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Translator’s Note

The thought of Pierre Hadot is based on a lifetime’s study of| and mcd‘ilatiun
upon, ancient Greek and Latin philosophical texts. In the course of this long
period, he has, of course, developed his own methodology for the study of
such texts. Based as it is on the methods of his own tca(.:hcrs, such as Paul
Henry and Pierre Courcelle,' this method is distinetly hl.S own, and h-.. has
transmitted it to a whole generation of French scholars in the field of late
antique thought. v ‘ ‘

The first stage of Hadot’s method is a scrupulous, tcxtu.a]]y c1.‘mca| l'lr.ldmg of
the original texts, followed by an equally exacting translation _uf thc.sc exts into
I'rench.? Only on the foundation of the intense, detailed confrontation with the

exegesis, interpretation, and, perhaps, criticism. 'l'hl:Js, § 'Ii‘i‘d[.)l"ﬁ t!mught is, at ](.:m
to a large extent, based on his methods of translation. l}ns being the case, it is
impossible to understand the former without understanding the latter, 5
Such a situation presents obvious difficulties for Hadot’s translators. Given
the importance he accords to the study of ancient texts, H.;\dut tcnd.s; to quote
them frequently and extensively, in his own translations from the Greek, l_'l'.IC
Latin, and the German. Now, a translator’s n({rm:ll })I'UCC(I.LII'C would be to dig
up the already existing English translations of rhc. respective texts, and insert
them where Hadot’s own translations had stood in the 01'1g~m;11. {\ fter much
consultation, we have found this method inadequate, for the following reasons:

1 Many existing English translations are themselves inadcql{arc; some are old
and '(mtdatcd; others based on different textual t'cm_.hng:.i from thf)sc
adopted by Hadot. In the case of still others, finally, no English translation
exists at all. .

2 T'here is no such thing as an “objective translation.” All transl:uor.s base their
work on their own conception of what their author was trying to say.
Naturally, Hadot has often arrived at views of what his authors meant wl.uch
differ from those of the various other translators; his own .rmn:-fla['l(.ms
consequently differ, sometimes fundamentally, from the existing English
versions.®

Translator’s Note vii

3 The use of existing English translations would often make Hadot’s thought
impossible to understand. If we were to insert, for example, a 60-year-old
English translation of, say, Marcus Aurelius into the text, and then follow
it with Hadot’s explanation of the passage, the result would be ludicrously
incoherent. Most importantly, it would make it impossible for the reader
to gain any notion of the genesis and development of Hadot’s thought —
which is, after all, the goal of this publication. As I have said, the origin
of Hadot’s thought is to be sought in his interpretation of ancient texts,
and his translations of these texts are both the result and an integral part
of his hermencutical method. Deprived of his translations, we could simply
not see how Hadot had arrived at his particular interpretations of particular
ancient texts, and consequently we would be at a loss to understand the
conclusions he has based on these interpretations.

This being the case, the method 1 have chosen to follow in the translation
of Spiritual Exercises is the following: in the case of each of Hadot’s quotations
of passages in Greek, Latin, or German, I have begun by a simple English
translation of Hadot’s French version. I have then checked the result against
the original Greek, Latin, or German. If the English translation of Hadot’s
version, read on its own, then seemed to me to be a good translation of the
original text, I let it stand; if not, I modified it slightly, with two goals in mind:
first, to bring it into accord with modern English usage; secondly, to make sure
the English transmitted, as far as possible, all the nuances of the original
languages. In cases of particular difficulty, T have benefited from Hadot’s
thoughtful advice and comments, partly by correspondence, and partly during
the course of a memorable stay at the Hadot’s home in the summer of 1991 4

The resulting translations therefore often bear little resemblance to existing
inglish translation; this is especially so in the case of authors like Plato,
Marcus Aurelius, and Plotinus, to whom M. Hadot has devoted a lifetime
of study. Nevertheless, we have decided to include references to the
most accessible — not necessarily the best — extant English translations, in case
the interested reader should care to consult the ancient authors cited in this
book.

Such a method is, obviously, more time-consuming than the usual slapdash
method of translation. My hope is that the result justifies the delays incurred:
I would like to think the result is a scholarly and above all faithful version of
Hadot's thought.

NOTES

I CI above
& Among the results of his work on this stage of his method are Hadot’s projects
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Translator’s Note

for completely new translations of those thinkers who have particularly occupied
his attention: Plotinus, Marcus Aurelius, Marius Victorinus, etc.

This is so even in the case of so eminent a student of Plotinus, and so
conscientious a translator, as A.H. Armstrong. Although he, too, has dcv'u[{’:d a
lifetime of careful study to Plotinus, he often reaches conclusions in the
interpretation of particular Plotinian passages which differ from t}_msc of Hadot.
The reason for this is not hard to seck: Plotinus is an extremely difficult author,
and his writings are susceptible of many different interpretations.

Here 1 should like to express, on behalf of my wife Isabel and myself, our deep
gratitude for the Hadots’ wonderful hospitality.

Abbreviations

ACW: Ancient Christian Writers, The Works of the Fathers in Translation, eds
Johannes Quasten and Joseph C. Plumpe, Westminster MD/London.

ANF: The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Translations of the Writings of the Fathers down
to A.D. 325, eds Rev. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson, American
Reprint of the Edinburgh Edition, revised and chronologically arranged,
with brief prefaces and occasional notes, by A. Cleveland Coxe, Buffalo.

FC: The Fathers of the Church. A New Translation, Washington DC.

GCS: Die Griechischen Christlichen Serifisteller der Ersten Jahrhunderte, ed.
Kommission fiir Spitantike Religionsgeschichte der Deutschen Akademie
der Wissenschaften zu Berlin.

GW: Gesammelte Werke, Soren Kierkegaard, Diisseldorf/ Cologne 1961.

LCL: Loeb Classical Library, London/ Cambridge MA.

PG: Patrologia Graeca, ed. ].P. Migne, Paris 184455,

PL: Patrologia Latina, ed. J.P. Migne, Paris 1857-66.

SC: Sources chrétiennes, Paris 1940ff,

SVF: Stoicorum Vetenum Fragmenta, ed. H. Von Arnim, 4 vols, Leipzig 1903.



Introduction: Pierre Hadot and the S piritual
Phenomenon of Ancient Philosophy

I believe it was in 1982 that Michel Foucault first mentioned Pierre Hadot to
me. Struck by Foucault’s enthusiasm, [ photocopied a number of Hadot’s
articles, but, to my regret, never got around to reading them until several
years after Foucault’s death. 1 immediately understood, and shared, Fou-
cault’s excitement, for Hadot’s work exhibits that rare combination of
prodigious historical scholarship and rigorous philosophical argumentation
that upsets any preconceived distinction between the history of philosophy
and philosophy proper. Expressed in a lucid prose whose clarity and precision
are remarkable, Hadot’s work stands as a model for how to write the history
of philosophy. This collection of essays will, I hope, help to make his work
better known in the English-speaking world; the depth and richness of his
writing contain lessons not only for specialists in ancient philosophy, but for
il of us interested in the history of philosophical thought.

Pierre Hadot has spent most of his academic career at the Ecole pratique
des Hautes Etudes and at the College de France. Appointed a directeur d'études
of the fifth section of the Fcole in 1964, Hadot occupied a chair in Latin
Patristics, where he gave extraordinary lectures, many of which remain
unpublished, on, among other topics, the works of Ambrose and Augustine.
In 1972, in response to Hadot’s interest in and work on non-Christian
thought, the title of his chair was changed to “Theologies and Mysticisms of
Hellenistic Greece and the End of Antiquity.” Hadot gave courses on Plotinus
and Marcus Aurelius, but also began to devote increased attention to more
general themes in the history of ancient philosophical and theological thought.
In February 1983 he assumed the chair of the History of Hellenistic and
Romun Thought at the Collége de France. He has published translations of
and commentaries on Marius Victorinus, Porphyry, Ambrose, Plotinus, and
Marcus Aurelius, His essays on ancient philosophy range over virtually every
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topic of major significance, and constitute nothing less than a general
perspective, both methodologically and substantively, on how_to approach and
understand the development of the entire history of ancient ‘thought. A
reading of Hadot’s complete corpus of writings reveals, as one might expect,
important essays on the history of medieval philosophy, bu't also, pf:rhaps
more surprisingly, brilliant contributions to our understanding of Gocthc,
Nietzsche, and Wittgenstein. Hadot has also been increasingly pI‘COEL_UPlE,g
with the pertinence of ancient thought for philosophy today, recognizing that
ancient experience raises questions that we cannot and should not overlook or
ignore. ' ‘ n

This collection of essays is based on the second edition of Exercices spirituels
et philosophie antique, originally published in 1987 and now out of print." But
it also includes a number of essays that were written subsequent to the book,
essays that take up, develop, and extend the themes of Evercices spir:'mc:f:c.
Moreover, Hadot has made revisions in some of the chapters for their
inclusion in this volume, and he has rewritten his discussion of Marcus
Aurelius in light of his commentary on the Meditations.? 'l:hu:-; this cg]lcniun
represents an expanded discussion of the topics of spiritual exercises and
ancient philosophy.

In my introduction, I shall not summarize the individual essays. Rather, 1
shall try to indicate the general orientation of Hadot's thought, as well as
relate these essays to other questions and problems - mcthudnlugicnl,‘
historical, and p'hilnsuphical — treated elsewhere by Hadot. lnstcm.l of
concentrating on questions of detail, I shall try to_highlight some of the
philosophical lessons and insights offered to us by Hadot’s work.

1 Method and Practices of Interpretation in the History of
Ancient Philosophy and Theology

In the summary of his work prepared for his candidacy at the Collége de
FFrance, Hadot wrote:

The problems, the themes, the symbols from wh.ich Wcstq-n thought
has developed were not all born, quite obviously, in the period that we
have studied. But the West has received them for the most part in the
form that was given to them either by Hellenistic thought, or by the
adaptation of this thought to the Roman world, or by the encounter
between Hellenism and Christianity.’

The historical period he has studied has led Hadot to be especially sensitive to the
ways in which different systems of thought — Jewish, Greek, Roman, and Christian
have interacted with one another. At the end of antiquity, one is faced with o
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vast phenomenon of transposition, a gigantic meta-phora in which all the
forms of structures, political, juridical, literary, philosophical, artistic, have
crossed over into new environments, have contaminated themselves with
other forms or structures, thus modifying, more or less profoundly, their
original meaning, or losing their meaning, or receiving a new meaning (which
sometimes is a “mistranslation”) [contresens].!

For example, the development of a Latin philosophical language required the
adaptation of Greek models, so that to each term of this technical Latin
language corresponded a quite specific Greek term; but “on the occasion of
this translation many slippages of meaning, if not misinterpretations,” were
produced.’ Furthermore, when it was a question of the philosophical and
theological exegesis by Latin Christian writers of biblical texts, additional
problems were posed by the presence of Latin versions of Greek versions of
the original Hebrew. Along with the misinterpretations brought about by
these translations, Christian writers added their own lack of understanding of
Hebraic ideas. Hadot gives the wonderful example of Augustine, who read in
the Latin version of Psalm IV: 9 the expression in idipsum. Although the
Hebrew text contains wording that simply means “at this very moment” or
“immediately,” Augustine, prompted by Neoplatonist metaphysics, discovers
in this o idipsum a name of God, “the selfsame.” He thus discovers here a
metaphysics of identity and divine immutability, interpréting the expression
i meaning “in him who is identical with himself.”® Both a Latin translation
and a Neoplatonist metaphysics come between his réading and the text.

