, it certainly is the one of thinking that, if everything is “transported,” “translated,”
“transcribed,” and so on, then everything is the eternal and ephemeral no longer opposed to one
another. On the other hand, the crossing of these two at infinity still allows for some extremely
large contexts.

Derrida declares that there is drama in metaphor and that, as quasi-metaphor, it is  even
catastrophic. The meaning of this catastrophic, catastropic, or catachrestic event is that, unlike
the traditional conception of metaphor as transfer of sense from the known to the unknown by
way of the poetic or pre-conceptual perception of resemblance,  quasi-metaphor is  meaning’s
being  transferred  from the  unknown “source”  to  the  known or  to-be-made-known “object.”
Quasi-metaphor is always below meaning as conceptual meaning and yet always at the centre of
this meaning. The known is heterogeneous and occupied in advance by what it is not and what is
already forgotten as what is “alien” to it. Here one might think of the proper or literal term whose
etymological origin is in sight but whose “origin” before or beyond this etymological one is
entirely out of view. Just as quasi-metaphoricity signifies for Derrida this “origin,” so it is also
signifies for him the  retrait of metaphor which is also, in his tracing of Heidegger’s path, the
retreat  or  withdrawal  (Verborgenheit)  of  being. “On  en  parlera  toujours  quasi-
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comme  on  dit,  moderne,  ce  qui  concerne  les  moyens  de  transport).
Metaphora circule dans la cité, elle nous y véhicule comme ses habitants,
selon toute sorte de trajets, avec carrefours, feux rouges, sens interdits,
intersections ou croisements, limitations et prescriptions de vitesse. De ce
véhicule nous sommes d’une certaine façon – métaphorique, bien sûr, et
sur le mode de l’habitation – le contenu et la teneur: passagers, compris
et déplacés par métaphore (63).

By a  disconcerting  move which,  as  will  be  seen,  is  forwarded to  Derrida’s  investigation  of
Heidegger (last eighteen of thirty pages), Derrida mobilises a number of words which, as he puts
it, are neither metaphorical nor literal. Challenging the traditional conception of philosophical
metaphor, he begins his exposé with an articulation of what is at the same time part of this
articulation. For example, no sooner does he arrive at the third or fourth paragraph of his exposé
than he shifts the scene from the modern city to open water. 

Je viens de changer d’élément et de moyen de transport. Nous ne sommes
pas  dans  la  métaphore  comme  un  pilote  en  son  navire.  Avec  cette
proposition, je dérive (64). 

The drifting or  dérapage motif, initiated by the pilot in the boat trope, continues in Derrida’s
exposé as the extended figure of a vessel which, although anchored or having its motor shut off,
is never entirely stilled. Metaphor as transport is clearly not only the subject of Derrida’s exposé,
but it is this exposé itself as the object of its own study. 

While  the  urban  site  of  metaphor  suggests  its  ubiquitous,  teeming,  transporting,
regulating, and automatic or semi-automatic nature, the marine site suggests its adventurous or
unpredictable course. “Le drame, car ceci est un drame, c’est que même si je décidais de ne plus
parler métaphoriquement de la métaphore, je n’y arriverais pas . . .” (65). Becoming a model of
plain-speaking in philosophy will  clearly not halt  the movement of metaphor.  The figurative
aspect of words is already at work suggesting and provoking a direction before there is a logical
or conceptual determination. While it is true that in philosophy the improper or errant aspect of
metaphor is strictly monitored, it is also true that it can impose itself surreptitiously and then be
re-christened après-coup the very proper and precise term of philosophy. 

The human subject is part of the subject of metaphor as well as being subject to metaphor.
The  subject  controls  metaphor  insofar  as  it  forgets  that  it  is  subject  to  metaphor  and  that
metaphor is implicated in its very constitution and condition. That the notion of subject is not far
removed from the notion of soul, and soul from the notion of spirit, and spirit from the notion of
invisible forces suggests that its historical path is no less capricious than continuous. This tension
or play between the metaphorical control of the human subject and the human control of the
metaphorical subject is no doubt what Derrida wishes to register at the beginning of his exposé.
In order to express the subject’s control of metaphor, Derrida relies on the word us. 

La métaphore n’est  peut-être  pas  seulement  un sujet  usé jusqu’à l’os,
c’est un sujet qui se sera entretenu d’un rapport essentiel à l’us . . . Or ce
qui peut paraître usé aujourd’hui, dans la métaphore, c’est justement cette
valeur  d’us qui  a  déterminé  toute  sa  problématique  traditionnelle:
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métaphore morte ou vive (67).

Metaphor, he declares, is a very old subject continually worked and reworked on the principle of
metaphorical  use or  usefulness.  Under this rubric  also falls  usure which,  in “La mythologie
blanche,” signifies the traditional conception of metaphorical loss and conceptual gain. Now it is
precisely this value of us which Derrida suggests is a worn-out conception. Yet to say that it is
worn-out does not mean to say that it is exhausted for, with the present-day resurgence of interest
in metaphor, (“au cours des derniers mois il y a eu au moins trois colloques internationaux à ce
sujet” [66]), this very old subject proves to have tremendous staying power. In the face of this
present-day resurgence  of  interest,  Derrida  raises  once  again  the  question:  Qu’est-ce  qui  se
passe, aujourd’hui, avec la métaphore? What he is really asking in this context is perhaps: What
is happening today with the traditional conception of metaphor? If such is the  case, then the
answer which he does not explicitly provide but intimates everywhere is that it is being seriously
challenged.

