9. 

What Is Philosophy? 

If you ask a philosophy professor this question, there are several things you might hope to be told by way of an answer. You might want to hear how the professor thinks the subject of philosophy fits into an academic curriculum. You might want to watch the professor try to justify the place of philosophy, or of departments of philosophy, within a university. If you ask more than one professor, you might like to see different philosophers, representing different standpoints or specialties within the field, attempting to give an account of the field as a whole. You probably want to listen to them trying to vindicate their own philosophical positions or argue for the centrality (or at least the indispensability) of their own subfield. 

No doubt what I am going to say can be interpreted as a confession of the reasons why I have chosen to pursue an academic career in philosophy.  (I am sure these reasons will strike many as quixotic – they often strike me that way too). Also, because what I will say is shaped by the same things that account for my interests in ethics and in the history of modern philosophy, you will also get something about those subjects. But I have to confess right at the start that in what follows I do not intend to meet any of the expectations I have just described. I will not argue directly for the importance of the history of philosophy or of philosophical theories about ethics or society. I am especially far from the intention of explaining or defending the existence of departments of philosophy within universities. Nor do I attach any importance to the question whether ‘philosophy’ should designate a branch of inquiry with a distinctive method or subject matter (for example, one dealing exclusively with a priori as distinct from empirical knowledge). 

It’s not that I lack any of these convictions. I don’t deny that reality is, and human knowledge should be, articulated and structured, and that knowledge may have distinguishable a priori and empirical components. Although philosophy is precisely the subject that discusses these issues, I do not think that they bear directly either on the question “What is philosophy?” or on whatever rationale there is for the existence of departments of philosophy within universities. In my view, universities are not (and need not be) organized in ways that either “cut reality at the joints” or reflect the structure of human knowledge. Academic fields are (and should be) a function of the different traditions of research that have been successful in attracting and training members and in contributing something worthwhile to inquiry, scholarship and pedagogy. The only rationale for the separate existence of any academic discipline or profession is that it has been, and is expected to continue to be, successful in this way.  I think the academic field of philosophy more than meets that condition at present. 

Is philosophy good for anything? A perennial claim against philosophy is that it is a useless discipline, divorced from action. Some defenders of philosophy would agree with the claim, but reply that the value of philosophy lies elsewhere than in any utility. If the unexamined life is not worth living, they say, then the value of philosophy is the value it gives to life just by being what it is, and not by any contribution it makes either to setting or achieving other ends. Later in this essay, I will present an Enlightenment critique of philosophy charging that by defining itself as reflection divorced from social practice, philosophy stands condemned by its inherent failure to realize some of its own ends. Thus philosophy as I will conceive of it, and even as I will defend it, cannot and should not reply to the charge that it is useless by claiming that its value is independent of any utility. At the same time, I think there is something right about this reply, but it is not inconsistent with the recognition that philosophy aims at changing human life for the better and must be measured by its effectiveness in doing that. 

I will try to explain what I have just said by recalling, and then reflecting on, two legendary stories about Thales, who, legend has it, was the first philosopher. One story, reported by Diogenes Laertius, is that one night while Thales was out walking, pursuing his interest in astronomy gazing at the stars, he failed to look where he was going, and fell into a well. He was helped out of his predicament by an old woman, who laughed at him for being so interested in the far off heavens that he could not see what was right in front of him.
 The second story, from Aristotle, also relates to Thales’ interest in astronomy. Through observation of the heavenly bodies, Thales concluded that there would be a bumper crop of olives later that year. He raised the money to put a deposit on the olive presses of Miletus and Chios. When the olive harvest came in, olive presses were scarce, and he rented them out at a rate which brought him a large profit.
 

These two stories, taken together, can be understood as saying something profoundly true about philosophy. Philosophy for Thales studied the distant heavens, and since Thales it has come to be interested in many things that are even farther than that from the practical concerns of life. Thus philosophers looks like – because they are – foolish people who are not at home in the everyday world of practical concerns. They are likely to stumble into wells because they are so preoccupied with distant, useless things that they do not pay attention to what is right in front of them. Yet some of the knowledge they acquire in this way turns out to be extremely useful.  Thus ‘impractical’ thinking is in the long run the most ‘practical’ form of thinking, while ‘practical’ thinking is inevitably too shortsighted. The thoughts that prove most useful in the long run are those we think not because we see can any utility in them, but because we simply find something valuable about thinking them. They are available only to people who are not afraid to fall into wells and get laughed at for their impracticality.
The study of philosophy, in the narrow sense, as the academic discipline taught under that name in most universities, certainly can be defended on practical grounds. The training it gives people in reading and understanding difficult texts, and in thinking analytically about questions and arguments, teaches people a very practical (and even salable) skill. It gives them the ability to understand abstract problems and to articulate your reasons for believing what you believe. But the only authentic way to convince yourself of the value of studying philosophy is experiential: expose yourself to what philosophers do and let yourself catch the bug. The moral of the two stories about Thales is that the only people who can benefit practically from the study of philosophy are those who value it independently of its practical benefits.