To take another example, in Ambrose’s sermon De Tsaac vel anima, we find
undeniable borrowings, indeed literal translations, from Plotinus; more specifi-
cally, the use of texts from Plotinus that relate to the detachment from the body
and to the withdrawal from the sensible as a condition of contemplation. These
texts of Plotinian mysticism are joined to texts of Origenean mysticism that derive
from Origen’s commentary on the Song of Songs. But in this encounter between
Plotinian and Origenean mysticism, Plotinian mysticism loses its specificity. One
does not find in Ambrose any important trace of what is essential to Plotinus’
thought, namely the surpassing of the intelligible in order to attain the One in
eestasy, Such texts concerning the mysticism of the One are translated by
Ambrose in such a way that they lose this meaning and are related to the union
ol the soul with the Logos. So Hadot speaks of “a Plotinian ascesis put in the
service of an Origenean mysticism that is a mysticism of Jesus.”7 Thus Ambrose
ean identify the Good and Christ, since with respect to the Good he brings in
Paul’s Colossians I: 20, which does indeed concern Christ. Yet, as Hadot remarks,
“this identification is absolutely foreign to the whole economy of the Plotinian
wytem, ™ Borrowings, contresens, the introduction of a logic into texts that had a
difterent logic” ~ this whole phenomenon is central to the development of
uncient thought, and, as Hladot makes clear, not to ancient thought alone,
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In his essay “La fin du paganisme” Hadot examines the struggles,
contaminations, and symbioses between paganism and Christianity at the (.:nd
of antiquity. We can relatively straightforwardly reconstruct the phi]os.ophlcai
struggles and divergences; for instance, the claim on .thc part of pagan
polemicists that at the time of his trial and death Jesus r.l{d not behavc ]1k.c a
sage, the pagan philosophy of history that charged Christians W'lth Iac‘k}ng
historical roots and that denied them the right to claim that their tradition
was the sole possessor of the truth, the pagan argument that the Christians
imagined God as a tyrant with unforeseeable whims who carries out complete-
ly arbitrary and irrational actions, such as the creation of the ft-'orld at a
specific moment of time, the election and then rejection of the Jewish people,
the incarnation, the resurrection, and, finally, the destruction of the world."
We can also discover in the pagan world certain attempts to assimilate
Christian elements, and even, in certain epochs, the phenomenon of symbiosis
between pagan and Christian thought. Thus, for example, the emperor
Alexander Severus used to render honor to certain portraits (effigies) of men
who, thanks to their exceptional virtue, had entered the sphere of divinity.
Among these men were Orpheus; Appollonius of Tyana, Abraham, and
Christ, and so the emperor made a place for Christ in his pantheon." In the
case of some individuals one could legitimately wonder whether they were
pagans or Christians. The Hymns of Synesius could be considered as having
been inspired by the Christian trinitarian doctrine or, on the contrary, as a
representative of a pagan theology that one could link to the tradition of
Porphyry."” :

More historically subtle is the process that Hadot has labeled “contamina-
tion,” that is, “the process according to which paganism or Christianity were
lead to adopt the ideas or the behaviors characteristic of their adversary.”
Such contamination, which could operate with different degrees of awareness,
extended from specific doctrines and behaviors to very general ideas and
institutions. Fusebius of Caesarea could bring together the doctrines of
Plotinus and Numenius on the First and Second God with the Christian
doctrine of the Father and the Son and their relations." And the emperor
Julian could wish to impose the organization of the ('_lljt'ist.iaa.a church o‘n
paganism, wanting the pagan church to imitate the Christian church’s
activities.' i rdyne

Most important from a philosophical point of view, Chle:_d
the very idea of theology, its methods g_:}fl_pﬁj}mipl_;ﬂgg_m_ _paganism. .As
‘Hadot has shown, both pagans and Christians had an analogous conception
of truth; truth was an historical reality of divine origin, a revelation given la_\“
God to humanity at a particular time. As a consequence, their conceptions of
philosophy and theology were identical — “human thought could nnIy.Iw
exegetical, that is, it must try to interpret an initial datum: the revelation
contained in myths, traditions, the most ancient laws.”'"™ Not only was
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Christianity contaminated by the pagan idea of theology, but the ancient
Christian idea of hierarchical monotheism, so_central to early Christianity,
could be found within the evolution of paganism itself, especially under the
influence of the imperial ideology. The conceptions of monotheism and
hierarchy that served to define the Byzantine Christian world were thus also
contaminations from the pagan world; indeed, these ideas could be said to
sum up the entire essence of late paganism.'” These contaminations inevitably
led to distortions, deformations, misunderstandings of all kinds, but the
overlap and intersections brought about by these contaminations also led to
the evolution of thought, the development of fresh ideas, the creation, by way
of creative misinterpretations, of new concepts, categories, arguments, and
conclusions.

In the first century BC, as a consequence of the destruction of most of
the permanent philosophical institutions in Athens (which had existed
from the fourth to the first century BC), the four great philosophical
schools — Platonism, Aristotelianism, Epicureanism, and Stoicism — could
no longer be supported by the Athenian institutions created by their
founders.

In order to affirm their fidelity to the founder, the four philosophical
schools, scattered in different cities of the Orient and Occident, can no
longer depend on the institution that he had created, nor on the oral
tradition internal to the school, but solely on the texts of the founder.
The classes of philosophy will therefore consist above all in commen-
taries on the text.'®

I'he exegetical phase of the history of ancient philosophy was characterized
hmatﬂmﬁl‘sﬁﬁﬁmly exercise was the explication of a fext.
ligtggggi_gal_ghi[usoghiconcc_i\fﬂd— of the philosopher not asa “solitary thinker
who would invent and construct his system and his truth in an autonomois
way. ‘The philosopher thinks in a tradition.” " For the philosopher during this
period, truth is founded on the authority of this tradition, and it is given in
the texts of the founders of the tradition. T nEET ]
Perhaps the most extraordinary instance of the weight and pressures of
exegetical thought is to be found in the example, extensively discussed by
Hadot, of the appearance of the distinction between “being” as an infinitive
(1o einar) and “being” as a participle (10 on). In a series of articles Hadot has
shown that this distinction arose as a result of the need to give a coherent
exegesis of Plato’s second hypothesis in the Parmenides, “If the one is, how is
it possible that it should not participate in being [ousia]?” ' The Neoplatonist
exepesis of the Parmenides required that cach of Plato’s h ypotheses correspond
o u different hypostasis; thus, this second hypothesis corresponded to the
wecond One. Since this second One must participate in ousia, and since by
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“participation” the Neoplatonists meant “receiving a form from a superior
and transcendent Form,” the second One’s participation in ousia is under-
stood to be participation in an ousia in itself which transcends the participat-
ing subject. However, according to good Neoplatonist doctrine, above the
second One there is only the first One, and this first One, absolutely simple,
cannot be an ousia. The first ousia must be the second One. So how could
Plato have spoken of an ousia that precedes the second One? An anonymous
Neoplatonist commentator on the Parmenides, whom Hadot has identified as
Porphyry, squarely confronted these difficulties: “influenced by the exegetical
tradition characteristic of his school, the words of Plato evoked for him the
entities of a rigid system, and the literal text became reconcilable only with
difficulty with what he believed to be Plato’s meaning.”? Porphyry’s solution
to this difficulty would consist in presenting an exegesis according ‘to which
Plato had employed the word ousia in an enigmatic way, instead of another
word whose meaning is close to the word ousia, namely the word einar. 1f
Plato speaks of an owsia in which the second One participates, he wants it to
be understood that the second One receives the property of being a “being”
(to on) and of being “ousia” from the first One, because the first One is itself
“being” (to einai) “not in the sense of a subject but in the sense of an activity
of being, considered as pure and without subject.”” Thus, as Hadot shows,
we can see appear for the first time in the history of onto-theology a
remarkable distinction between being as an infinitive and being as a participle,
Being as an infinitive characterizes the first One, pure absolutely indetermin-
ate activity, while being as a participle is a property of the second One, the
first substance and first determination that participates in this pure activity.
This distinction arises from the formulation used by Plato at the beginning
of the second hypothesis of the Parmenides, joined to the Neoplatonist
exegesis of the Parmenides and the need for Porphyry to try to explain, from
within this system of exegesis, why Plato said what he did.? The result,
according to Hadot, was “certainly a misinterpretation, but a creative
misinterpretation, sprung from the very difficultics of the exegetical
method.”* This creative misunderstanding was to have a profound influence
on the development of a negative theology of being, and, by way of Boethius’
distinction between esse and id quod est, was decisively to affect the history of
Western philosophical thought.”

As carly as 1959, Hadot described a phenomenon, constant in the history
of philosophy,

that stems from the evolution of the philosophical consciousness: it is
impossible to remain faithful to a tradition without taking up again the
formulas of the creator of this tradition; but it is also impossible to use
these formulas without giving them a meaning that the previous
philosopher could not even have suspected. One then sincerely believes
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that this new meaning corresponds to the deep intention of this
philosopher. In fact, this new meaning corresponds to a kind of
possibility of evolution of the original doctrine.?

Not all such bestowals of new meaning are creative misunderstandings, as
Hadot well realizes. But some of them have led to new ideas of great
philosophical significance. We must study the history of these exegeses,
discover how these misunderstandings have been used, what philosophical
consequences and what paths of evolution have resulted from them, in order
to determine whether they have indeed been creative. In the most interesting
of cases, we may find that a history of misinterpretation and a history of
philosophical creativity are intimately linked.?

In his inaugural lecture to the Collége de France, Hadot writes:

It seems to me, indeed, that in order to understand the works of the
philosophers of antiquity we must take account of all the concrete
conditions in which they wrote, all the constraints that weighed upon
them: the framework of the school, the very nature of philosophia,
literary genres, rhetorical rules, dogmatic imperatives, and traditional
modes of reasoning. One cannot read an ancient author the way one
does a contemporary author (which does not mean that contemporary
authors are easier to understand than those of antiquity). In fact, the
works of antiquity are produced under entirely different conditions than
those of their modern counterparts.? g
Hadot’s studies of the history of ancient philosophy and theology have always
included the analysis of “the rules, the forms, the models of discourse,” the
framework of the literary genre whose rules are often rigorously codified, in
which the thoughts of the ancient author are expressed.?” Such analysis is
necessary in order to understand both the details of the work, the exact import
of particular statements, as well as the general meaning of the work as a whole.
Literary structure and conceptual structure must never be separated.’
Deseribing his method of study for Latin Patristics, Hadot has invoked an
exceptionally illuminating analogy, comparing what happens in these studies
10 what takes place in those curious paintings where

one sees at first sight a landscape that seems to be composed normally.
One thinks that if there is, in such and such a place in the picture, a
house or a tree it depends solely on the imagination of the artist. But if
one looks at the whole painting from a certain angle the landscape
transforms itself into a hidden figure, a face or a human body, and one
understands then that the house or the tree was not there out of pure
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fancy, but was necessary because it made up part of the hidden figure.
When one discovers the structure or the fundamental form of a text, one
has an analogous experience: certain details that seemed to be there only
in an arbitrary way become necessary, because they make up an integral
part of the traditional figure used. And just as one can contrast or
compare the sense of the face and the sense of the countryside, one can
compare the meaning of the traditional form or structure, considered in
themselves, and that of the text which has borrowed them . . . We often
have the impression when we read ancient authors that they write badly,
that the sequence of ideas lacks coherence and connection. But it is
precisely because the true figure escapes us that we do not perceive the
form that renders all the details necessary .. .once discovered, the
hidden form will make necessary all of the details that one often believed
arbitrary or without importance.’!