On the  other  hand,  if  the  subject  of  metaphor  is  being  seriously challenged  and  yet
continues to rejuvenate and reinvent itself, it must be in some way up to meeting this challenge.
Even though Derrida is in large measure himself committed to this challenge, it must be that he
is also committed to recognizing the tradition’s resilience and response to it. Perhaps the first
indication  of  this  double  commitment  is  that us,  although  identified  with  the  traditional
conception of metaphor and its worn-out condition or tired status, is used by Derrida himself to
launch  his  latest  challenge  to  this  conception.  More  precisely,  he  takes  up  as  an  issue  the
figurative  use  of  language  by Heidegger  in  conjunction  with  Heidegger’s  own  semi-hostile
remarks on metaphor which seem to contradict this use.

With  the  declaration  that  Heidegger’s  text  is,  despite  its  highly  limited  treatment  of
metaphor, indispensable for the study of “cette époque de la métaphore” (67), Derrida is ready
to turn his attention to the important link between Heidegger, Ricoeur, and himself. Now the
defence  of  “La  mythologie  blanche”  which  follows  and  yet  which  Derrida  resists  calling  a
polemic should even now raise a suspicion about the status of the opening part. Although there is
no mention of Ricoeur here, there is at least two possible references to his theory of metaphor.
The first possible reference comes very early with Derrida’s suggestion that quasi-metaphor as
the  retrait of metaphor “n’a plus de nom, de sens propre ou littéral . . .” (65). This notion of
quasi-metaphor’s being both non-metaphorical and non-literal or non-proper, is, along with being
developed broadly in the exposé, repeated in this explicit way several times throughout it. Now,
along with the fact that Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor relies on this opposition, there is also the
fact that the latter assumes that his theory can take in and account for Heidegger’s metaphors.
Evidently,  then,  Derrida  is  already at  odds  with  the  very  basis  of  Ricoeur’s  theory and,  in
particular, how this theory is deployed in the Eighth Study. What adds to the “hostile” resonances
here is the fact that Ricoeur relies on the literal/metaphorical opposition in order to condemn the
dead metaphor thesis which, along with the proper/improper and visible/invisible oppositions, he
attributes  to  Derrida.  Ricoeur’s  attributing  the  proper/improper  opposition  to  Derrida  soon
surfaces as a sore point with the latter and it is worthwhile to note that, in contrast to his earlier
essay, Derrida no longer relies so heavily on this opposition in order to describe the traditional
conception of metaphor.

The fact that Ricoeur is sitting in the audience when Derrida presents his exposé would
seem to be integral with the second possible reference. This reference shortly follows the first
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one and bears not only on the way in which Ricoeur critiques Derrida’s project, but also on the
way in which he most strongly distinguishes his project from Derrida’s, namely, by opposing his
theory of live metaphor to Derrida’s dead metaphor thesis. In his short discussion of  us as the
value which has determined the traditional conception of metaphor, Derrida states that, if he is
tempted to call metaphor an old subject, it is because of “une valeur d’épuisement apparent qu’il
m’a paru nécessaire de reconnaître une fois de plus” (66). Clearly implying here usure which, of
course, Ricoeur associates with dead metaphor, Derrida goes on to list other conjugates of  us
such  as  usage,  usuel,  utile, utilité,  etc.  Then  his  final  remark  bears  directly  on  the  live
metaphor/dead metaphor opposition. 

Or  ce  qui  peut  paraître  usé  aujourd’hui,  dans  la  métaphore,  c’est
justement  cette  valeur  d’us qui  a  déterminé  toute  sa  problématique
traditionnelle: métaphore morte ou vive (67).

A question which may impose itself now is: Can Derrida’s disruption of both metaphysics
and metaphorics be, if not intentionally opposed to theory in the strong sense, unintentionally so
in the weak sense? The answer to this question perhaps bears on the internal dilemma which
afflicts his project and which succeeds in making it both strongly yet tactfully offensive and
tactfully yet weakly defensive. While the first is largely the challenge to the tradition which does
best without polemics or at least polemics in any overt sense, the second is largely that to which
Derrida accedes at certain points and for reasons which no doubt pertain to the protection of his
own project. While the first largely manifests itself in the opening and Heideggerian parts of the
exposé, the second largely manifests itself in the Ricoeurian part. Now, with respect to the above
question, it may be answered that, although Derrida himself has no reason not to let theory be
what is and even to celebrate its inevitability, he still rules against it from the point of view that
theory  or  rather  the  ideal  of  theory  is  never  wholly  secure  and  demands  support  from the
philosophical community.