Apologetic questions and analytical questions. Whatever else it may be, philosophy is a self-reflective activity, and therefore “What is philosophy?” is a philosophical question in a way that  “What is poetry?” need not be the subject of poems (though of course it can be) and “What is physics?” is not a question for physicists (even if a knowledge of physics is needed in order to answer it).  Because philosophy is a self-reflective activity with quite general scope, these other two questions actually belong to philosophy, along with questions like “What is truth?”  “What is knowledge?” and “What is the good?”  

Very few philosophers, however, spend much time trying to decide what philosophy is. I think philosophers are quite correct in this relative neglect of ‘metaphilosophy’. It even tells us something about philosophical reflection that ‘What is philosophy?’ is not a fundamental (or even an especially important) philosophical question.  Philosophical reflection gains its importance more from what it discovers about the objects of its reflection (about the nature of knowledge, goodness, beauty, and so forth) than from its own nature simply as philosophical reflection – discoveries which take the form of questions or perplexities as much as answers or assertable truths.  Nor do we need to understand (or even to be perplexed by) the nature of philosophical reflection itself before we can begin making these discoveries. But I don’t deny that philosophers can also ask “What is philosophy?” and they may learn something from this too. 

Questions of the form “What is x?” -- where x is a human trait, faculty, function or activity of some kind -- can always be asked in two ways. They can be asked either as analytical (that is, descriptive or explanatory) questions about what x in fact is, or else as normative or apologetic questions about what x should be.  In the latter case, their answer tells us what x is only insofar as it is what it ought to be, and it is no objection to such an answer that the present state of x fails to correspond to this. 

“What is Christianity?” asked by a committed Christian, and “What is the American Way?” asked by a patriotic American, are usually asked as apologetic questions.  Because in human life what exists is very seldom perfect – or to put it as Hegel would, because what exists contingently is never fully rational, hence never fully actual -- to ask an analytical “What is x?” question about something human is often to invite an openly critical or even deflationary answer. No investigation of (really existing) Christianity can afford to ignore the roles moral hypocrisy and religious intolerance have played in this religion’s practices, and no honest inquiry into the American Way can downplay the importance for American culture of such evils as white racism and capitalist exploitation. But for this very reason, apologetic treatments of Christianity will represent self-honesty and tolerance as among the Christian virtues, and an apologetic account of the American Way will include racial equality and liberty and justice for all.  

In Book One of Plato’s Republic, Thrasymachus is annoyed that Socrates and his friends consider the question “What is justice?” only apologetically, and proffers his own highly critical account of justice. In the Gorgias, Socrates himself more slyly treats the question “What is rhetoric?” in the same way, denying that rhetoric is a craft of persuasion aiming at the good of political power and claiming instead that it is merely a certain empirical knack for flattering and deceiving which does more harm than good to those who practice it.
  There are philosophical views – which go back at least as far as Plato – according to which the right analytical account of anything is one which correctly identifies the thing’s true nature and provides the right apologetic account of it.  Thus to understand what justice is, Socrates and his friends in the Republic try to construct an image of the perfectly just state and the perfectly just soul. Likewise, he seeks to understand rhetoric in a deflationary way as a false appearance of justice, and then to seek an apologetic account of what justice is. Whether or not this is a correct account of the relation between the two questions about rhetoric and justice, both apologetic and critical questioning are legitimate, and they can supplement one another. 

In asking “What is philosophy?” I am going to begin apologetically. My answer will not try to encompass everything that has gone by the name ‘philosophy’. Nor will it try to sum up all possible apologetic accounts – which include many mutually conflicting ones. As with any apologetic account of anything, I will simply try to say what I think philosophy has been (albeit imperfectly) that it most of all should go on being – hopefully, more perfectly. 

One familiar story has it that philosophy began in ancient Greece with Thales of Miletus, who set out to use human intelligence, unmixed with poetic invention or religious myth, to investigate the nature of things.  Whether this story contains historical truth or is itself only a myth of origins, it seems to me at least a myth conveying the right message. For I think an apologetic understanding of philosophy should stress its distinctness from both art and religion, and should focus on the attempt of unaided human reason to understand the world and act in it.
  Poetry, religion and philosophy are all forms of human thinking, and all seek in some way to define the ultimate ends of life, or at least to reflect on how or whether these can be defined. Poetic or artistic thinking does this in the course of making things (art objects) valued irrespective of their usefulness (e.g. for their intrinsic perfection, or the intrinsic pleasantness of contemplating them or for some sort of special revelatory experience they afford).  Poetic thinking may seek and find truth which is of interest to philosophy, just as philosophy may find truth that is useful in producing what is beautiful. But in art the revelation of truth is achieved not through rational thinking but through a direct intuition or perception. Religious thinking is often concerned with ultimate ends and with comprehending the whole of reality. But it seeks truth or ultimate ends through powers transcending the natural reasoning capacities of human beings. Philosophy does not necessarily spurn poetic inspiration or religious revelation – and it may even regard these as essential to achieving the ends of life; but it takes human reason to be the only permissible criterion of what is genuine in them, and in that sense to be their proper measure as well. 