This description brilliantly captures the significance of placing the work
studied in the framework of its literary genre, the transformation in under-
standing brought about when one moves from the insignificant and arbi-
trary to the meaningful and necessary. Hadot’s methodological prescriptions
can be fruitfully applied at virtually every level in the analysis of ancient
thought,

I want to consider bricfly a series of examples not taken up by Hadot in
order to emphasize the depth and accuracy of his analogy. I have in mind the
extraordinary work on mystical cryptography undertaken by Margherita
Guarducci. By carefully delineating the historical and geographical context
and by discovering “a coherent and rational system,”* Guarducei was able to
show that certain ancient graffiti, both pagan and Christian, contained hidden
and almost dissimulated thoughts of a philosophical and religious character, ¥
The situation that results is precisely one in which phenomena that were
neglected or unacknowledged now assume a profound significance. So, for
example, she has demonstrated that the letters PE, the two initial letters of
the name Petrus, sometimes take on the form of the characteristic monogram
F or E that this monogram represents the keys of the first vicar of Christ,
and that the monogram sometimes even visually resembles, with the three
teeth of the £ adjoined to the P, a key - } # Peter’s monogram can also be
adjoined to a monogram for Christ (}), so that we find on wall g of the
Vatican this kind of graffiti, ¥'f:, expressing the indissoluble union of Peter
and Christ. By unraveling the rational and coherent system formed by this
mystical cryptography she can show that an inscription that previously found
no plausible explanation can be clearly and convincingly explained. Thus the
inscription found on a tomb (and shown in plate 1.1) wishes life in Christ and
Peter to the deceased. The bivalence of the Greek 740 and the Latin pi is used
to superpose the monogram of Christ (f) with the letters PE thus forming,
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fwhich is inserted within the preposition in.% Just as Hadot has described it,
these are cases where “once discovered, the hidden form will make necessary all
of the details that one often believed arbitrary or without significance.” ¥

This mystical cryptography can also be found in the pagan world, where a
form that can seem to be intrinsically insignificant is transformed, once the
hidden figure is discovered, into the expression of a philosophical doctrine.
Thus not only did the Pythagoreans recognize in the letter Y the initial letter
of the word Dyietar and therefore the concept of “salvation”; they also used
this letter to represent graphically the ancient concept of the divergent paths
of virtue and vice, the doctrine that life presented a forking path and that one
must choose between the path of virtue on the right, which will lead to peace,
and the path of vice on the left, where one will fall into misery.* A funereal
stele, datable from the first century AD, of a deceased man named “Pythago-
ras” exhibits a large Y that divides the stone into five sections (shown in plate
1.2). Each section contains various scenes inspired by Pythagorean doctrine.
In the center is an image of the deceased (or perhaps of his homonym,
Pythagoras of Samo); to the right are scenes personifying virtue, to the left
are scenes personifying dissoluteness. Guarducci concludes that it is “easy to
recognize in the succession of these scenes that which the literary sources have
handed down to us . . . : the Pythagorean Y, symbol of the divergent paths of
virtue and of vice, one of which brings . .. eternal pleasure, the other . . .
definitive ruin.” ¥ It is indeed easy to come to this recognition, once one has
uncovered and deciphered the genre of mystical cryptography. But if one fails
1o perceive the rigorously codified rules, one will see nothing of importance,
one will be forced to resort to lapidary error and accident to explain away
various features, one will find no coherence in many of the inscriptions.” The
difference between recognizing profound significance and trivial error or
arbitrariness will depend on whether the true form has escaped us or has
transformed our understanding.*!

One might well imagine that the endeavor to hide religious and philosophical
thoughts within inscriptions and graffiti would require that we discover the
hidden form necessary to give coherence and sense to these graffiti. But one
might also assume that when we are confronted with extended philosophical
writing, ancient texts, like many modern ones, will exhibit their structure more
or less on the surface. And then when we fail to discern this structure, we
conclude, as Hadot remarks, that ancient authors “write badly, that the sequence
of ideas lacks coherence and connection.” # That the assumption on which this
conclusion is based is false, that the structure of even extended ancient
philosophical texts may not lic casily open to view, is clearly shown by Hadot’s
own discovery of the underlying structure or fundamental form of Marcus
Aurelius’ Meditarons. Indeed, Hadot's description of the experience of seeing a
text transtorm itself once one has discovered its hidden form very compellingly
represents, years before the fact, his own discovery about Marcus Aurclius’ text.
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‘The first printed edition of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations appeared in 1559,
accompanied by a Latin translation. The editor, “Xylander” (Wilhelm
Holzmann), faced with what he saw as the total disorder of the text,
conjectured that the Meditations, as presented in the manuscript he edited,
were only disconnected extracts from the work of Marcus Aurelius, that
Marcus’ book had reached us in a mutilated, incomplete, disordered state."
This conjecture was taken up again in 1624 by Caspar Barth, who,
recognizing that one could detect traces of organization and sometimes
lengthy reasoning in the Meditations, claimed that the text that had reached
us consisted only of extracts from a vast, systematic treatise of ethics that the
emperor had written.* Such conjectures, and their variations, have accompa-
nied the Meditations throughout its history, always trying to account for the
disorder and haphazardousness of this work.” The contemporary reader may
find individual aphorisms that seem to speak for themselves, but will be left
with the basic impression that, as Hadot puts it, “these sentences seem to
follow one another without order, with the randomness of the impressions and
states of soul of the emperor-philosopher,” 1

Hadot has recognized that Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations belong to the type
of writing known as hypomnemata, personal notes and reflections written day
to day. This kind of writing existed throughout antiquity, and at least two of
Marcus’ seventeenth-century editors and translators also recognized his work
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as consisting of personal notes.” Marcus wrote day to day without trying to
compose a work intended for the public; his Meditations are for the most part
exhortations to himself, a dialogue with himself.* Morcover, his thoughts and
teflections were written down according to “a very refined literary form,
because it was precisely the perfection of the formulas that could assure them
their psychological efficacy, their power of persuasion.”* Thus, although
Marcus’ work belongs to the literary genre of personal notes written day to
day (hypomnemata), they are also quite distinct from other examples of such
notes. As Hadot concludes, “it appears indeed that unlike other hypomnemata,
the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius are ‘spiritual exercises,’ practiced accord-
ing to a certain method.” *

Spiritual exercises are practiced in the Meditations according to a method,
Hadot has written, “as rigorous, as codified, as systematic as the famous
Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius.” 5" And the key to this method, and thus
10 the Meditations, is to be found in the three philosophical topoi distinguished
by Lpictetus. Epictetus distinguished three acts or functions of the soul —
judgment, desire, and inclination or impulsion. Since each of these activities
ol the soul depends on us, we can discipline them, we can choose to judge or
ot to judge and to judge in a particular way, we can choose to desire or not
to desire, to will or not to will. And so to each of these activities corresponds
A apiritual exercise, a discipline of representation and judgment, a discipline
al desire, and a discipline of inclinations or impulses to action,” Moreover,
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Hadot has shown that Epictetus identified the three disciplines with the three
parts of philosophy — the discipline of assent with logic, the discipline of
desire with physics, and the discipline of inclinations with ethics.® And he
used the word fopos “to designate the three lived exercises that. .. are in a
certain way the putting into practice of the three parts of philosophical
discourse.”* Thus Epictetus’ three topoi are three lived spiritual exercises.

Marcus Aurelius took up these three topoi and employed them as the
underlying structure of his Meditations. They are the key to the interpretation
of virtually the entire work, and our recognition of their role allows the
surface disorder of the Meditations to transform itself, so that we see beneath
this apparent lack of order a rigorous underlying form or structure:

beneath this apparent disorder hides a rigorous law that explains the
content of the Meditations. This law is, moreover, expressed clearly in a
ternary schema that reappears often in certain maxims. But this schema
was not invented by Marcus Aurelius: in fact it corresponds exactly to
the three philosophical topoi that Epictetus distinguishes in his Discour-
ses. It is this ternary schema that inspires the whole composition of the
Meditations of the emperor. Each maxim develops cither one of these
very characteristics fopoi, or two of them, or three of them.

These three disciplines of life are truly the key to the Meditations of
Marcus Aurelius. It is in fact around each of them that the different
dogmas . . . are organized, are crystallized. To the discipline of judg-
ment are linked the dogmas that affirm the freedom of judgment, the
possibility that man has to criticize and modify his own thought; around
the discipline that directs our attitude with regard to external events are
gathered all the theorems on the causality of universal Nature; lastly, the
discipline of action is nourished by all the theoretical propositions
relative to the mutual attraction that unites reasonable beings.

Finally, one discovers that behind an apparent disorder, one can
uncover, in the Meditations, an extremely rigorous conceptual system.

Fach maxim, aphorism, sentence of the Meditations is an exercise of actualiz-
ation and assimilation of one or more of the three disciplines of life.”” Thus
Hadot, discovering the form “that renders all the details necessary,” allows us
to read the Meditations coherently, transforms our experience from that of
reading a disconnected journal to one of reading a rigorously structured
philosophical work.*

Hadot’s discovery of the ternary schema underlying the Meditations not
only allows us to give structure to its merely apparent disorder. It also allows
us to keep from falling into misplaced psychological judgments about the
author of these spiritual exercises. Precisely because the Meditations are

Introduction 13

traditional Stoic spiritual exercises, we must be very prudent about drawing
conclusions concerning the personal psychological states of Marcus, As Hadot
has said, we are all too ready to project our own attitudes and intentions on
ancient works, to see the Meditations as the spontaneous effusion of Marcus’
everyday feelings, to see Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things as the work of an
anxious man attempting to combat his anxiety, or to understand Augustine’s
Confessions as the expression of his desire to confess and so to give us an
autobiographical account of his life.’ But in antiquity,

the rules of discourse were rigorously codified: in order to say what one
wanted to say, an author had to say it in a certain way, according to
traditional models, according to rules prescribed by rhetoric and philo-
sophy . . . [the Meditations] are an exercise realized according to definite
rules; they imply...a pre-existent outline which the emperor-
philosopher can only amplify. Often, he only says certain things because
he must say them in virtue of the models and precepts that impose
themselves on him. One will therefore only be able to understand the
sense of this work when one has discovered, among other things, the
prefabricated schemata that were imposed on it

Hadot has charted all of the supposed psychological portraits of Marcus
drawn from the Meditations, which see him as suffering from gloomy
resignation, extreme skepticism, despair. Some modern authors have claimed
to find in the Meditations evidence of a gastric ulcer and its psychological
consequences, or of the psychological effects of Marcus’ abuse of opium.” But
all of these attempts at historical psychology ignore the mechanisms of literary
composition in antiquity, and fail to take into account Marcus’ modes of
thought, the fact that he was practicing spiritual exercises, derived from
Stoicism, more particularly from Epictetus, whose essential goal is to in-
fluence himself, to produce an effect in himself.*

Take, for example, the repeated claims that the Meditations show us
that Marcus was a pessimist. After all; he does write things such as the
following:

Just like your bath-water appears to you — oil, sweat, filth, dirty water,
all kinds of loathsome stuff — such is each portion of life, and every
substance.®

These foods and dishes . . . are only dead fish, birds and pigs; this
Falernian wine is a bit of grape-juice; this purple-edged toga is some
sheep’s hairs dipped in the blood of shellfish; as for sex, it is the rubbing
together of picces of gut, followed by the spasmodic secretion of a little bit
ol shme"
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What are these remarks, if not the expression of Marcus’ characteristic
pessimism? In each of these cases of supposed pessimism, Hadot has been able
to show specifically that Marcus was not giving us his personal impressions,
that he was not expressing a negative experience that he had lived, but was
rather “exercising himself, spiritually and literarily.” % Marcus is, first of all,
practicing the Stoic discipline of giving physical definitions which, adhering
to the objective representation of the phenomenon, are employed “to dispel
the false conventional judgements of value that people express concerning
objects.”  Marcus writes:

always make a definition or description of the object that occurs in your
representation, so as to be able to see it as it is in its essence, both as a
whole and as divided into its constituent parts, and say to yourself its
proper name and the names of those things out of which it is composed,
and into which it will be dissolved.”

This kind of definition is intended to strip representations of “all subjective
and anthropomorphic considerations, from all relations to the human point of
view,” thus defining objects, in a certain way, scientifically and physically.”
Such definitions belong both to the discipline of judgment, or logic, and to
the discipline of desire, or physics. The critique of representations and the
pursuit of the objective representation are, obviously enough, part of the
domain of logic; but these definitions can only be realized if one places oneself
in “the point of view of physics, by situating events and objects in the
perspective of universal Nature.”