With his two initial questions awaiting answers that are effectively no answers and his
highly figurative and unorthodox way of boarding the subject of metaphor (which, of course,
dispenses with the customary assumption that the philosopher is in control “comme un pilote en
son navire” [64]), the opening of Derrida’s exposé obviously mimics its theme of metaphorical
dérapage. But what is also suggested in the form of the three figures – the three metaphors of
metaphor  which  rapidly  succeed  one  another,  giant  library,  city  transportation  system,  and
drifting vessel out at sea, is the dissemination of metaphor. If the opening of his exposé then is
not entirely cut off in spirit from his defence of “La mythologie blanche,” it is very likely that it
is the implicit critique of Ricoeur’s whole project from which the explicit one, out of a certain
scruple or délicatesse, refrains.7

5.2. Pro Domo                 
                                                    

With the declaration that he will privilege the Heideggerian text in order to deal with the

7 This scruple which is also a certain politesse is no doubt the one of not alienating one’s audience beyond a certain 
point. “Je regrette de devoir me limiter, faute de temps, à quelques indications principielles; il me sera impossible de
mesurer mon argumentation à toutes les richesses de La métaphore vive, et par une analyse de détail, dût-elle 
accentuer le désaccord, de témoigner ainsi de ma reconnaissance envers Paul Ricoeur” (RM, 69).
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pouvait  être  quelque  chose,  pouvait  être  proprement  et  pleinement
originaire. Or s’il fraye un écart différentiel, un trait n’est ni pleinement
originaire et autonome, ni, en tant que frayage, purement dérivé. Et dans
la mesure où un tel trait fraye la possibilité de nommer dans la langue
(écrite  ou  parlée  au  sens  courant  de  ces  mots),  il  n’est  lui-même
nommable,  en  tant  qu’écartement,  ni  littéralement,  ni  proprement,  ni
métaphoriquement. Il n’a pas d’approchant en tant que tel (87). 

In his analysis of Heidegger’s account of the interaction between Dichten and  Denken,
Derrida identifies the “chosen” word – the word which largely determines the putting into play of
several conjugate terms – as Aufriss  (cut, incision). As Derrida explains it, Heidegger is called
upon by language to call up a name for that which, properly speaking, does not and cannot have
a name. Although Aufriss is commonly rendered gravure or traçé-ouvrant by French translators
of Heidegger, Derrida chooses to render it  entame  because the trait is – so Derrida himself is
called upon by language to name it – the cutting into as well as the cutting out of the differential
between Dichten and Denken which is also their difference in their very proximity. This incising
is also the formation of what is proper to the two as the very constituting of the proper itself. As
such, Derrida identifies entame with Heidegger’s Ereignis, the event of propriation. Ereignis in
turn  is  identified  with  re-trait as  return  or  resurgence  of  metaphor  since  this  return  is  the
metaphysical counterpart of metaphor’s withdrawal beyond metaphysics.

After illustrating the interplay between the Ziehen family of words and the Reissen family
of words in Heidegger’s description of  Sprache, Derrida goes on to stress – and by way of a
certain self-reference and self-implication – the disturbance in language which is also the work
of language.

Nous devons encore, ici même, performer, [sic] entamer, tracer, tracter,
traquer  non pas  ceci  ou cela  mais  la  capture même de  ce  croisement
d’une  langue  dans  une  autre,  la  capture  (à  la  fois  violente  et  fidèle,
passive  pourtant  et  laissant  sauf)  de  ce  croisement  alliant  Reissen et
Ziehen, les traduisent déjà  dans la langue dite allemande. Cette capture
affecterait le capteur lui-même, le traduisant dans l’autre, puisque retrait,
en  français,  n’a  jamais  voulu  dire,  selon  l’usage,  re-tracement.  Pour
entamer  cette  captation  compréhensive  et  cette  tractation  ou  cette
transaction avec la langue de l’autre, je soulignerai encore ceci: que la
tractation fait oeuvre, elle est à l’oeuvre déjà dans la langue de l’autre, je
dirai dans les langues de l’autre (90-91).

After this eighth move of the investigation, Derrida carries out one other. The ninth move
is to refer to a particularly troublesome statement in Heidegger’s Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes
which sums up the generalizing catastrophe of metaphor:  Die Wahrheit  ist Un-wahrheit. The
analysis of the Ziehen family of words and the Reissen family of words is now carried over to an
analysis of Heidegger on truth and art. The combat between truth as work of art and non-truth as
concealment  is  also the dual  struggle between light  and darkness and world and earth.  It  is
infinitely complicated by the work of art’s drawing up into itself this non-truth as concealment
and by its struggling to reveal it.
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before the above passage.

L’histoire  d’une  métaphore  n’aurait  pas  essentiellement  l’allure  d’un
déplacement, avec ruptures, réinscriptions dans un système hétérogène,
mutations,  écarts  sans  origine,  mais  celle  d’une  érosion  progressive,
d’une perte sémantique régulière, d’un épuisement ininterrompu du sens
primitif (72).

Even though it is Polyphile’s position in Le jardin d’Épicure which Derrida is describing, he is
not in disagreement with it insofar as it affirms the implication of metaphor in the concept. His
repudiation of the proper as primitive then in favour of the literal in order to signify the non-
metaphorical seems once again to be more polemical than precise because primitive or original
can be, as Derrida often does with these and other words, placed in quotation marks in order to
signify their equivocal status.  “Primitive” or  “original” would then refer to the etymological
trace of what is neither metaphor nor concept and neither figure nor non-figure. 

While it is true that, unlike “La mythologie blanche,” Derrida’s exposé offers little or no
discussion of the concept, it is also true that, by describing metaphysics as being in a sort of
metaphoric  or  metonymic  relation  to  being,  he  is  once  again  insisting  that  the  concept  is
implicated in its other and suffering from some impurity or internal distress. Now, given that
nothing could be more disruptive of Ricoeur’s theory of metaphor than this ongoing and repeated
diagnosis, it is difficult to see how Derrida’s exposé is not only hostile to Ricoeur’s project, but
also to Ricoeur personally as one who participates at the conference.