Philosophy and Enlightenment. My own favorite historical paradigm of philosophy is the eighteenth century movement that called itself the ‘Enlightenment’ (éclaircissment, Aufklärung). I will accordingly conceive my answer to the question  “What is philosophy?” as an Enlightenment answer. 

Kant defined ‘enlightenment’ as the human being’s emancipation from “self-incurred minority”. “Minority” is defined as a condition in which one’s understanding is used only under the authority and direction of another, and minority is “self-incurred” when it is due not to the immaturity or impairment of the understanding, but because it refuses to trust itself and prefers the comfort and security of tutelage to the risks and responsibilities of thinking for oneself (Kant, A 8:35).
 The Enlightenment thought of itself as a philosophical age, and its best and most forward-looking thinkers proudly assumed the title of philosophe. They sought to make the independent, collective use of human reason in to the final judge of all things – especially of human systems of thinking and of social institutions.  

In some quarters there is skepticism about whether there was anything resembling a single project among eighteenth century thinkers who thought of themselves as lumières or Auflkärer.  In history, as in philosophy, there is always a great deal (too much, in fact) to be said on the skeptical side of every question. The sober-minded are always temperate in their consumption of skeptical arguments, as they are of all commodities that delight the palate of connoisseurs but are intoxicating and debilitating if enjoyed in excess. 

The best reason for viewing the Enlightenment as a real and a single movement is not that some Enlightenment philosophers saw themselves as part of such a movement.  Even more it is that we ought to see ourselves as heirs of the Enlightenment, and therefore ought to include a unified understanding of the Enlightenment as an essential part of our self-understanding. The enemies of Enlightenment, in the twentieth century as well as the eighteenth, often prominently include not only its natural enemies – political tyranny and religious superstition – but also some of its own offspring – those who see themselves (in contrast to what they criticize as Enlightenment’s arrogant and false pretenses to intellectual and political emancipation) as the true freethinkers and liberators of the mind.  One perniciously distorted view of the Enlightenment sees its essential traits as positivistic dogmatism, the reduction of reason to instrumental reason, and hence leading in politics to a kind of scientistic statism in the service of whatever irrational goals happen to be lying at hand.
 This in effect identifies Enlightenment exclusively with the deeds of its historic enemies and then criticizes it on the basis of values which the critics draw from nowhere but the Enlightenment itself.  Where there is any truth at all in these criticisms – as when they reveal racist or patriarchal assumptions on the part of eighteenth century philosophers -- they merely blame the Enlightenment for not being already what precisely it has made us to be. Or even more unfairly, they blame it for not being already what we still aspire to be and are not.  The truth hidden in such charges is the acknowledgment that it is the Enlightenment tradition alone that is the source of all these aspirations. But the charges themselves are often nothing but attempts to evade the responsibilities imposed by the acceptance of Enlightenment values. We see this in those who want to be always on the enlightened side of any moral or political issue but to adopt a lightheartedly nihilistic attitude toward Enlightenment principles – as though their being on the right side were due merely to their own innate goodness, requiring no rational thought on their part. Critics of Enlightenment have always attacked it for being arrogant, hypocritical and self-deceptive; but the worst forms of self-conceit and bad faith are surely to be found among  these critics of it 

My contrast of philosophy with art and religion a bit ago may remind some of Hegel’s triadic division of the sphere of absolute spirit. But let us refine and correct such an account by looking for a moment at what the philosophes themselves thought about this question. In his Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopedia published in seventeen volumes between 1751 and 1765, Jean le Rond d’Alembert divides the works of the human mind into three spheres: 

(1) the sphere of memory, including history (both natural and human, sacred as well as profane) and all useful arts, 

(2) the sphere of  imagination, which includes all ‘poetry’ in the broadest sense, both sacred and profane, narrative, drama, painting, sculpture and music, and 

(3) the sphere of reason, whose province is philosophy. This includes first, metaphysics, the science of being in general, theology and the knowledge of soul or spirit, second the knowledge of nature, which is divided into mathematics and physics, and third the knowledge of the human, which comprises logic and ethics (Discours preliminaire, I: xlvii-lii, especially the table at l-li/144-145).
 