Marcus is not giving us his personal perception of reality, from which we
may then deduce conclusions about his sensibility or characteristic disposi-
tions. He is rather employing various means to transform himself, to acquire
a certain inner state of freedom and peace. To do so he must overcome
“solidly rooted prejudices, irrational terrors,” employing all the means
available to him.” Here is how Hadot describes the ultimate goal of these
physical definitions:

This spiritual exercise of “physical” definition has exactly the effect of
rendering us indifferent before indifferent things, that is, of making us
renounce making differences among things that do not depend on us,
but which depend on the will of universal Nature. No longer to make
differences is therefore, first of all, to renounce attributing to certain
things a false value, measured only according to human scale. This is
the meaning of the apparently pessimistic declarations. But to no longer
make differences is to discover that all things, even those which seem
disgusting to us, have an equal value if one measures them according to
the scale of universal Nature, that is, looks at things with the same vision
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that Nature looks at them. . .. This inner attitude by which the soul
does not make differences, but remains indifferent before things,
corresponds to magnanimity of the soul [ grandeur d’ime)."

Thus with respect to the issue of Marcus’ pessimism, we see the importance
of placing the Meditations in its literary and philosophical context, Abstracting
from this context leads to an improper psychology, and to an uncreative
misreading of the force of the Meditations, ignoring its basic philosophical
aims and procedures. Hadot diagnoses, with great insight, the dangers of
historical psychology:

We have here a fine example of the dangers of historical psychology
applied to ancient texts. Before presenting the interpretation of a text,
one should first begin by trying to distinguish between, on the one hand,
the traditional elements, one could say prefabricated, that the author
employs and, on the other hand, what he wants to do with them. Failing
to make this distinction, one will consider as symptomatic formulas or
attitudes which are not at all such, because they do not emanate from
the personality of the author, but are imposed on him by tradition. One
must search for what the author wishes to say, but also for what he can
or cannot say, what he must or must not say, as a function of the
traditions and the circumstances that are imposed on him.”

That the temptation to read ancient texts as expressions of their author’s
psychological states and character is extremely difficult to overcome is shown by
the development of Hadot’s own interpretation of Augustine’s Confessions. In a
widely cited paper, originally delivered in 1960, Hadot concludes his discussion
of the development of the notion of the person with the claim that in Augustine’s
Confessions, “the modern self rises into view in history.”? Citing various passages
from Augustine on the mystery of the self, and following Groethuysen’s
interpretation, Hadot is led to conclude, on the basis of these passages, that “With
Augustine the ‘I' makes its entry into philosophical reasoning in a way that
implies a radical change of inner perspective.”” Hadot came little by little to
realize, however, that one must not be misled by Augustine’s use of “I,” that “the
autobiographical part of the Confessions is not as important as one might
believe.”” The “I” of Augustine’s Confessions continues the “I” of Job, David,
or Paul; that is; Augustine “identifies himself with the self who speaks in the
Scriptures. Ultimately the human se/f who speaks in the Bible is Adam, a sinner
without doubt, but converted by God and renewed in Christ.” Thus, following
Pierre Courcelle, Hadot recognizes that the Confessions is essentially a theological
work, in which each scene may assume a symbolic meaning. So “in this literary
genre . it is extremely difficult to distinguish between a symbolic enactment
and an account of o historieal event,” 7 :
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Hadot therefore insists on the theological significance, in the first part of
Book II of the Confessions, of the images used by Augustine in order to
describe his inner state.”® And in the second part of Book II, when Augustine
recounts at length his adolescent theft of pears, we are in fact confronted with
a theological account concerning original sin. The “psychology of Augustine
the sinner is reconstructed from the ideal psychology of Adam, disobedient
to God in order to imitate, in a perverse way, the divine freedom.”” Rather
than using this scene to draw a psychological portrait of Augustine the
individual, Hadot understands it as part of an anti-Manichean theological
polemic. Here is his interpretation, which is a model of how to avoid the
excesses of historical psychology when reading ancient texts:

the psychological and theological problem of original sin 1s posed on the
occasion of Augustine’s theft, and we find ourselves once again in an
anti-Manichean problematic: in stealing the pears, as Adam stealing the
forbidden fruit, Augustine did not desire the fruit itself, that is, an
existing reality; rather he desired evil itself, that is, something that
doesn’t have any substance. How is this possible? After having posed
the problem at length (4, 9-6, 13), Augustine responds by showing that
he had loved something “positive” in the evil: to imitate the freedom of
God, but in a perverse way. Lvery sin appears thus as an upside-down
imitation of the divine reality.®

Instead of engaging in a psychological interpretation of Augustine’s adol-
escence, Hadot’s reading allows us to see that we are in the presence of a
theological discussion of the nature of sin, and that Augustine’s lengthy
recounting of his theft is not autobiographically motivated, but is necessary
in order for us to see the way in which sin is a perverse imitation of divine
reality.

Moreover, by placing the Confessions within the Christian exegetical
tradition, Hadot is able to show that the last three books of the Confessions, in
which Augustine seems to abandon autobiography to devote himself to
exegesis, far from being foreign to the rest of the work, do not ultimately have
“a different object from the account that is narrated in the biographical
part.”# Hadot demonstrates that Augustine very often brings together the
two states of his soul — obscurity, then light — with the two states of the earth
at the beginning of the account of Genesis. In its first state the earth was
invisibihis and incomposita, and in its second state it received the illumination
of the Frat lux.* In Book II, Augustine presents his adolescence as a state of
obscurity and bubbling fluidity, and Hadot has shown that in this description
one can recognize “the vocabulary employed in Book XIII of the Confessions
to describe the chaos of Gen 1, 2.”% Furthermore, in Book XIII the images
of darkness and fluctuation serve precisely to describe “the state of the soul
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still “formless,” before its conversion to God.”* Thus Hadot can claim that
“the idea of the passage of the creature from a formless state to a state of
formation and of conversion dominates the whole work.”* In Book XIIT the
biblical account of creation becomes the description of the phases and stages
of the salvation of humanity.* Putting together Augustine’s autobiographical
and exegetical descriptions, Hadot can demonstrate the inner unity of the
work, the fact that for Augustine “Genesis is . . . the account produced by the
Holy Spirit of the conversion of the soul, as the Confessions is the account that
he himself produces of his own conversion.” ¥ Hadot therefore warns us that
we must interpret this text in light of the literary genre to which it belongs,
the tradition of exegesis of Ambrose and Origen, and that we will commit a
misunderstanding if we believe we have discovered the se/f “already” in the
Confessions.® We find in Hadot’s own interpretation of Augustine the initial
outline of a kind of historical psychology, one that discovers in the Confessions
the beginnings of the modern self. However, this is followed by a more
detailed attention to the mechanisms of literary composition and to the
theological genre of the Confessions, an attention that both prevents the
apparent autobiography from becoming the philosophical center of the work
and permits us to see the unity between the first ten books and the last three.
There is, of course, a self to be found in the Confessions, but “it must not be
understood as the incommunicable singularity of the man Augustine, but, on
the contrary, as universal humanity of which the events of the life of
Augustine are only the symbols.” %

Hadot’s insistence on not separating conceptual structure from literary
structure also played a significant role in his interpretation of Wittgenstein’s
work. As far as I have been able to determine, Hadot presented the first
detailed discussions in French of Wittgenstein’s books, reviewing everything
from the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to the Philosophical Investigations and
Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics™ In his 1959 discussion of
the later Wittgenstein, Hadot argues, quite remarkably, that the goal of
Philosophical Investigations requires a certain literary genre, that one cannot
dissociate the form of the Investigations from Wittgenstein’s conception of
philosophy.

It is a therapeutics that is offered to us. Philosophy is an illness of
language . . . The true philosophy will therefore consist in curing itself
of philosophy, in making every philosophical problem completely and
definitively disappear . . . Wittgenstein continues [from the 7ractatus to
the Investigations] . . . to devote himself to the same mission: to bring a
radical and definitive peace to metaphysical worry. Such a purpose
imposes a certain literary genre: the work cannot be the exposition of a
system, a doctrine, a philosophy in the traditional sense . . . [Philo-
sophical Investigations] wishes to act little by little on our spirit, like a
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cure, like a medical treatment. The work therefore does not have a
systematic structure, strictly speaking [ pas de plan, a proprement parler].”!

At the time Hadot was writing about Wittgenstein, and even today, so many
philosophers ignored the way Philosophical Investigations is written that it is
astonishing, at first sight, to see an historian of ancient philosophy clearly
understanding the import of this aspect of Wittgenstein’s work. But Hadot
has long emphasized that ancient philosophy presented itself as a therapeutics
and that this goal profoundly affected the philosophical writing of antiquity.”
As early as 1960 Hadot wrote that in ancient philosophy “more than theses,
one teaches ways, methods, spiritual exercises,” that “dogmas” have only a
secondary aspect.” No doubt it was precisely Hadot’s understanding of the
history of ancient philosophy that made it possible for him to see central, but
still neglected, characteristics of Wittgenstein’s work.

In “Jeux de langage et philosophie,” Hadot was to employ Wittgenstein’s
notion of a language game in an historical perspective that, as he recognized,
went well beyond anything with which Wittgenstein was preoccupied. Hadot
argued that we must “break with the idea that philosophical language
functions in a uniform way” and that “it is impossible to give a meaning to
the positions of philosophers without situating them in their language
game.” " Aware of the different philosophical language games of antiquity,
Hadot could well insist that an ancient formula be placed in the concrete
context of its determinate language game, that its meaning could change as a
function of a change in language game.” Thus Hadot could draw the general
historiographical conclusion that we must “consider as very different language
games those literary genres, so profoundly diverse, represented by the
dialogue, the exhortation or protreptic, the hymn or prayer . . . the manual,
the dogmatic treatise, the meditation.”” And we must also distinguish
between the attitudes represented by dialectic, rhetorical argumentation,
logical reasoning, and didactic exposition, since we will often be able to
establish that “the very fact of situating oneself in one of these traditions
predetermines the very content of the doctrine that is expressed in this
language game.”” By overcoming the temptation to see philosophical lan-
guage as always functioning in the same way, Hadot could take account of the
conceptual and literary specificity of different philosophical attitudes.
Whether reading Plotinus, Marcus Aurelius, or Augustine, Hadot has made
detailed use of his methodological prescriptions, not allowing the surface
pronouncements of the texts to obscure the underlying structure, the literary
genre and modes of thought that confer a determinate meaning on these
pronouncements. Employing all of their resources, Hadot has used these
practices of interpretation to try to reconstruct the fundamental meaning (sens
de base), the meaning “intended” by the author (l sens “voulu’ par autenr),
of these ancient texts.” More often than not, as is evident from the examples
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I have given, this meaning will not be apparent. And if Hadot’s practices of
interpretation are most often employed with respect to ancient philosophical and
theological writing, his discussion of Wittgenstein makes clear the need,
throughout the history of philosophy, for such practices. To restrict the
importance of Hadot’s lessons to one period in the history of thought would be
radically to misunderstand the techniques and procedures of human thought.

2 Spiritual Exercises B2

Hadot has written that he was led to become aware of the importance of what
he has called “spiritual exercises” by his work of interpretation of ancient
philosophical texts.”” On the one hand, like his predecessors and contempor-
aries, Hadot encountered the well-known phenomenon of the incoherences,
even contradictions, in the works of ancient philosophical authors. On the
other hand, many modern historians of ancient philosophy have begun from
the assumption that ancient philosophers were attempting, in the same way
as modern philosophers, to construct systems, that ancient philosophy was
essentially a philosophical discourse consisting of a “certain type of organiza-
tion of language, comprised of propositions having as their object the
universe, human society, and language itself.” '™ Thus the essential task of the
historian of philosophy was thought to consist in “the analysis of the genesis
and the structures of the literary works that were written by the philosophers,
especially in the study of the rational connection and the internal coherence
of these systematic expositions.” " Under these interpretive constraints,
modern historians of ancient philosophy could not but deplore the awkward
expositions, defects of composition, and outright incoherences in the ancient
authors they studied.'”