It is now time to present the best evidence that there is an extended polemic which goes
largely unannounced in “Le retrait de la métaphore.” The basis of this evidence is that, along
with reserving a special place for Derrida in the Eighth Study, Ricoeur reserves a special place
for Heidegger. With one or two exceptions, the issues taken up in the Eighth Study as they bear
on  Heidegger  are  more  or  less  the  same  ones  taken  up  in  “Le  retrait  de  la  métaphore.”
Accordingly,  to  list  these  issues  as  transfers  from  Ricoeur  to  Derrida  is  to  come  up  with
something like the following: 1) Heidegger’s last texts which, for Ricoeur, are marred by an
invincible ambiguity are, for Derrida, works  which, due to the nature of their undertaking, are
necessarily difficult and dense, 2) Heidegger’s homogeneous conception of the tradition which,
for Ricoeur, indicates a will to power is, for Derrida, an indispensable epochal understanding of
Western philosophy,14 3) Heidegger’s two comments on metaphor, “Das Metaphorische gibt es
nur innerhalb der Metaphysik,” and “Wir blieben in der Metaphysik hängen, wollten wir dieses
Nennen  Hölderlins  in  der  Wendung  ‘Worte  wie  Blumen’ für  eine  Metapher halten,”  which
Ricoeur treats as being largely sufficient in order to interpret Heidegger’s position on metaphor
is, for Derrida, material which needs to be supplemented, 4) Heidegger’s reproach to Goddfried
Benn that his comment on Hölderlin’s poem turns it into a herbarium or a collection of dried
plants is, insofar as it is picked up later both by Jean Greisch and Paul Ricoeur and critically
turned against Derrida translated by Derrida himself into a wrong interpretation of his essay, 5)
Heidegger’s  discussion of  the  relationship between  Dichten and  Denken which,  for  Ricoeur,
largely  corresponds  to  his  own  plea  for  the  discontinuity  between  poetic  discourse  and

14 “Le texte heideggerien a paru incontournable, à d’autres et à moi-même, dès lors qu’il s’agissait de penser 
l’époque mondiale de la métaphore dans laquelle nous disons que nous sommes, alors même que Heidegger n’a que 
très allusivement traité de la métaphore comme telle et sous ce nom” (RM, 67).
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acceptions multiples de l’être –, une tentation qu’il faut écarter, dès lors
que  la  différence  du  spéculatif  et  du  poétique  se  trouve  à  nouveau
menacée (MV, 393).

C’est ici, PS l’avoue, qu’elle déplore la position prise par Ricoeur. Even while recognizing the
latter’s good intentions and the limited ground on which he can manoeuvre,  it  must also be
recognized – at least from this corner – that a certain amount of violence and abuse is present
here.  Distinguishing between a “good” Heidegger who can be assimilated to the Aristotelian
tradition and a “bad” Heidegger who cannot and therefore should be rejected, Ricoeur not only
devalues Heidegger’s declared intentions by glossing over them, but offers no account as to why
they should be devalued which goes beyond his limited analysis of Heidegger on metaphor. This
analysis purports to demonstrate that Heidegger is mistaken when he sets himself apart from the
tradition because his Platonic conception of metaphor is outmoded and not relevant to his use of
live metaphor which itself is commensurate with the tradition. If nothing else, Derrida’s exposé
shows that this interpretation of Heidegger’s use of metaphor is dubious and certainly not the
bedrock upon which  to  drive a  wedge between Heidegger’s  motives  and his  reasons.  When
Ricoeur says that Heidegger is vengeful, driven by a will to power, seeks a certain ascendancy or
superiority over other philosophers, and is inclined to a certain intellectual laziness,16 his reaction
to Heidegger’s project is tolerable only from the point of view that it is the human all too human
in philosophy as everywhere else. 

Another  consideration along these  lines  is  that,  while  declaring  his  opposition  to  the
attempt to do away with the difference between poetry and philosophy, Ricoeur seems to have
great difficulty not doing away with this difference himself.17 On the one hand, he is willing to
allow Heidegger tremendous latitude even while insisting that, when Heidegger interweaves his
thought with the poetry of Hölderlin, he still manages to keep poetry and philosophy separate.

Ce  qui  est  remarquable,  dans  ce  petit  texte  [Aus  der  Erfarhung  des
Denkens],  c’est  que  le  poème  n’y  sert  pas  d’ornement  à  l’aphorisme
philosophique, et que celui-ci n’y constitue pas la traduction de poème:
poème et aphorisme sont mutuellement dans une accord de résonance qui
respecte leur différence. A la puissance imaginative de la poésie pensante,
le poète répond par la puissance spéculative de la pensée poétisante (MV,
394).