In our day, on the other hand, ‘philosophy’ is often contrasted with ‘science’ – whether natural or social science. But as the philosophes understood ‘philosophy’, and as I intend to understand it, science is not fundamentally different from philosophy, but only one form it can take. It was not until sometime in the nineteenth century that people began using the word ‘science’ to refer to something that was supposed to be distinct from philosophy.
  There is no ‘scientific method’ that distinguishes ‘science’ from ‘philosophy’, from  ‘religion’ from ‘pseudo-science’ or from anything else. ‘Science’ can be distinguished from "philosophy" only in the same contingent way that all academic disciplines and departments are distinguished from one another. Using the term ‘philosophy’ in the apologetic sense I intend, the sciences are simply parts of it.

An Enlightenment apology. Let us look at what is arguably the most authentic source for an Enlightenment attempt to answer the apologetic question about philosophy: the Encyclopedia, its article on ‘philosophy’ and especially its more famous article entitled ‘philosopher’ (‘Philosophe’). Both articles appeared anonymously. The article ‘philosopher’ was an abbreviation (perhaps by Denis Diderot) of a well-known short essay entitled Apology for philosophy, which was first published in 1743. Voltaire attributed this essay to his friend, the grammarian César Chesnau Dumarsais (1676-1756), whose chief work was a treatise on tropes or rhetorical figures of speech.
  (The attribution to Dumarsais is doubtful; I do not dismiss these doubts, but here I will bracket them, since for my present purposes it really doesn’t matter who wrote the Apology.
) 

The Apology for Philosophy was well known in the eighteenth century, but since it is not well known today, I will need to summarize it.
 Dumarsais begins by rejecting the common opinion that a philosopher is anyone who leads a withdrawn and unobtrusive life, as long as he has read a little and gives the appearance of wisdom (Philosophe, XII:509/284).  In beginning this way, he is also acknowledging a familiar complaint against philosophers: that they are so proud of having freed themselves from the prejudices of their religious upbringing that they have become unsociable, arrogantly looking down on their fellow human beings, whom they regard as foolish, slavish and pusillanimous. Dumarsais undertakes to reply by describing the true philosopher, and correctly distinguishing between the philosopher and the ordinary person. 

Ordinary or unphilosophical people, he says, act without knowing the causes of their actions, or even suspecting that such causes exist. The fundamental trait of   philosophers is to seek such causes and then consciously to let themselves be moved by the causes that move them, so as to avoid being acted on by causes they choose not to move them (Philosophe, XII:509/284).  This, he says, is the true meaning of reason, and of leading a rational life: “Reason is to a philosopher what grace is to a Christian” -- namely, the principle impelling them to act (Philosophe, XII:509/284). “Other men are carried away by their passions; their actions are not preceded by reflection: they are men who walk in darkness. A philosopher, on the other hand, even in moments of passion, acts only according to reflection: he walks through the night, but he is preceded by a torch” (Philosophe, XII:509/285). 

Rational or free action involves no exemption from having one’s actions caused, and no absence of passion. It does not even involve any exemption from the universal human condition of walking in darkness. Through the darkness, however, philosophers walk with a torch of self-knowledge. By becoming aware of the causes that move them, they acquire the critical capacity of selecting which causes (which thoughts, conditions, sentiments, and passions) these will be. Philosophers, therefore, accept no principle at face value but seek the origins of their principles, so that they may take every maxim from its source, knowing thereby both its true worth and the limits of its applicability (Philosophe, XII: 509/285).
  The philosopher accepts not only the true as true and the false as false, but also the certain and the doubtful for what they are. In other words, to be free or rational, to select which causes will move me by knowing the origin, worth and scope of my maxims, I must always apportion belief precisely to the evidence. This contrasts with the practice of religious enthusiasts, whose love of truth has taken the corrupt form of a passionate will to believe. Since they cannot precisely confine the causes of their belief to the evidence for it, their belief must always remain in some way opaque and mysterious to them – a deficiency they disguise as an advantage when they ascribe their belief to divine inspiration. (Now we begin to understand Dumarsais’ cryptic epigram: “Reason is to the philosopher what grace is to the Christian”.)  

The article ‘philosophy’ tells us that the two greatest obstacles to philosophy are (1) authority, and (2) the systematic spirit (Philosophie, XII:514).  The latter spirit of system actually nurtures the search for truth insofar as it encourages us to find connections between truths, but undermines the philosophic spirit when it leads us to see only what confirms our opinions and to ignore the arguments against them (Philosophie, XII:515). Authority, however, is the unconditional enemy of philosophy because (as with Kant’s “self-incurred minority”) it leads us to abdicate responsibility for our own thoughts by putting someone else’s understanding in the place of our own. “A true philosopher does not see by the eyes of others and forms his own convictions only by the evidence”  (Philosophie, XII:514).