Hadot, however, rather than deploring these ancient authors’ failures to
measure up to the modern standard of the systematic philosophical treatise,
realized that in order to understand and explain these apparent defects, one
must not only analyze the structure of these ancient philosophical texts, but
one must also situate them in the “living praxis from which they emanated.” '
An essential aspect of this living praxis was the oral dimension of ancient
philosophy, and the written philosophical works of Greco-Roman antiquity
were “never completely free of the constraints imposed by oral trans-
mission.” '™ Hadot has described this written work as only a material support
for a spoken word intended to become spoken word again, “like a modern

“record or cassette which are only an intermediary between two events: the

recording and the rehearing.”'" All of ancient philosophy believed in what
Fadot once called, thinking of Plato’s Phaedrus, the “ontological value of the
spoken word”; this living and animated discourse was not principally intended
(o transmit information, but “to produce a certain psychic effect in the reader
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or listener.” 1% Thus the “propositional element” was not the most important
element of ancient philosophical teaching, and Hadot has frequently cited
Victor Goldschmitt’s formula, originally applied to the Platonic dialogues but
used by Hadot to characterize ancient philosophy more generally, that ancient
philosophical discourse intended “to form more than to inform.” '’

Hadot claims that it is probably a mistake about the nature of ancient
philosophy to consider abstraction, made possible by writing, its most
important characteristic:

For ancient philosophy, at least beginning from the sophists and
Socrates, intended, in the first instance, to form people and to transform
souls. That is why, in Antiquity, philosophical teaching is given above
all in oral form, because only the living word, in dialogues, in
conversations pursued for a long time, can accomplish such an action.
The written work, considerable as it is, is therefore most of the time
only an echo or a complement of this oral teaching.'®

This is one reason why, for Hadot, to philosophize is to learn how to
dialogue.' A Socratic dialogue is a spiritual exercise practiced in common,
and it incites one to give attention to oneself] to take care of oneself, to know
oneself. The Socratic maxim “know thyself” requires a relation of the self to
itself that “constitutes the basis of all spiritual exercises.” ' Every spiritual
exercise is dialogical insofar as it is an “exercise of authentic presence” of the
self to itself, and of the self to others.!"! The Socratic and Platonic dialogues
exhibit this authentic presence in the way that they show that what is most
important is not the solution to a particular problem,; but the path traversed
together in arriving at this solution. Hence, we can understand the critical
significance of the dimension of the interlocutor, with all of its starts and
stops, hesitations, detours, and digressions. This essential dimension

prevents the dialogue from being a theoretical and dogmatic account and
forces it to be a concrete and practical exercise, because, to be precise,
it is not concerned with the exposition of a doctrine, but with guiding
an interlocutor to a certain settled mental attitude: it is a combat,
amicable but real. We should note that this is what takes place in every
spiritual exercise; it is necessary to make oneself change one’s point of
view, attitude, set of convictions, therefore to dialogue with oneself,
therefore to struggle with oneself.'? '

Although Hadot recognizes that some ancient philosophical works are so to
speak “more written” than others, he insists that even these works “are closely
linked to the activity of teaching” and must “be understood from the
perspective of dialectical and exegetical scholarly exercises.” " T'he task of the

e
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philosopher was not primarily one of communicating “an encyclopedic
knowledge in the form of a system of propositions and of concepts that would
reflect, more or less well, the system of the world.” "'t Therefore, even
definitions were nothing by themselves, independently of the road traveled to
reach them. The philosophers of antiquity were concerned not with ready-
made knowledge, but with imparting that training and education that would
allow their disciples to “orient themselves in thought, in the life of the city,
or in the world.” ' If this is most obviously true of the Platonic dialogues,
Hadot has reminded us that it is also true of the methods of Aristotle and the
treatises of Plotinus: “the written philosophical work, precisely because it is a
direct or indirect echo of oral teaching, now appears to us as a set of exercises,
intended to make one practice a method, rather than as a doctrinal exposi-
tion.” '

Moreover, these exercises were not conceived of as purely intellectual, as
merely theoretical and formal exercises of discourse totally separated from life.
Throughout the history of ancient philosophy, we can find criticisms of those
philosophers who went no further than to develop a beautiful style of
discourse or dialectical subtlety, who wished to stand out by making an
ostentatious display of their philosophical discourse, but did not exercise
themselves in the things of life.!”” Rather than aiming at the acquisition of a
purely abstract knowledge, these exercises aimed at realizing a transformation
of one’s vision of the world and a metamorphosis of one’s personality. The
philosopher needed to be trained not only to know how to speak and debate,
but also to know how to live. The exercise of philosophy “was therefore not
only intellectual, but could also be spiritual.”'"® Hence, the teaching and
training of philosophy were intended not simply to develop the intelligence
of the disciple, but to transform all aspects of his being — intellect,
imagination, sensibility, and will. Its goal was nothing less than an art of
living, and so spiritual exercises were exercises in learning to live the
philosophical life.!"” Spiritual exercises were evercises because they were
practical, required effort and training, and were lived; they were spiritual
because they involved the entire spirit, one’s whole way of being.'” The art
of living demanded by philosophy was a lived exercise exhibited in every
aspect of one’s existence.

Since the ultimate goal of the theoretical discourse of philosophy was to
produce an effect in the soul of the listener or reader, this discourse had to
bear in mind not only pedagogical constraints, but “the needs of psychagogy,
of the direction of souls.” ?! Rhetorical resources were abundantly made use

- of by the philosopher, and in attempting to influence himself and others all

means were good.'” In order “to rectify distorted opinions, tenacious
prejudices, irrational terrors,” the philosopher might have “to twist them in
the other direction, to exaggerate in order to compensate.” '8 In ancient texts,
we discover that “one slides rapidly from theoretical exposition to
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exhortation,” as often happens in Plotinus’ treatises;'*! we even find at the end
of the Nicomachean Ethics an accentuated protreptic and exhortative character,
as Aristotle is recommending to others a certain kind of life, a specific
conception of the good life.'” The “presentation, literary form and content”
of philosophical discourse were modified by “the intention to influence the
disciples.”'? It is from this perspective that Hadot believes we must
understand “the effort of systematization of the Stoics and Epicureans.” ¥ He
has argued that the systematic discourse of these schools did not have for its
chief goal

to procure a total and exhaustive explanation of all reality, but to link,
in an unshakable way, a small group of principles, vigorously articulated
together, which, on the one hand, on the basis of this systematization,
possess a greater persuasive force, a better psychological efficacy and
which, on the other hand, enable the philosopher to orient himself in
the world.'*

This systematization thus allows the philosopher to bring together and focus
the fundamental rules of life so that he can “keep them ready to hand at each
instant of his life.” ' As Hadot says, “their systematic presentation produces
assurance [/a certitude] in the soul, therefore peace and serenity.” %

In studying the literary genre of the ancient consolation, [lsetraut Hadot
has clearly demonstrated the intimate connection between the practice of
spiritual exercises, the use of rhetoric and psychagogy, and literary form and
content. Since, beginning with Plato, ancient philosophy represented itself as
an exercise and training for death, the consolation is an ideal genre in which
to observe the ancient practice of philosophy.'"" Noting that in all the written
consolations of antiquity, we encounter nearly always the same arguments, she
remarks that new and original arguments were not what the ancients sought
after; in the best instances, the consolations had as their goal “to recall
well-known things, to reactivate them in the soul.” " These consolations were
one important place where ancient philosophers tried to provide their
followers with the spiritual means to maintain their psychic equilibrium, a
goal that was especially acute and difficult in situations that were precarious
and painful.

In order to obtain this result, they had, on the one hand, to develop and
teach their philosophical doctrines, but, on the other hand, they were
perfectly conscious of the fact that the simple knowledge of a doctrine,
beneficial as it was, did not guarantee its being put into practice. To have
learned theoretically that death is not an evil does not suffice to no longer
fear it. In order for this truth to be able to penetrate to the depths of
one’s being, so that it is not believed only for a brief moment, but

Introduction 23

EEI {3

becomes an unshakable conviction, so that it is always “ready,” “at
hand,” “present to mind,” so that it is a ‘“habitus of the soul” as the
Ancients said, one must exercise oneself constantly and without respite
— “night and day,” as Cicero said. To this is joined a simple mode of
life, in order not to be accustomed to what is superfluous the day it will
be necessary to separate oneself from it.

These exercises are certainly exercises of meditation, but they do not
only concern reason; in order to be efficacious, they must link the
imagination and affectivity to the work of reason, and therefore all the
psychagogical means of rhetoric . . .'#

Hence we also find recommended, especially by the Stoics, the practice of
premeditation on future evils that may occur, and the need to keep present
and available in one’s memory “all the edifying examples that history, epic
poetry and tragedy” entrust to us.'™

The central place accorded to spiritual exercises in ancient philosophy
determines how we should situate and understand the writings of ancient
philosophers, their philosophical discourse. The significance and aims of this
discourse were conditioned by the ultimate goal of transforming the lives of
individuals, of providing them with a philosophical art of living that required
nothing less than spiritual metamorphosis. We must not forget that in the
philosophy of this period, “theory is never considered an end in itself] it is
clearly and decidedly put in the service of practice,” a practice so radical and
all-encompassing as to make the philosopher atopos, unclassifiable, since he is
in love with wisdom, which makes him strange, and foreign to the world of
most mortals.'” Hadot pointedly captures the relation between philosophical
writing, the oral tradition, and an art of living when he writes that ancient
philosophy “always endeavored to be more a living voice than writing and still
more a life than a voice.” " The animated words of the philosopher are at the
service of the philosopher’s way of life, and his writing is an echo of these
words. We might think here of Socrates, of his constant dialogue with himself
and others. This dialogue is never closed in on itself, separate and isolated,
but is part of, and in service to, Socrates’ way of living and way of dying.
According to Xenophon, when Hippias demanded the definition of justice
from Socrates, he finally responded with these words: “Instead of speaking
of it, I make it understood by my acts.” V7 If spiritual exercises were the
core of ancient philosophy, that is because philosophy was essentially a way
of life.

In order to understand the centrality of spiritual exercises to ancient
philosophy, it is crucial not to limit or reduce them to ethical exercises. As 1
have said, spiritual exercises involved all aspects of one’s existence; they did
not attempt only o insure behavior in accordance with a code of good
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conduct; they had, as Hadot says, not only a moral value, but an existential
value.'¥ More specifically, if we recall the traditional distinction between the
three parts of philosophy — dialectic or logic, physics, and ethics — we must
not place the practice of spiritual exercises simply in the ethical part of
philosophy.'® We must not represent logic and physics as being those parts
of philosophy where theoretical discourse is located, presenting ethics as the
practical part where spiritual exercises are enacted. As Hadot has argued at
length, the distinction between theory and practice is located within ecach of
the parts of philosophy; there is a theoretical discourse concerning logic,
physics and ethics, but there is also a practical or lived logic, a lived physics,
and a lived ethics."*"

Ethics itself contains a theoretical discourse that sets forth principles,
definitions, distinctions, and analyses of the virtues and vices. But, more
importantly for the philosopher, there is also a lived ethics that puts into
practice the fundamental rules of life."" Similarly, there is a theory of logic,
which includes a conception of the proposition, and explains different forms
of syllogisms, and different ways of refuting sophisms; in addition, the theory
of logic was comprised of scholarly exercises in which one learned to apply
the abstract rules. These rules of logic were also employed in the theoretical
discourses of physics and ethics, the two other parts of philosophy. Yet, again,
there was also an everyday practice of logic that had to be carried out in the
domain of judgment and assent. This lived logic consisted in “not giving one’s
consent to what is false or doubtful.” ' Finally, the discipline of physics
included not only a theory, but a lived physics, a true spiritual exercise, which
involved a way of seeing the world, a cosmic consciousness, and procured
pleasure and joy for the soul."™ The spiritual exercises of ethics, logic, and
physics meant that the practice of philosophy did not ultimately consist in
“producing the theory of logic, that is the theory of speaking well and
thinking well, nor in producing the theory of physics, that is of the cosmos,
nor in producing the theory of acting well, but it concerned actually speaking
well, thinking well, acting well, being truly conscious of one’s place in the
cosmos,” "