The last line of the above passage is intriguing because, if taken out of context, it could easily
pass for the kind of merger of poetry into philosophy or vice versa which Ricoeur struggles so
hard to prevent. On the other hand, it cannot be said that Ricoeur demonstrates how, if Heidegger

16 The following comment is of a generalizing nature but falls in the midst of Ricoeur’s discussion of Heidegger’s 
vengefulness and philosophical hubris. “Le moment est venu, me semble-t-il, de s’interdire la commodité, devenue 
paresse de pensée, de faire tenir sous un seul mot – métaphysique – le tout de la pensée occidentale” (MV, 396).
17 In order to keep the difference between poetry and philosophy going even when it looks like it is not, Ricoeur 
insists that Heidegger uses philosophical metaphors as opposed to poetic ones. The analysis of the difference 
between these two species of live metaphor is limited to claiming that the first are deliberately chosen and put into 
the service of speculative thought. Since it may be equally asserted that the poet deliberately chooses his metaphors, 
the analysis does not rule out the possibility of poetry’s and philosophy’s converging at some level other than 
conscious deliberation. 
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5.4. PS           

The following was initially the first paragraph of the Abstract. It was deleted in order not
to alienate the reader right at the outset. By making it now the last paragraph of PS, the aim is
not  so much to  round off  and conclude  the analysis  as  to  draw attention  once  again to  the
inevitable effacement of certain intentions. In the present instance, it is the one of trying to tell
the  truth  about  the  over-complication  of  philosophical  truth-telling  without  “excessively”
complicating it.

The analysis of the dynamics of the deep disagreement between Derrida
and Ricoeur over metaphor and its relation to philosophy is inevitably
double-focussed and dispersed. Along with being the examination of a
wide range of issues (metaphor, discourse, meaning, philosophy, being,
etc.), it must also be the study of, as far as possible, the complication and
even  over-complication  of  truth-telling  in  philosophy.  Because
philosophical truth-telling in principle is that it is not or should not be
over-complicated, the proposition that it  is  implies that it is irreducibly
involuted  and  agonistic.  Not  only  contesting  and  contradicting  its
abysmal condition, it puts into play different valuations which, insofar as
they  come  together  and  form  a  dominant  position  or  disposition,
constitute the both implicit and explicit demand that truth-telling should
not be obfuscation or the attempt to say the ineffable, that it should not
risk a general despair of language and breakdown of communication. In
response to this demand that truth-telling not be over-complicated are the
projects of clarification which, by and large, are a call to order and an
inherent  securing  of  the  tradition  as  well  as  its  presuppositions  and
ideals.  But  this  is  still  over-complication  because  these  projects  of
clarification are ones which simplify and even over-simplify.  There is
then a contrary demand which these projects evoke and which pertains to
what is doubtful in this area.
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– Appendix – 

Honour and Integrity in Philosophy: 
Are They Possible?

Honour and integrity in philosophy: are they possible? Is this a proper question? (And it
might already be asked: is this a serious question?) I was thinking it might not be. I was thinking
it was improper but not in any conventional sense. I was thinking rather that it was out of focus
or imprecise.  Not that I  am saying now that this  is  not the case or,  for that matter,  that the
question is not improper. But what I’m saying – what I came to realize – is that, in a certain
sense, the question is proper for all the reasons which seem to weigh against it.

But this will take some explaining and it is best to start with the objection which is most
likely to be raised against it before all others: that it takes on too much. How can such a question,
already admitted to be faulty and uncertain, take on the honour and integrity of philosophy? For
if it is seriously asked, Are honour and integrity in philosophy possible?, then does it not become
impossible to take this question itself seriously? Oh, but perhaps this is not serious enough!
Perhaps it is necessary to say that, if this question is meant to raise a suspicion and make it
possible to doubt the very possibility of honour and integrity in philosophy, then it is not only
guilty of  taking on too much,  but  of  being  foolish,  wasteful,  and certainly at  odds with its
presumed subject.

I admit there is something to this objection which has to do with my initial worry about
the question’s being out of focus or imprecise. At least, I admit this is the case insofar as the
objection of taking on too much is abandoned and gives way entirely to the objection of not
having a serious question. For, contrary to what might be expected, the question takes on what it
should take on and I would like to demonstrate this. On the other hand, I must admit that, from
the strictest  but  not  necessarily the most  serious  point  of  view, the question lacks  a  certain
“seriousness” or “rigour.” It was never my intention to call into question the very possibility of
honour and integrity in philosophy, but only to look into the nature of this possibility. So in this
way the  question’s  being  imprecise  or  out  of  focus  is  equivalent  to  its  being,  at  the  most
“serious” or “rigorous” level, a bit of a feint or an amusement.

But does this feint or amusement still not detract from an overall honour and integrity, an
overall “seriousness” which, to come closer to the meaning of this equivocal word as it is now
being used, is both the respectability and responsibility of philosophy and which, even if I am
now calling it in question, is nonetheless proper to it? On the basis of a certain amount of good
will on the part of the reader, I think the answer will be “no” if I can perfectly justify this feint or
amusement  and  promise  that  no  other  will  take  place  with  or  without  an  accompanying
acknowledgement which, as it seems, is meant to justify or at least partially justify it. In spite of
such a kindly response and tolerant attitude, I well understand the expectation if not the demand
which must  attend it,  namely,  that  after  having justified or  having tried to justify the initial
proceedings  and  their  waywardness,  I  should  carry  on  in  an  orderly  fashion  and  lay  one
proposition after another.  I  well  understand this expectation and yet  I am not sure it  can be
justified or at least that it can be justified any better than the way I’m proceeding and, for that
matter, will continue to proceed. After all, if what is being addressed here is honour and integrity
in philosophy and, more precisely, their possibility, then surely this matter involves at least some
practical concerns which never quite make it into theory and therefore at least some elements
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which escape the straight and narrow.
To speak properly about this  subject then is  to  speak about it  as comprehensively as