It is not reliance on one’s own reason, Dumarsais goes on to point out, that constitutes the worst and most dangerous form of intellectual pride and arrogance. It is rather the compulsive need to judge, the thought that it is shameful not to arrive at a decision and terrible to find oneself in a state of doubt (Philosophe, XII:510/285). “A philosopher is not so attached to a system as to be unable to understand the strength of the objections that can be raised against it. The majority of men are so strongly committed to their opinions that they do not even take the trouble to inquire into the opinions of others. The philosopher understands the point of view he rejects as clearly and to the same extent as his own" (Philosophe, XII:510/286).

This leads into Dumarsais’ response to the common accusation that the philosopher is isolated and unsociable. “Man is not a monster who should live only in the depths of the sea or the furthest reaches of the forest… In whatever condition he finds himself, his needs and the desire for well-being oblige him to live in society. Reason demands that he know and study the qualities of sociability and endeavor to acquire them.” In social life, therefore, “our philosopher does not believe he lives in exile; he does not believe himself to be in enemy territory” (Philosophe, XII:510/286). On the contrary, “he loves society profoundly”. “He looks on civil society as a divinity on earth” (Philosophe, XII:510/287). Dumarsais thus urges that the true philosopher will necessarily be upright, a model of dutifulness and probity, the truest example of the honnête homme (Philosophe, XII:510/287). For the same reason, however, the true philosopher will be “far removed from the impassive sage of the Stoics”: “The philosopher is a man, while their sage was only a phantom” (Philosophe, XII:510/288-289). “This love of society which is so essential in the philosopher proves the truth of the remark made by the Emperor Antonius: ‘How happy will the peoples be when kings will be philosophers, or philosophers kings!’” (Philosophe, XII:510/288). Dumarsais concludes his portrait by remarking that the true philosopher, who takes pride in the humanity he shares with other human beings, is neither tormented by ambition nor satisfied, like an ascetic, with the bare necessities, but enjoys the comforts of life in that “modest superfluity which alone brings happiness” (Philosophe, XII:511/289). 

Philosophical reflection and sociability. Because Dumarsais’ Encyclopedia article is an apology not for an activity but for a certain kind of person, it does not appear to respond directly to the question, “What is philosophy?” Dumarsais’ defense of the philosopher even appears to agree with the accusers on one point that today few philosophers (or at least professors of philosophy) would accept, namely, that the philosopher differs in significant ways from ordinary people. In fact, Dumarsais’ reply to the charge of arrogance even adopts a line which most of us must find not only implausible but even openly self-defeating: For in effect his claim is not that philosophers are not arrogant, but instead that their arrogance is justified, because the true philosopher really is wiser, freer and more virtuous than ordinary people. 

Yet it is common enough that enduring philosophical issues are hard to recognize because they assume a different outward appearance in different ages. One of the principal reasons why the history of philosophy needs to be studied carefully is that the differing interpretation of issues in different times is an important part of their identity through time. We may sometimes be blind even to a statement of our own position on an issue  because in an unfamiliar historical context, that position may wear a mask which is not only unfamiliar but even repellent to us. The charge that philosophers are arrogant and unsociable is, I suggest, only the eighteenth century version of the familiar charge that “intellectuals are elitists”. Of course such accusations are leveled not only against academic philosophers, but are perhaps directed even more often to progressive minded social scientists, literary theorists, feminists and even natural scientists insofar as they try to intervene in social and political debates on a progressive side – that is, one that seeks greater civil freedom, less economic oppression and a more rational community between human beings (in eighteenth century terms: on the side of liberty, equality and fraternity).  Now as then, attempts to understand the world rationally (especially the social world) and to agitate for changes in a progressive direction, are regarded as at best as idealistic exercises in irrelevancy with no hope of success. But often, critical detachment is not merely seen as useless, but even attacked as dangerously subversive of the social order (or, in a leftist version of the charge, of this or that favored social movement). 

Dumarsais’ apology for philosophy answers that a true philosopher must “combine a reflective and precise mind with the manners and qualities of a sociable man” (Philosophe, XII:511/288). It is this claim alone that enables him to defend the philosopher against the charge that his rational reflectiveness is merely a form of arrogance which isolates the philosopher from society. Dumarsais does not deny that philosophy may loosen the hold of some of the values its accusers hold dear (in particular, religious values). His reply is that philosophy supports the only kind of sociability that we ought to want in ourselves and our fellow citizens. But the arguments for this claim lie just beneath the surface of Dumarsais’ highly rhetorical discourse. 

Perhaps the one closest to the surface is this: The foundation of the philosopher’s rational reflectiveness is her commitment to self-knowledge for the sake of action. The philosopher wants to know the causes moving her so that she may estimate their value and choose to be moved by those worthy of this choice. One obvious result of reflective self-knowledge, however, is the discovery that as a human being the philosopher needs to live with other human beings, and that in order to fulfill their human nature philosophers cannot withdraw from society but must cultivate in themselves the right kind of sociability. This argument clearly needs to be filled out by a demonstration that this is a sociability of probity and devotion to the common interest rather than one of self-interested manipulation and opportunistic exploitativeness. But Dumarsais seems to me, at any rate, to be on the right track.  