The significance of locating spiritual exercises within each of the parts of
philosophy can be seen clearly in Hadot’s criticisms of Michel Foucault. One
way of describing Hadot’s misgivings about Foucault’s interpretation of
ancient spiritual exercises is to say that Foucault not only gave a too narrow
construal of ancient ethics, but that he limited the “care of the self” to ethics
alone." Foucault made no place for that cosmic consciousness, for physics as
a spiritual exercise, that was so important to the way in which the ancient
philosopher viewed his relation to the world. By not attending to that aspect
of the care of the self that places the self within a cosmic dimension, whereby
the self, in becoming aware of its belonging to the cosmic Whole, thus
transforms itself, Foucault was not able to see the full scope of spiritual
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exercises, that physics (and logic), as much as ethics, aimed at self-
transformation. Indeed, in a very different context, Paul Veyne has reported
the following exchange with Foucault: “One day when I asked Foucault: “The
care (?t' the self, that is very nice, but what do you do with logic, what do you
do w1‘th physics?’, he responded: ‘Oh, these are enormous excrescences!” 146
Nnthmg could be further from Hadot’s own attitude, since for him logic and
physics, as lived spiritual exercises, are as central to the nature of philosophy
as is ethics. Far from being excrescences, disfiguring and superfluous, the
practices of logic and physics were a necessary part of the ancient piIi]o-
sopher’s way of life, were crucial to his experience of himself as a philosopher
a lover of wisdom. :

In.rcccnt writings, Hadot has focused on the Stoic doctrine that logic
ph:)’.‘ilCS, and ethics are not parts of philosophy itself, but are parts of
philosophical discourse (logos kata pi}:':'a.mp;’nffm),- of the discourse relating
to philosophy."” The Stoics held that “these parts could only appear distinct
and separate in the discourse of teaching and of exposition of the philosophi-
cal dogmas,” and that philosophy, strictly speaking, was not divided into
parts.'"" Although expository, didactic, and pedagogical requirements made it
necessary “to cut up” philosophy into parts, philosophy proper, as an exercise
of wisdom, was considered a “single act, renewed at every instant, that one
can describe, without breaking its unity, as being the exercise of ]r;;,;ic as well
as of physics or of ethics, according to the directions in which it is
exorc:iscd"‘ " That is to say, in the lived singular act of philosophy, logic
pl.lysu:s, and ethics are but “aspects of the very same virtue and vc'r;' samL:
wisdom”; they are not really distinguished with respect to one another, but
only by “the different relations that relate them to different objects, the wlmr]d
people, thought itself.” 1% As Hadot summarizes this view, “logic l;lwsics ami
ethics distinguish themselves from one another when one spcra:(’s of philos-
ophy, but not when one /ives it.” !

For the Stoics the dynamic unity of reality, the coherence of reason with
itself, meant that ‘

It .is the same Logos that produces the world, enlightens the human
being in his faculty of reasoning and expresses itself in human discourse
while remaining completely identical with itself at all stages of rcalityj
Therefore, physics has for its object the Logos of universal nature
ethics the Logos of reasonable human nature, logic this same Logos;
expressing itself in human discourse. From start to finish, it is therefore
the same force and the same reality that is at the same time creative
Nature, Norm of conduct and Rule of discourse.!s2

I'his fundamental intuition of the Stoics, according to which the Logos is the
common object of logic, physics, and ethics, is continued by those early
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Christian thinkers who present God as the common object of the three parts
of philosophy.’s* So, according to Augustine, the object of physics is God as
cause of being, the object of logic is God as norm of thought and the object
of ethics is God as rule of life. Moreover, this order — physics, logic, ethics —
corresponds to the order of the divine persons in the Trinity: the Father is
the Principle of being, the Son is Intellect and the Holy Spirit is Love. Thus,
as Hadot writes, “the systematic unity of the parts of philosophy reflects here
the reciprocal interiority of the divine Persons.” '

When the Stoic philosopher, such as Epictetus or Marcus Aurelius,
acts according to the Logos, he puts into practice spiritual exercises, that
is, he disciplines his judgments, his desire, his inclinations, he enacts a lived
logic, a lived physics, a lived ethics. These three acts of the soul exhibit
the coherence and harmony of reason with itself, and from this perspective
“the three parts of philosophy are no longer anything but three aspects of the
fundamental spiritual attitude of the Stoic.” ' Although emphasizing that
the parts of philosophy are required by and located within philosophical
discourse and that philosophy itself is the site of spiritual exercises,
Hadot also insists on the central role that discourse plays in the philosophical
life. The philosopher can “only act on himself and others through
discourse,” and philosophy is thus “a mode of life that includes as an
integral part a certain mode of discourse.”'* The theoretical discourse of the
school to which he belongs is inwardly repeated and assimilated by the
philosopher so that he can master his own inner discourse, so that his
discourse will be ordered according to the fundamental choices and principles
that were the starting point and basis for the theoretical discourse of his
school 17

Recently, Hadot has distinguished between two senses of the word “dis-
course” in ancient philosophy.

On the one hand, discourse insofar as it is addressed to a disciple or to
oneself, that is to say, the discourse linked to an existential context, to
a concrete praxis, discourse that is actually spiritual exercise; on the
other hand, discourse considered abstractly in its formal structure, in its
intelligible content. It is the latter that the Stoics would consider
different from philosophy, but which is precisely what is usually made
the object of most of the modern studies of the history of philosophy.
But in the eyes of the ancient philosophers, if one contents oneself with
this discourse, one does not do philosophy.'*

Although discourse, both inner and outer, is essential to the philosopher, and
although it can even take on the dimensions of a spiritual exercise, it is not
the unique component of the philosophical life, and this life must not be
reduced to discourse.
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The essential element [of philosophical life] is in fact, one could say,
non-discursive, insofar as it represents a choice of life, a wish to live in
f;uch' an_d such a way, with all the concrete consequences that that
implies in everyday life.!

In Antiquity the philosopher regards himself as a philosopher, not
because he develops a philosophical discourse, but because he lives
philosophically.!®

We find this essential element, this orientation and point of view, in the
remark of Epicurus’ that “Our only occupation should be the cure of
ourselves,” or in the sentence attributed to him, “Empty is the discourse of
that philosopher by which no human passion is attended to.” ' Or we find
Epictetus saying,

A carpenter does not come up to you and say “Listen to me discourse
about the art of carpentry,” but he makes a contract for a house and
builds it . .. Do the same thing yourself. Eat like a man, drink like a
man . . . get married, have children, take part in civic life, learn how to
put up with insults, and tolerate other people . . .'%

Epictetus elsewhere rebukes the person who, in the discipline of judgment, is
presented with representations some of which are adequate and others not,
yet who refuses to differentiate between them, but “would prefer to read
theoretical treatises on the understanding.” ' And in commenting on Epicte-
tus” Manual, Simplicius writes,

One must produce the actions that are taught by discourses. The goal
of discourse is actually actions. It is for the sake of them that the
dis.courscs were uttered (or written) . .. In fact, Chrysippus did not
write on this subject [the nature of man] with the goal of being
interpreted and understood, but so that one makes use of his writings
in life. If therefore I make use of his writings in life, at that very moment
I participate in the good they contain. But if I admire the exegete
because he provides good explanations, and if I can understand and
myself interpret the text and if, quite frankly, everything falls to my lot
except the fact of making use of these writings in life, would I have
become anything other than a grammarian instead of a philosopher? . . .
the fact of just simply reading the writings of Chrysippus or of
explaining them on the request of somebody else, and of not making use
of them in life, is reprehensible. In fact, he should rightly be ashamed
who, being ill, would find some writings containing cures for his illness,
would read them with insight and, distinguishing clearly (the different
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parts), would explain them if need be to others, but would not make use
of these cures for his illness.'*

Philosophy is an art of living that cures us of our illnesses by teaching us a
radically new way of life.

Hadot recognizes that it is only in Hellenistic philosophy that one finds a
distinction between philosophy and philosophical discourse explicitly for-
mulated. But he has also argued that “this distinction was clearly implicit in
the previous period in Plato and Aristotle.” ' Indeed, recalling the importance
of the mysteries of Eleusis in the history of ancient thought, Hadot
reminds us of the famous sentence attributed to Aristotle that the initiates of
Eleusis do not learn anything, but they experience a certain impression or
emotion.'® The initiate did not learn his other-worldly fate at Eleusis, but
lived this supra-individual life of the other world."” The “true secret
of Eleusis is therefore this very experience, this moment when one plunges
into the completely other, this discovery of an unknown dimension of
existence.” '™

Hadot also finds an implicit distinction between philosophy and philosoph-
ical discourse in Plato’s definition of philosophy (Phaedo, 67 ¢d) as a
training for death. The purification of the soul, its separation as far as possible
from the body and its gathering itself together within itself, is the true
practice of philosophy. Hence philosophy consists of a lived concrete exercise
and not of a theory or a conceptual edifice: “The theoretical philosophical
discourse is completely different from the lived exercises by which the snu!
purifies itself of its passions and spiritually separates itself from the body.” *
Plotinus continues this tradition when in Ennead, 1V, 7, 10, he argues that the
soul cannot become aware of its own immateriality if it does not perform a
moral purification that liberates it from its passions, that strips away
everything that is not truly itself.'"™ It is this purification that allows us to gain
knowledge of the immateriality of our soul, More generally, in Ennead, V.I, T
36, Plotinus distinguishes carefully between the mcthuds. of rational
theology that teach us about the Good, and the spiritual exercises that lead
us to the Good. The four methods of rational theology, the method of
analogy, the negative method, the affirmative method drawn from the
knowledge of the things that come from the Good, and the method of stages
or degrees (anabasmoi; Symposium, 211¢) all give us knomwledge about ic Good.
However, only the spiritual exercises of purification, of the practice of the
virtues, of putting ourselves in order, allow us to touch the Good, to experience
it."”" Plotinus’ philosophy does not wish only

to be a discourse about objects, be they even the highest, but it wishes
actually to lead the soul to a living, concrete union with the Intellect and
the Good . . . Reason, by theological methods, can raise isell o the
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notion of the Good but only life according to Intellect can lead to the
reality of the Good.'”

Furthermore, as Hadot writes, “it is mystical experience that founds negative
theology, and not the reverse.” ' This mystical experience, like the mysteries
of Eleusis, does not consist in learning something, but in “living another life”
where the self “becomes the absolutely Other,” '

It is perhaps Aristotle whom we are most tempted to think of as a pure
theoretician. Although it is true that Aristotle’s philosophy is a philosophy of
theoria, “this Aristotelian theoria is nevertheless not purely theoretical in the
modern sense of the word.” '™ TI'or Aristotle, to dedicate oneself to philosophy
is to chose a hios, a way of life, that is the best realization of those capacities
that are essential to being human. The bios theoretikos, the life of contempla-
tion, is a way of life that is also the realization of our supreme happiness, an
activity that contains the purest pleasures.'® Even scientific rescarch on the
entities of nature is not proposed by Aristotle as an end in itself, but as “a
particular way of carrying out ‘the philosophical life’; one of the possible
practical realizations of the aristotelian prescription for happiness, the life
devoted to the activity of the intellect.” "7 Moreover, the life of the intellect
1s a participation in the divine way of life, it is the actualization of the divine
in the human, and it requires inner transformation and personal askesis.' And
it is a way of life that is, in one sense of the term, practical, since Aristotle
says that those thoughts are practical not only that calculate the results of
action, but which are “contemplation and reasoning, that have their end in
themselves and take themselves as object.” ' This life of theoria is thus not
opposed to the practical, since it is a life of philosophy lived and practiced; it
is precisely the “exercise of a fife.” '™

Hadot has distinguished two senses of the term “theoretical,” for which he
has employed the terms théorique and théorétique. The first meaning of “theore-
tical” is opposed to “practical,” since it designates theoretical discourse as
opposed to lived philosophy. But the adjective théorétique which characterizes
the life of contemplation, the life according to the intellect, is not opposed by
Aristotle to philosophy as practiced and lived. In Aristotle this “theoretical life
|vie théorétique] is not a pure abstraction, but a life of the intellect, which, no
doubt, can use a theoretical discourse [discours théorigue], but nonetheless
remains a life and a praxis, and which can even make room for a nondiscursive
activity of thought, when it is a question of perceiving indivisible objects and
God himself by noetic intuition.”™" Thus to think of Aristotle as a pure
theoretician is to focus exclusively on his theoretical discourse without bearing
in mind that it is a way of life, however intellectualized, that he is recommend-
ing, and which is the ultimate basis of his philosophy.