possible and to risk some infelicities in order to all the better catch sight of them. For it should
not be decided beforehand that these infelicities have nothing to do with the honour and integrity
of philosophy – honour and integrity in philosophy – as these, and it is difficult to say what they
are at this point but let us now call them foundational or highest principles, come to be assumed
or asserted.  Of course,  the  prevailing  point  of  view is  that  these principles,  foundational  or
otherwise, are installed in philosophy not as possibility but as necessity. Philosophy would not be
philosophy without them, so the thinking goes: it  would not be possible without their  being
necessary. From the prevailing point of view then, there is no issue here or at least none which is
of central importance to philosophy.

From the prevailing point of view, to be as comprehensive as possible is still to stop short
of considering infelicities to be essential (rather than accidental) to philosophy. Where is the
legitimacy then  of  my  own  point  of  view  which  goes  in  the  opposite  direction?  To  begin
answering  this  question,  I  will  say  that  part  of  my  understanding  of  what  it  is  to  be  as
comprehensive as possible is to look at the meaning of this particular expression. It seems to be
wholly at odds with what I’m doing as an admittedly brief and faulty exercise and yet it equally
seems to be very much its essence. Is it possible there are two ways of being as comprehensive as
possible  in  philosophy?  Two  senses  of  this  expression  which  are  co-founded,  necessarily
asymmetric, and eternally irreconcilable? I think these two senses can be spotted if one thinks of
philosophy’s being able to examine all subjects only on the basis of skipping at least one which
is essentially itself and, on the other hand, philosophy’s – or at least something like philosophy’s
– taking exception even to this essential or basic exclusion.

But it is necessary to go slowly here because it is precisely the notion of two senses of
philosophical  comprehensiveness  which  will  be  contested  in  one  way or  another  –  and  not
necessarily wrongly or at least not necessarily so in the most “comprehensive” sense – in the
name of the honour and integrity of philosophy. This contestation will of course come from the
prevailing point of view and the thinking that philosophical comprehensiveness has only one
sense and that two senses of it must be, if taken as philosophy’s essence or overall way of being,
nonsensical.  I  am  certainly  in  no  position  to  raise  an  objection  to  this  major  objection  to
nonsense except to say that the status of the nonsensical at the very heart of the honour and
integrity of philosophy has  yet to be determined. But, then again, it will be quickly added that
this is already assuming too much or rather not assuming enough in that the heart of philosophy
must  be deemed  pure – necessarily pure – in advance. But how pure? How necessarily pure?
Certainly reasons and arguments have been handed down throughout the ages that the heart of
philosophy is necessarily pure – pure reason – but never conclusively and only continually or
consensually, and in the most general or imperfect way. Certainly there is much here that speaks
of strength and will  and desire  and authority but,  even according to  the proponents  of pure
reason,  even  according  to  their  standards,  strength  and  will  and  desire  and  authority  are
themselves not sufficient. Does a long history then of insufficient authority and inconclusive
arguments add up to pure reason? It  must be so but  then only by force of conviction,  by a
judgement  or  ruling  which  has  numbers  on  its  side  in  order  to  be,  as  opposed  to  a  more
intractable  and marginal  way of thinking,  true,  appropriate,  correct,  legitimate,  proper,  right,
adequate, and so on.

But  why this  force of conviction and superiority of numbers  if  not for a fact  which,
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naturally enough, will not be recognized by a great many except in a generous moment and a
certain taking in and tolerating of what must be, naturally enough, contested by them? Why this
force  of  conviction  and  superiority  of  numbers,  to  say  it  again,  if  not  for  a  fact  which  is
complicated and yet which I insist on calling a fact for the reason that it is empirical and social
and yet not separable from another fact which is less of a fact and which belongs to the still to be
determined heart of philosophy? Why this force of conviction and superiority of numbers, to say
it  a  third time,  if  not for the fact  that  the prevailing view of philosophy – what  bears most
generally on what it is to comprehend philosophically and to be philosophically comprehensive –
is effectively the basis or at least what seems to be the most solid basis of not only itself, the
prevailing point of view and all its manifestations, but any other point of view?

Now it is necessary to go slowly here and, as a cautionary note, say that perhaps many of
those  who,  a  moment  ago,  I  said  would  not  recognize  the  above  fact  except  in  a  generous
moment  are  even  now contesting  this  assessment  because  they see  no  essential  problem in
recognizing it. But, if so, they are only concentrating on one end of this fact and thinking that all
I’m saying here is that the condition of the possibility of a certain philosophical abnormalcy or
impropriety is a certain, a much more certain philosophical normalcy. Indeed, this is being said
but it is also being said or at least implied that it works the other way and that the condition of
the possibility of philosophy’s wholeness, normalcy, and, just as elastic a notion as these, its
honour and integrity,  are  all  its  extraordinary,  abnormal,  improper,  objectionable,  inside  and
outside comings and goings, its disarrangements which can only be, according to the prevailing
point of view, its internal and voluntary rearrangments.