There is a still deeper argument suggested by Dumarsais’ apology. The philosopher acts freely and rationally because she understands the causes that move her and knows the true origin of the principles she follows. This knowledge liberates her because it enables her to estimate the true worth of her motives and her maxims, and thus to be moved only by causes that can withstand rational reflection. That reflection, as Dumarsais describes it, is grounded on an understanding of principles opposed to one’s own and the arguments that may be offered in favor of them. Dumarsais points out that in order to acquire this understanding, the philosopher must attend to the opinions of others and understand the grounds for them just as well as she does her own opinions and the arguments for them. It is impossible for her to do this if she withdraws from society in the arrogant conviction of her own superiority, and it is equally impossible if she refuses to regard others with respect, or takes an interest in their opinions only insofar as she thinks they will provide her with an opportunity to advance her own self-interest.  The philosopher’s fundamental attribute of free action based on reflective self-understanding thus requires both sociability and respect for others. 

As I have already observed, today we are much less inclined than Dumarsais to defend philosophy by arguing for the superiority of the philosopher as a special kind of person who is set apart from ordinary people. The argument I have just given points toward such a conclusion, which was drawn explicitly by Kant. For him, the term ‘philosophy’ refers to a science of wisdom.  ‘Wisdom’ means knowledge of the final ends of action.  To call oneself a ‘philosopher’, then, is to claim (in Kant’s words) “to be a master in the knowledge of wisdom, which says more than a modest man would claim; and philosophy, as well as wisdom, would itself always remain an ideal” (Kant, KpV 5:109). Kant does not object to an ideal portrait of the philosopher as long as it serves to humble rather than to congratulate those to whom the title is to be applied: “On the other hand, it would do no harm to discourage the self-conceit of someone who ventures on the title of philosopher if one holds before him, in the very definition, a standard of self-estimation which would very much lower his pretension” (Kant, KpV 5:108-109).  

Philosophers, insofar as this term can refer to actual human beings, are never very different from other people. But we might nevertheless preserve the substance of Dumarsais’ apology if we said not that philosophers differ from ordinary people, but rather that it is unfortunately far from usual in human life for people to act, whether individually or collectively, on the basis of a reflection on their principles which understands the origins of these principles and involves a true estimation of their worth.  The eighteenth century, insofar as it was the century of Enlightenment, witnessed the birth of many modern attempts at theories which provide this kind of understanding – theories now associated with names such as Rousseau, Smith, Bentham, Hegel, Marx and Freud. Such theories seek to comprehend human life and also to transform it – sometimes radically.  Reason is a capacity to know the world, but chiefly it is a capacity to act in it, and since reason is also oriented toward society, its vocation above all is to transform the social order – actualizing the Enlightenment ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity. In the eighteenth century, this took the form of the struggle of liberal constitutionalism and republicanism against traditional aristocracies of birth backed by religious hierarchy and superstition. In the nineteenth and twentieth century, it has chiefly taken the form of a struggle against forms of oppression based on economic class, race, culture and gender. 

An Enlightenment critique of philosophy. The Enlightenment tradition’s record of success in these struggles has been mixed at best.  Seen in this light, Dumarsais’ portrait of the ideal philosopher as different from the ordinary man is an acknowledgment of the fact that the possibility of a life (above all, a collective social life) guided by rational reflection remains an ideal which stands in sharp contrast to the ordinary life in which we find ourselves enmeshed, for which what counts is not reason and self-transparent reflection, not free communication and public spirited community, but only a system of collective unfreedom driven by the blind competition for power, wealth and prestige, in which forms of communication increasingly take merely the form of tools or weapons which are ever more exclusively at the disposal of dominant powers.

These considerations point directly to the analytical (or critical) consideration of the question “What is philosophy?” I confess that this critique, which is required to complement my apologetic consideration of the question, has been delayed too long here, no doubt by my fondness or even partisanship for philosophy. Its starting point is Dumarsais’ insight that critical reflection is from and for society -- that philosophy arises out of our sociability and is meant to belong to it. Yet as philosophy, critical thinking appears as the individual possession of individuals – even of a few peculiar individuals (philosophers) who must defend themselves against the charge of being unsociable. Even when the Enlightenment grasped philosophy as a social activity of critical reflection, it understood it as an activity set apart from actual social life – an isolation that was meant to win toleration for it, but also made it seem artificial and impotent. For Kant and the German Enlightenment, the social side of philosophy was the province of Gelehrten – “scholars” or “the learned”, people who are to be free to address one another in a public forum simply as rational individuals, members of a learned public, even if their actions and speech must also be restricted by their duties to the state and to their professions when they are considered as private persons (Kant A 8:36-41). It was not difficult for Kant’s counter-enlightenment friend Hamann to satirize this conception, characterizing the “public use of reason” as merely a “sumptuous dessert” to be enjoyed only after the private use of reason supplies one’s “daily bread.”
  Philosophy, then, is condemned to be a form of critical thinking that aims at practical transformation of the world yet remains essentially divorced from that world. Philosophy succumbs to its own dialectic: When we understand what it is, we understand why it can never be what it aims to be.