The idea of philosophy as a way of life, and not just as philosophical
discourse, was also exhibited in antiquity by the designation of individuals as
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philosophers who were neither scholars, professors, nor authors, but who
were honored as philosophers because of their way of life. As Hadot says, the
extension of the concept of philosopher was quite different from that of our
modern concept. In antiquity, the philosopher was not necessarily “a profes-
sor or a writer, He was first of all a person having a certain style of life, which
he willingly chose, even if he had neither taught nor written.” ¥ Thus we
find philosophical figures not only such as Diogenes the Cynic and Pyrrho,
but also women who did not write, and celebrated statesmen who were
considered true philosophers by their contemporaries." It was not only
Chrysippus or Epicurus who were considered philosophers, because they had
developed a philosophical discourse, but also every person who lived accord-
ing to the precepts of Chrysippus or Epicurus.'™

True philosophers lived in society with their fellow citizens, and yet they
lived in a different way from other people. They distinguished themselves from
others by “their moral conduct, by speaking their mind [leur franc parler], by
their way of nourishing themselves or dressing themselves, by their attitude
with respect to wealth and to conventional values.” '™ Although they did not
live a cloistered life, as in Christian monasticism, philosophy was nevertheless
analogous to the monastic movement in requiring that one convert oneself so
as to fervently adhere to a philosophical school: the philosopher had to “make
a choice that obliged him to transform his whole way of living in the world.” '
Hence the felt rupture of the philosophical life with the conduct and
perceptions of everyday life."” The significance of philosophy as a way of life
can also be seen in the importance given to biographies in ancient philosophical
work. As Giuseppe Cambiano has emphasized, a philosophical biography was
not predominantly a narrative intended to allow one to understand an author
and his doctrines; it was not just a report of what the author said and believed.
Rather, “it was, in the first place, a tool of philosophical battle,” since one
could defend or condemn a philosophy by way of the characteristics of the
mode of life of those who supported it.'™

The philosopher was a philosopher because of his existential attitude, an
attitude that was the foundation of his philosophy and that required that he
undergo a real conversion, in the strongest sense of the word, that he radically
change the direction of his life." All six schools of philosophy in the
Hellenistic period present themselves

as choices of life, they demand an existential choice, and whoever
adheres to one of these schools must accept this choice and this option.
One too often represents Stoicism or Epicureanism as a set of abstract
theories about the world invented by Zeno or Chrysippus or Epicurus.
From these theories would spring, as if by accident one could say, a
morality. But it is the reverse that is true, It is the abstract theories that
are intended to justify the existential attitude, One could say, 1o expross
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it otherwise, that every existential attitude implies a representation of
the world that must necessarily be expressed in a discourse. But this
discourse alone is not the philosophy, it is only an element of it, for the
philosophy is first of all the existential attitude itself, accompanied by
inner and outer discourses: the latter have as their role to express the
representation of the world that is implied in such and such an
existential attitude, and these discourses allow one at the same time to
rationally justify the attitude and to communicate it to others,'®

Hence we begin with a fundamental existential choice on behalf of a style of
life that consists of certain practices, activities, and conduct that are precisely
what Hadot calls “spiritual exercises.” This style of life is given concrete form

cither in the order of inner discourse and of spiritual activity: medita-
tion, dialogue with oneself, examination of conscience, exercises of the
imagination, such as the view from above on the cosmos or the earth,
or in the order of action and of daily behavior, like the mastery
of oneself, indifference towards indifferent things, the fulfilment of
the duties of social life in Stoicism, the discipline of desires in
Epicureanism.!!

Philosophical discourse, of oneself with oneself and of oneself with others,
will, of course, be needed to justify and communicate these spiritual exercises,
to represent the fundamental existential attitude, but philosophy itself consists
primarily in choosing and living the attitude.

Hadot recognizes that this ancient understanding of philosophy can appear
very far removed from the way in which we now understand the nature of
philosophy. He has pointed to three aspects of the evolution of the repres-
entation of philosophy that have contributed to our current understanding of
it as a purely theoretical, abstract activity, and to our identification of it with
philosophical discourse alone. The first aspect, which Hadot has called “a
natural inclination of the philosophical mind” and “connatural to the
philosopher,” is the “constant tendency that the philosopher always has, even
in Antiquity, to satisfy himself with discourse, with the conceptual architec-
ture that he has constructed, without putting into question his own life.” 12
This tendency, which was already criticized in antiquity, has been said by
Hadot to be “the perpetual danger of philosophy” — the philosopher is always

tempted to take refuge in, to shut himself up in, the “reassuring universe of

concepts and of discourse instead of going beyond discourse in order to take
upon himself the risk of the radical transformation of himself.”' To this
tendency is opposed the equally natural inclination of the philosophical mind
to want to examine itself, to want to learn how to live the philosophical life.
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Faced with the overwhelming reality of life, with worries, anxiety, suffering,
death, philosophical discourse can appear to be nothing but “empty chattering
and a derisive luxury,” mere words when what is needed is a new attitude
towards life, one which will produce inner freedom, tranquillity, happiness.'!
It is at these moments that our contrary natural inclinations will be felt to be
most acutely opposed to one another. We will then be forced to ask, “What
is finally most beneficial to the human being as a human being? Is it to
discourse on language, or on being and non-being? Or is it not rather to learn
how to live a human life?”'” Yet despite our “elementary nced” for this
philosophical consciousness and way of life, the history of philosophy also
testifies unambiguously to the powerful tendency of our “self-satisfaction with
theoretical discourse.™ 1%

A second aspect that helps to account for the changed understanding and
representation of philosophy in the modern world has to do with the historical
evolution of philosophy, especially with the relation between philosophy and
Christianity. Although in early Christianity, especially the monastic move-
ments, Christianity itself was presented as a philosophia, a way of life in
conformity with the divine Logos, as the Middle Ages developed, one
witnessed a “total separation” of ancient spiritual exercises, which were no
longer considered a part of philosophy but were integrated into Christian
spirituality, and philosophy itself, which became a “simple theoretical tool” at
the service of theology, an ancilla theologiae."”” Philosophy’s role was now to
provide theology with the “conceptual, logical, physical and metaphysical
materials it needed,” and the “Faculty of Arts became no more than a
preparation for the Faculty of Theology.” " Philosophical speculation thus
became a purely abstract and theoretical activity, which was set strictly
apart from theological thought and religious practice and spirituality.'”
No longer a way of life, philosophy became a conceptual construction,
a servant of theology, and the idea of philosophy as a system began to
appear.*"

A third aspect underlying our modern representation of philosophy is of a
sociological nature, and can be traced back to the functioning of the
university, as it was created by the medieval church. One central feature of
the university is that it is an institution made up of professors who train other
professors, of specialists who learn how to train other specialists. Unlike in
antiquity, when philosophical teaching was directed towards the human being
50 as to form him as a human being, the modern university forms profession-
als who teach future professionals, and thus philosophy, rather than proposing
an art of living, is presented above all as a “technical language reserved for
specialists.”?! As Hadot says, in “modern university philosophy, philosophy
is obviously no longer a way of life, a kind of life, unless it is the kind of life
of the professor of philosophy.” This sociological requirement of profes-
sionalism, this situation of scholasticism, facilitates and reinforces the tend-
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ency to take refuge in the “comfortable universe of concepts and of
discourses™;? it gives this natural tendency a social basis/and impetus,
encouraging the display of a specialized technical language, as if philosophical
depth were exhausted by one’s ability to make use of conceptual abstractions
and by one’s skill at demonstrating the truth and falsity of various proposi-
tions.

Thus Hadot has provided three reasons, which one could think of as,
respectively, philosophical, historical, and sociological, that help to account
for the representation of philosophy as a purely theoretical activity, and for
the reduction of philosophy to philosophical discourse. But he has not
overlooked the fact that one can find elements of the ancient representation
of philosophy throughout the history of philosophy, that certain of the
“existential aspects of ancient philosophy” have been constantly redis-
covered.®™ Among the philosophers he has named as exhibiting this ancient
representation are Abelard and the Renaissance humanists, such as Petrarch
and Erasmus. We might think here of the latter’s remark with respect to his
Enchiridion Militis Christiani: “Let this book lead to a theological life rather
than theological disputation.” *** Hadot has repeatedly pointed to Montaigne’s
Essays, especially “That to Philosophise is to Learn How to Die,” as
embodying the ancient exercise of philosophy, referring to the Essays as “the
breviary of ancient philosophy, the manual of the art of living.”* Among
modern philosophers, Hadot has singled out certain aspects of Descartes’
Meditations, particularly Descartes’ advice that one invest some months or at
least weeks meditating on his first and second Meditations, which Hadot says
ultimately shows that for Descartes “evidence can only be perceived thanks
to a spiritual exercise.”?” Hadot also mentions Spinoza’s Ethies, and its
emphasis on teaching us how to radically transform ourselves, to accede to
beatitude, to approach the ideal of the sage, as well as Shaftesbury’s
remarkable Exercises, inspired by the spiritual exercises of Epictetus and
Marcus Aurelius.?” He has indicated, too, the continuation of the ancient idea
of philosophy in the French philosophes of the eighteenth century, and in
Kant’s ideas of the interest of reason and the primacy of the practical.” In
more recent times, we can find the spirit of the ancient philosopher’s demand
that we radically change our way of living and of seeing the world in Goethe,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard, and, in different ways, in the
young Hegelians and Marx.”"" In the twenticth century, Hadot points to
Bergson, to Wittgenstein, to Foucault, and to certain aspects of phenomeno-
logy and existentialism as embodying the ancient attitude, practices, and sense
of what philosophy means.®!' And recently, Hadot has taken up Thoreau’s
Walden, finding in his decision to live in the woods Thoreau’s undertaking of
a philosophical act.”’? This constant reoccurrence of the ancient experience of
philosophy, side by side with the tendency to understand philosophy as a
conceptual structure, an abstract discourse, shows how complex and even
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contradictory philosophy’s own self-understanding has been. Hadot’s work
calls for a detailed historical account of philosophy’s representations of
itself, of the wvarious ways in which philosophy imagines itself and
exercises its ideals, and of the factors that contribute to its changing evalu-
ations of itself, to how it views and reviews its own purposes and ultimate
goals.

The permanence of the existential aspects of ancient philosophy has been
highlighted by Hadot in his most recent discussions of what he has called “the
fundamental and universal attitudes of the human being when he searches for
wisdom.”?® From this point of view, Hadot has discerned a universal
Stoicism, Epicureanism, Platonism, Aristotelianism, Cynicism, and Pyrrhon-
1sm, each of which corresponds to a permanent possibility of the human spirit,
and which are independent of the particular “philosophical or mythical
discourses that have claimed or claim to justify them definiavely.”?"* Hadot,
obviously enough, does not believe that we can adopt any of these attitudes
wholly and unmodified, as if we could totally convert to the dogmas and
practices of these schools of ancient philosophy.?’® But he does believe that
detached from their outmoded elements and reduced to their essence, to the
extent that “we try to give a meaning to our life, they call upon us to discover
the transformation that could be brought about in our life, if we realized (in
the strongest sense of the term) certain values” that constitute the spirit of
each of these attitudes.?'*

With respect to Stoicism, Hadot has described four features that constitute
the universal Stoic attitude. They are, first, the Stoic consciousness of “the fact
that no being is alone, but that we make up part of a Whole, constituted by
the totality of human beings as well as by the totality of the cosmos”; second,
the Stoic “feels absolutely serene, free, and invulnerable to the extent that he
has become aware that there is no other evil but moral evil and that the only
thing that counts is the purity of moral consciousness”; third, the Stoic
“believes in the absolute value of the human person,” a belief that is “at the
origin of the modern notion of the ‘rights of man’”; finally, the Stoic
exercises his concentration “on the present instant, which consists, on the one
hand, in living as if we were seeing the world for the first and for the last
time, and, on the other hand, in being conscious that, in this lived presence
of the instant, we have access to the totality of time and of the world.”?"”
Thus, for Hadot, cosmic consciousness, the purity of moral consciousness, the
recognition of the equality and absolute value of human beings, and the
concentration on the present instant represent the universal Stoic attitude.
The universal Epicurean attitude essentially consists, by way of “a certain
discipline and reduction of desires, in returning from pleasures mixed with
pain and suffering to the simple and pure pleasure of existing.” *'* Platonism,
Aristotelianism, Cynicism, and Pyrrhonism also cach have a universal charac-
ter, and one of the historical and philosophical tasks called forth by Hadot's
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work is precisely to provide a description of each of these universal existential
attitudes, each of the styles of life that they propose.