If, as I suspect, there is some consternation and perplexity now which does not amount to
open and violent disagreement, this is but the fleeting symptom of what always registers itself, to
speak  most  broadly,  on  two  intimate  but  antagonistic  levels:  the  level  of  the  philosophical
comprehension  and  comprehensiveness  which  doubles  back  on  itself,  overlooks  itself,  and
checks itself (with two possible meanings here) and the level of philosophical comprehension
and comprehensiveness which, seeing no proper repair  or respite or, to speak more positively,
use for itself at this first level, retreats from it and redeems itself, that is, its own proper level, by
denying what always seems to be the self-denial of the first level. And if I say now that it is
wrong to think that all is confused and unclear here but that all that is confused and unclear about
these levels including, of course, their respective bids for clarity and order is the very spirit of
philosophy, then do I not say something which, although or rather precisely because it is an
affirmation coming from the first level, sounds every bit like a negation from the second (that is,
sounds like a denial of philosophy to those who work and thrive on the second level)? 

Personally, I see no resolution to this situation but only  resolutions which, one way or
another,  constitute  the  honour  and  integrity  of  philosophy.  But,  of  course,  one  of  these
resolutions is not just one among many, but the resolution of philosophy which identifies it with
itself, with something settled, resolved, out of the way, no longer in question, and no longer in
need of being questioned. All of this, to be sure, marks a healthy, active, and onward-going spirit
without which philosophy would be entrapped in itself and not be able to go outside itself and
into the “world.”  Who would deny it?  Who would deny it  except perhaps the other part  of
philosophy (but is this really a denial?) which doubles back on itself and finds a certain lack, a
certain anomaly, a certain untruth precisely where philosophy proper has mandated its search for
truth?

Perhaps,  if  assurances  are  no longer  quite  what  they were,  the question, honour and
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integrity in philosophy: are they possible?, is a little closer and more serious now. And yet I do
not  think,  on  the  basis  of  how I  must  immediately  qualify  this  proposal,  I  will  subvert  or
undercut what I am suggesting about others’ coming a little closer to my way of thinking. I mean,
when I say, as I must now, that this coming a little closer to the question and taking it more
seriously is  wholly  dependent  on the generous moment of these others,  the many who, as I
mentioned earlier,  take in  and tolerate  to  a  certain degree the point  of  view which must  be
ultimately contested by them. I of course affirm here a gap between them and me which can be
never be closed but which does not rule out a partial closing or coming closer.

A gap which, if I may say so and, indeed, I must say so, is a certain  lack of honour and
integrity which exists on both sides and yet which each side must think exists more on the other
side or else it wouldn’t be truly upholding its point of view. It is the generous moment of the
many which empowers me to say this right now and grants me a certain latitude, as I am well
aware, as long as I don’t abuse it. And yet I must abuse it or else what I think about honour and
integrity in philosophy or, more precisely, what I think about the lack of them, would end up as a
feint in the direction of an objectivity – an immaculate conception of honour and integrity –
which is precisely the kind of philosophical comprehension and comprehensiveness  I am not
after.

The kind of philosophical comprehension and comprehensiveness I am after admits that it
is  inescapably  a  parti  pris  and  that,  despite  this,  it  still  strives  for  a  kind  of  “immaculate
conception.” But in order to avoid being a feint in this direction, in order to avoid doing what the
other side habitually does and act as if it already possessed a core of pure objectivity, a nugget of
crystal transparency, it must worry itself about being, as much but no more than the other side, a
parti pris.  As much but no more than the other side! I just said that out of courtesy or even a
tactical move and now I am forced to backtrack and admit that I consider the prevailing point of
view to be the larger and more deep-rooted prejudice. What does the implicit but the always
strongly felt appeal to numbers and duration mean to me if there is never a single argument
which can conclusively prove me wrong? And yet, because I admit that my own point of view is
a parti pris, I gain no major advantage or victory here except the right to affirm this point of
view, to voice it abroad, to influence a few others who might be with me more than they know.
And if  it  were asked, to  what  end goes all  this  marginal  manoeuvring and influencing of  a
philosophical or half-philosophical nature, I would reply that, despite all the faultiness of myself,
my endeavour, and everything attached to it, its end can only  be the honour and integrity of
philosophy and,  more precisely,  to  make up for  –  at  least  in  part  – the  lack of  honour and
integrity in philosophy. 

We should all be grateful for this lack, even though we usually are not, even though, in a
sense, it would be unnatural to be grateful for it, for it allows us to have whatever we have of
honour and integrity. This lack, to say it again, is the gap between the two sides, between the two
points of view, between the two levels of philosophical comprehension and comprehensiveness
which never can be closed or filled up but, in the very attempt to do so by either one side of the
other or both sides at  the same time but not  with,  by any means,  the same sort  of success,
becomes effectively the womb of whatever can be called Right or Wrong: rightly or wrongly,
weakly or strongly. 

A certain order even at the very heart of order which can only be at the very heart of
philosophy is never quite right – never quite wrong but never quite right – and this is perhaps the
most  courteous  but  least  courageous  way  to  describe  the lack of  honour  and  integrity  in
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philosophy. I am putting it this way, I am couching it in these terms of  courtesy and  courage
which I oppose here but which of course can be complementary in other contexts because, one,
they are at least representative to some degree of what is at stake here and because, two, order
even in philosophy can go beyond having more than a little wrong with it and with nothing being
said  about  it. But  how can all  this  of  a  seemingly wider  scope and hinting  at  the  complex
relationship  between  the  individual  and  the  polite  but  policing  institution  be  determined  as
something not simply accidental to philosophy but as essential to it? 