This critique of Enlightenment philosophy, like many more fashionable critiques of Enlightenment thinking, was already understood as clearly by Enlightenment thinkers themselves as by anyone since. In the brilliant satirical dialogue Rameau’s Nephew, Denis Diderot confronts the Enlightenment philosopher (ostensibly Diderot himself) with the dark, ironical reflections of an envious second-rate musician (who is, however, a first rate wit and social sycophant). The nephew of the famous composer Rameau has just been ostracized from the world of the rich and powerful because, in an unguarded moment of excessive honesty, he has offended his social patron.
  The younger Rameau represents the corrupt world the philosopher finds around him, yet he also sees its internal contradictions far more clearly than the philosopher does. Further, he sees the essential hollowness of philosophy, its uselessness and irrelevance to real life as it is being lived (Rameau, pp. 30-34, 62-66). The moralizing philosopher can only stand aloof from the entire social milieu Rameau so wittily and perceptively analyzes, condemning equally its hypocrisy and Rameau’s irreverent, amoralistic critique of it. As for Rameau, himself, the philosopher has nothing to advise beyond acceptance of things as they are. He even tells Rameau that he should make it up with those he has offended (Rameau, pp. 32, 62, 40). 

No one can ever be sure what Diderot had in mind in writing Rameau’s Nephew. But the lessons I think we should take away from it are that the social role of the philosopher in modern society is deeply problematic, and that Enlightenment philosophy’s exclusively moralistic approach both to personal life and social reform is hopelessly shallow.  The rational reflection that is supposed to constitute the foundation of the philosopher’s life will always to remain defective unless it includes a comprehension of social reality enabling it to understand the social role and function of philosophy itself and leading to a practical orientation toward that reality which actualizes the goals of reflective reason. 

We can best put the critical point I am making about philosophy if we use the vocabulary of a later stage in the development of the Enlightenment tradition, and say that philosophy is essentially ideology. By this I mean what Marx meant: that it is thinking separated from social practice, which for this very reason can never achieve its own essential aim of self-transparent rational action. Philosophy is condemned either to endorse the existing social order by mystifying it, or else to stand over against that order as a critical reflection that comprehends and rejects it but has no power to change it.  The early Marx stated this best when he said that it is for practice not to negate philosophy but to actualize it, but the actualization of philosophy is at the same time the Aufhebung of philosophy (Marx, p. 28).
  If we translate this out of the language of young Hegelianism into the more contemporary language I have been using, what it means is that the critical reflection can direct action only if it ceases to play the kinds of social roles it has played in modern society thus far, and becomes instead an aspect of a social movement transforming society. “Philosophers have only interpreted the world differently, what matters is to change it” (Marx, p. 82).

Of course Marx thought he knew just how philosophy was to be actualized. He offered the remarks just quoted as advice simultaneously to philosophers and to political activists. The proletariat was to find its intellectual weapons in philosophy, just as philosophy was to find its material weapons in the proletariat. The actualization (and simultaneous Aufhebung) of philosophy was to constitute the universal emancipation of humanity (Marx, pp. 33-34). Unfortunately, I have no such knowledge, and do not mean my remarks as the sort of advice Marx thought he was in a position to give. Nor, apart from my reservations about the excessively moralistic emphasis of Enlightenment philosophy, do I mean to criticize the kind of thinking represented by philosophy as Dumarsais describes it -- and by extension, as it is represented by the radical tradition of Enlightenment thought don to the present day. Both philosophy and society are unfortunately still at the stage where the world must be interpreted differently before it can be changed.  My chief complaint about the radical Enlightenment tradition in this respect is only the obvious one -- that its representatives seem to be too few, and their influence on the course of things is too weak. 

 I am especially far from agreeing with the fashionable criticisms of Enlightenment thought which say that ‘reason’ is just another mode of power, and that the class of philosophers (or intellectuals), with its scientific pretensions, is merely another priesthood seeking to bring humanity under its tutelage. I reject these charges not because there is no truth in them but because they are in no way criticisms of Enlightenment principles. On the contrary, they presuppose not only those principles but even to a considerable extent the Enlightenment conception of society and history. In effect they accuse the enlighteners only of failing to fulfill their self-appointed historical vocation. 

Foucault is certainly right when he describes the genuine accomplishment of the enlightenment as "an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them" (Foucault, p. 50).
  But when people live in this spirit, then we should not say (as Foucault does) that they are merely seeking the mature adulthood of enlightenment. Rather, they have already achieved it, and their further search for the standpoint of reason is simply the human condition as it must be taken over by mature adults. The obstacle, now as in the eighteenth century, is simply that the world is ruled by enemies of this enlightened ethos, and hence those who share in it cannot integrate what Foucault here calls the "philosophical life" into their real lives. This in turn is because, as Diderot’s dialogue already made dramatically clear, even the most enlightened individuals do not belong to a society whose practical life coheres even minimally with the demands of reflective reason.  

It seems to me, however, that the real motivation behind the recently fashionable internal critiques of Enlightenment has often been nothing more than that the progressive causes spawned by the Enlightenment have failed – either that they have ceased to move forward or else (as in the case of Marxian socialism) are commonly thought to have met with final historic annihilation. The critics, who sympathize with the aims of the vanquished causes, are in a state of confusion because they cannot understand what went wrong and, lacking the maturity Kant took to be the essence of Enlightenment, their first priority is to find a psychological defense against the humiliation of defeat. Their critiques of the Enlightenment are like the curses hurled at a charismatic leader by followers who trusted in his invincibility and now experience his downfall as an act of personal betrayal.  

What the critics really want is a reconceptualization of progressive thinking and practice. But they have no clear idea of what they are seeking, nor will they ever get any as long as they sink themselves in skepticism, aestheticism and self-subversion. They simply have yet to face up to the fact that the historic defeats are due not to internal flaws in Enlightenment but to the superior power, at least for the time being, of its traditional enemies – above all entrenched systems of power and privilege, which know very well how to deploy to their advantage the deadly charm of custom, the comfort of old superstitions, and infantile fears in the face of freedom. 

Those of us who continue to share the aims of philosophy, as the Enlightenment conceived it, cannot pursue these aims in any confident spirit of historical inevitability. Our spirit must instead be one of sober recognition that for an honest, thinking human being – a philosopher, in Dumarsais’ sense -- there is simply no acceptable alternative. This is why even such twentieth century critics of Enlightenment as Adorno and Foucault do not, in the end, decisively break with it. Supporters of Enlightenment can sympathize with their search for new and less compromised ways to articulate its aims. And of course we too hunger for more effective strategies for realizing them under altered historical circumstances. We must remind them that these can never be more than finding new devices for making the eighteenth century ideals recognizable to a time in which they have been effaced, and discovering (or creating) new agencies to play the familiar roles in a fundamentally unchanged narrative of human liberation. 

What can philosophy be today? Writing about the Encyclopedia in the Encyclopedia, Diderot proclaimed that it was “possible only as the endeavor of a philosophical century” (Encyclopédie V:644/18).
 The twentieth century was definitely an unphilosophical century, and so far, at any rate, the twenty-first century looks equally so. We seem to be living in a time when the social and political climate of the United States, and therefore of the globe over which it self-righteously tyrannizes, has grown ever blinder, nastier, more irrational. The always dominant economic and political structures have become increasingly wealthy, powerful, arrogant, ambitious, greedy, and short-sighted. In this country, the tradition of democracy (always a name expressing a hope more than achievement) has been hijacked by wealth. ‘Freedom’ is redefined as the license to despoil nature, expropriate resources from those who are too powerless to protect them, and assert the dominion of those who own over those who labor. 

As life becomes harder and more hopeless for those excluded from wealth and power, numbers of people turn back to ancient enthusiasms and superstitions, outgrown passions and old hatreds. Religion reverts to its age-old powers of fear and ignorance. Parochial forms of community reassert themselves because the only order representing itself as new and rational is devoid of any genuine community, since it holds people together only by entangling them in a confused nexus of unbridled power and the most unenlightened kind of self-interest. Some of those who see their culture excluded from power turn their resentful malignancy against the modern culture they hold responsible for this new and evil order. Or people turn away from all reason because they believe the new order’s false claims to rationality. For them, ‘spirituality’ becomes the common euphemism for superstition, childishness, slavishness and intellectual dishonesty, self-deceptively posing as inner liberation and a return to innocence. But there is no going home again, and every pretense do so only takes people deeper into pathological forms of spiritual corruption. 

Progressive social movements, whose vocation for two centuries was to build a free community grounded on the rational dignity of all human beings, must now use their whole strength and courage merely to survive in a world grown hostile to them. The task of philosophers – to oppose unreason, speak truth to power, think the way toward a genuine community – is frequently usurped by those who choose instead to apologize for the rationally indefensible, or else by people caught up in the fashionable mood of irony, absurdity and hyper-intellectual self-destruction. Both tendencies exhibit how they have lost the Enlightenment’s confidence in the mind’s authority over human life and its power to find better ways for people to live.

In such an age, the defense of philosophy must remain (as always) self-critical, but its end result, I think, will continue to be mainly the reassertion of the most radical aims of the Enlightenment tradition, in a spirit of sober perseverance and (if need be) of stubborn impenitence.  
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