With the objective of answering this question, I have held off on an examination of the
terms  honour  and  integrity in  order  to  allow them to  appear  here  with whatever  infelicities
cannot be avoided. Now it is time to look at these terms but I wish to do so with some further
questions. What happens when, instead of making the usual move of prescribing such and such
definition,  one  takes  into  consideration the  range of  already alive  and active ones? What  is
revealed about the honour of philosophy when it principally attaches itself – and this is certainly
a way of defining itself – to its good name and reputation, its illustrious past, its declared calling,
its many contributions which are of course presumed to be among the best and highest? What is
revealed  about  this  form of  philosophy’s  honour  if  one  compares  it  to  something else  of  a
definitional  character  which  is  of  course  the  content of  philosophy’s  honour,  that  is,  its
commitment to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?

I would say that a division reveals itself for if to tell the truth means to reveal whatever is
bad along with whatever is good and if,  furthermore, it is not right for philosophy simply to
assume its own goodness, then its truth-telling commitment is essentially and not accidentally at
odds with its promoting itself as the good. For even if the truth-telling commitment and the self-
promotion of philosophy tend to overlap a good deal, it is still the independence of the first from
the second which ultimately keeps philosophy honest or at least more honest than it otherwise
would be.

The form and content of philosophy’s honour are essentially at odds and sometimes they
are  greatly  at  odds,  but  this  does  not  mean that  one  is  ever  in  a  position  to  overpower  or
stalemate the other. Indeed, it is difficult to know what such an overpowering of form by content
or content by form could possibly mean for the division between them is never complete and so
is also, in a manner of speaking, their undividedness. For, just as they are never each other at any
particular moment, so they are each other – or so they become very close to each other and cross
each other’s path – at  many moments.  After all,  the truth-telling of philosophy which is  the
questioning of its own good name has no value unless it is somehow anchored in the good which
is hardly distinguishable from this good name. And, similarly, the good name of philosophy has
no value unless it is somehow anchored in the truth which is principally about itself.

Now, with respect to the word integrity, it is often coupled to the word honour in order to
evoke the highest moral or ethical standards. But what is the significance of this gesture, this
coupling when it is done – as is the case here and now – in relation to the very tradition, the very
institution which,  if  not claiming to have originated these standards,  purports  to know them
through and through and to care for them scrupulously? Certainly this sort of gesture (my own,
in other words), this questioning of philosophy’s very own honour and integrity is no ordinary
presumption and may be considered, at least in some quarters, rather indecent and not so far
removed from an act of vengeance or a flight of fancy which takes the whole tradition, the whole
series  of  brilliant  philosophical  efforts  to  be  something less  than  itself,  something less  than
calling into question philosophy’s honour and integrity.
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I mentioned the need at the beginning of this exercise to risk a few infelicities in order to
all the better catch sight of them. And I suggested that it should not be assumed beforehand that
they  have  nothing  to  do  with  the  honour  and  integrity  of  philosophy.  Since  this  way  of
proceeding is  far  removed from the way philosophy itself  proceeds,  it  is  evident that  I  find
something wrong with the way philosophy proceeds. Less evident than this side of my way of
proceeding, however, is no doubt another side which is that anything that may be considered
wrong with the way I  proceed is  considered justified by me in order  that  I  may justifiably
proceed against what I consider to be wrong. Thus I can “safely” say that, if it is a presumption
on my part not to assume that philosophy’s honour is  inclusive of its integrity (this integrity
which unfortunately I have not  identified but let me now call it philosophy’s will to be honest
and complete, to be completely honest), then I think it is a presumption whose worth more than
makes up for whatever indecency, vengefulness, or egotism may be counted against it.

But I think I have gone as far as I can now in abusing the generous moment of those who
have been taking in and tolerating my point of view. And, of course, the fact that they must not
tolerate it rests well with me for if I were not to meet with their resistance, if I were not given the
opportunity to think them wrong but also right in their resistance, and, no less importantly, if I
were not given the opportunity to think them more wrong than right in their resistance, it would
be as if I had never had a point of view. And, similarly, if philosophy proper were never seriously
confronted with what it considers to be improper, if it were not forced to recognize what was
proper in this impropriety even while not recognizing it in the main, it would never have the
sense of itself as being the proper and, just as importantly, justified as the proper. 

The question,  honour and integrity in philosophy: are they possible?, is the title of the
satire which I did not write. Yet I do not deny that it haunts this exercise and it may well be that
all that is called philosophical scepticism is marked by a certain mockery and self-mockery. But
why should this be a problem for philosophy if truth is its mission and if, in the final analysis, it
can never be certain why it set off on it? To be sure, there are all sorts of practical reasons which
no doubt stretch further than the eye can see. But if this is all there is, if philosophy were not
marked by a  deeper seriousness which involves in some way or other this more sceptical or
satirical look at itself and which in turn involves a more penetrating and, indeed, more hurtful
look at itself, it would be wholly established in the business of truth and merely impure rather
than trying to be pure in its contradictoriness. 

Return to “The Thematic Sections”
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