Moreover, Hadot has insisted that we do not have to choose between these
different universal attitudes, opting for one to the exclusion of all of the
others. The plurality of ancient schools allows us to compare the con-
sequences of the different possible fundamental attitudes of reason, thus
offering us “a privileged field of experimentation.”? And we should not be
surprised to find, for example, that there are certain people who are half Stoic
and half Epicurean, who accept and combine “Epicurean sensualism” and
“Stoic communion with nature,” who practice both Stoic spiritual exercises
of vigilance and Epicurean spiritual exercises aimed at the true pleasure of
existing.?! That is precisely how Hadot characterizes Goethe, Rousseau, and
Thoreau.””! Indeed, Hadot has said that Stoicism and Epicureanism seem to
correspond to “two opposite but inseparable poles of our inner life: tension
and relaxation, duty and serenity, moral consciousness and the joy of
existing.”** To these poles of our inner life, we must add the experiences of
Platonic love and the ascent of the soul as well as of Plotinian unity,
Aristotelian contemplation, Cynic criticism of conventional values and the
effort to endure every test and ordeal we face, Pyrrhonic suspension of
judgment and absolute indifference.? It is these experiences and ideals, more
than any concepts, that are the legacy of ancient philosophy to Western
civilization.””* The study of ancient philosophy has taught Hadot that “human
reality is so complex that one can only live it by using simultaneously or
successively the most different methods: tension and relaxation, engagement
and detachment, enthusiasm and reserve, certainty and criticism, passion and
indifference.”*” Lessons in how to live human reality, with all that that
implies — those are the enduring lessons of ancient philosophy.

In his preface to the monumental Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques, Hadot
surveys all of the insufficiently exploited resources that are available to the
historian of ancient philosophy. He shows how the lists of titles of philosoph-
ical works as well as iconography, papyruses, and inscriptions can all be used
to characterize more fully and accurately the phenomena of philosophy. But
even this vast historical undertaking would not fulfill Hadot’s own ultimate
aims:

for the historian of philosophy the task will not be finished for all that:
or more exactly, it should cede place to the philosopher, to the
philosopher who should always remain alive in the historian of philo-
sophy. This final task will consist in asking oneself, with an increased
lucidity, the decisive question: “What is it to philosophize?”?

Pierre Hadot's own work itself provokes us to reask the question of what it
means to philosophize, and he provides a response as relevant, profound, and
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unsettling today as it was centuries ago. In the last analysis, that is what makes
Pierre Hadot not just a consummate historian of philosophy, but also a
philosopher for our own times.

Arnold 1. Davidson
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“Philosophy as a Way of Life,” this volume.
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pratique?,” pp. 25-6; and Hadot, La Citadelle intérieure, pp. 94-8. Zeno of Tarsus
was an exception to this doctrine; sce Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent
Philosophers, VI, 39 and 41.

Hadot, “Philosophie, discours philosophique, et divisions de la philosophie chez
les stoiciens,” p. 211.
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Forms of Life and Forms of Discourse
in Ancient Philosophy

Mr Administrator,
Dear colleagues,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

“Fach one of you expects two things from me on the occasion of this
inaugural lecture: first of all, that I express my thanks to those who made my
presence here possible and second, that I present the method that I will use
to carry out the task entrusted to me.” ' Petrus Ramus, who held the chair in
rhetoric and philosophy at the College Royal, opened his inaugural lecture,
delivered in Latin, with words to this effect on August 24, 1551, only twenty
years after the founding of this institution. We see that the practice of giving
this lecture dates back more than four hundred years and that even at that
time its major themes were already set. And [ in turn will remain faithful to
this venerable tradition today.

More than a year has gone by already, dear colleagues, since you decided
to create a chair in the History of Hellenistic and Roman Thought. Shortly
thereafter you honored me by entrusting it to me. How, without being
awkward or superficial, can I express the extent of my gratitude and my joy
at the confidence you have shown toward me?

I am able to see in your decision a reflection of that freedom and
independence of mind that have traditionally characterized the great institu-
tion into which you have welcomed me. For, despite my election, | possess
few of the qualities that would usually attract notice, and the discipline 1
represent is not among those in fashion today. In a way I am what the Romans
called a homo nouns, as 1 do not belong to that intellectual nobility one of
whose principal titles is traditionally that of “former student of the Ecole
Normale Supérieure.” Moreover, you certainly noticed during my visits to
you that I lack that tranquil authority conferred by the use and mastery of




50 Method

the idioms currently spoken in the Republic of Letters. My language, as you will
again ascertain today, is not graced with those mannerisms that now seem to be
required when one ventures to speak of the human sciences. However, several of
you encouraged me to present my candidacy, and during the traditional visits,
which so enriched me, I was extremely touched to find so much sympathy and
interest, particularly among those of you who are specialists in the exact sciences,
for the field of research I have come before you to defend. In other words, 1
believe 1 did not have to convince you — you were persuaded already — of the
need for the Collége to ensure a way to maintain the close bonds between areas
of teaching and research that are too often artificially separated: Latin and Greek,
philology and philosophy, Hellenism and Christianity. I thus marveled to
discover that at the end of the twentieth century, when many of you on a daily
basis employ technical procedures, modes of reasoning, and representations of the
universe of almost superhuman complexity that open a future to humanity we
could not even conceive of earlier, the ideal of humanism, which inspired the
foundation of the Collége de France, continues to retain for you, undoubtedly in
a more conscious and critical but also more vast, intense, and profound form, all
of its value and significance.

I spoke of a close connection between Greek and Latin, philology and
philosophy, Hellenism and Christianity. I believe that this formulation
corresponds exactly to the inspiration found in the teaching of Pierre
Courcelle, who was my colleague at the Fifth Section of the Ecole Pratique
des Hautes Etudes and to whom I wish to render homage today, indeed,
whom I succeed, if I may say so, in an indirect line, via the appointment of
Rolf Stein. I believe that Pierre Courcelle, who was so brutally taken from us,
is intensely present in the hearts of many of us tonight. For me he was a
teacher who taught me much, but he was also a friend who showed great
concern for me. I will speak now only of the scholar, to recall his immense
output of truly great books, innumerable articles, and hundreds of reviews. 1
do not know if the scope of this gigantic labor has been sufficiently measured.
The first lines of his great work Lettres grecques en Occident de Macrobe a
Cuassiodore give a clear idea of the revolutionary direction his work had for his
time. “A substantial book on Hellenistic literature in the West from the death
of Theodosius up to the time of the Justinian reconquest may seem
surprising,” wrote Courcelle. First of all, it was surprising for a Latinist to be
interested in Greek literature. However, as Courcelle noted, this Greek
literature made possible the flowering of Latin literature and produced
Cicero, who represented the most complete development of Greco-Roman
culture at its apex, and it was this literature that nearly became a substitute
for Latin when during the second century AD Latin was overshadowed by
Greek as a literary language. However, it still must be stated and deplored
that, despite Courcelle’s initiative and example and owing to a prejudice that
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has not been totally overcome and that maintains the disastrous break made
in French scholarship between Greek and Latin, what he had to say in 1943,
forty years ago, is unfortunately still true today: “I know of no synthetic work
that examines the Greek influence on the thought and culture of the Roman
Empire.” Once again it was surprising to see a Latinist devote such an
important study to a later period and show that in the fifth and sixth
centuries, a time of so-called decadence, Greek literature had undergone a
remarkable renaissance, which, thanks to Augustine, Macrobius, Boethius,
Martianus Capella, and Cassiodorus, was to make 1t possible for the European
Middle Ages to maintain contact with Greek thought until the Arab
translations made possible its rediscovery in richer sources. Again, it was
surprising to see a philologist attack problems in the history of philosophy,
showing the key influence exercised on Latin Christian thought by Greek and
pagan Neoplatonism, not only by Plotinus but — this was an important detail
— by his disciple Porphyry as well. Even more surprising, this philologist
based his conclusions on a rigorously philological method. I mean that he was
not content merely to reveal vague analogies between Neoplatonic and
Christian doctrines or to evaluate influences and originalities in a purely
subjective way — in a word, to rely on rhetoric and inspiration to establish his
conclusions. No, following the example of Paul Henry, the learned editor of
Plotinus who has also been a model of scientific method for me, Courcelle
compared the texts. He discovered what anyone could have seen but no one
had seen before him, that a certain text of Ambrose had been literally
translated from Plotinus, that one of Boethius had been literally translated
from a Greek Neoplatonic commentator on Aristotle. This method made it
possible to establish indisputable facts, to bring the history of thought out of
the vagueness and artistic indistinctness into which certain historians, even
contemporaries of Courcelle, tended to relegate it.

If Les Lettres grecques en Oceident provoked surprise, the Recherches sur les
“Confessions” de saint Augustin, the first edition of which appeared in 1950,
almost caused a scandal, particularly because of the interpretation Courcelle
proposed for Augustine’s account of his own conversion. Augustine recounts
that as he was weeping beneath a fig tree, overcome with pressing questions
and heaping bitter reproaches upon himself for his indecision, he heard a
child’s voice repeating, “Take it ip and read.” He then opened Paul’s Epistles
at random, as if he were drawing a lot, and read the passage that converted
him. Alerted by his profound knowledge of Augustine’s literary procedures
and the traditions of Christian allegory, Courcelle dared to write that the fig
tree could well have a purely symbolic value, representing the “mortal shadow
of sin,” and that the child’s voice could also have been introduced in a purely
literary way to indicate allegorically the divine response to Augustine’s
questioning, Courcelle did not suspect the uproar his interpretation would
unleash. It lasted almost twenty years, T'he greatest names in international
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patristics entered the fray. Obviously I do not wish to rekindle the flames
here. But I would like to stress how interesting his position was from a
methodological point of view. Indeed it began with the very simple principle
that a text should be interpreted in light of the literary genre to which it
belongs. Most of Courcelle’s opponents were victims of the modern, ana-
chronistic prejudice that consists in believing that Augustine’s Confessions is
primarily an autobiographical account. Courcelle on the contrary had under-
stood that the Confessions is essentially a theological work, in which each scene
may take on a symbolic meaning. One is always surprised, for example, by
the length of Augustine’s account of his stealing pears while he was an
adolescent. But this is explained by the fact that these fruits stolen from a
garden become symbolically, for Augustine, the forbidden fruit stolen from
the Garden of Eden, and the episode gives him the opportunity to develop a
theological reflection on the nature of sin. In this literary genre, then, it is
extremely difficult to distinguish between a_symbolic enactment and an
au.uunl unt of a historical event. ST
A very large part of Courcelle’s work was devoted to tracing the fortunes
of great themes such as “Know thysell” or great works such as Augustine’s
Confessions or Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy in the history of Western
thought. Not the least original of his contributions, appearing in several of
the major works he wrote from this perspective, was his association of literary
study and iconographical inquiry, pertaining, for example, to illustrations
produced throughout the ages for the Confessions or the Consolation. These
iconographical studies, which are fundamental in reconstructing the history
of religious mentalities and imagination, were all undertaken in collaboration
with Mrs Jeanne Courcelle, whose great knowledge of the techniques of art
history and iconographic description greatly enriched her husband’s work.
This all-too-brief recollection permits a glimpse, 1 hope, of the general
development, the itinerary, of Courcelle’s research. Starting from late anti-

quity, he was led to go back in time, especially in his book on the theme of

“Know thyself,” toward the philosophy of the imperial and Hellenistic period,
and, on the other hand, to follow, across the years, ancient works, themes,
and images as they evolved in the Western tradition. Finally, it is my hope
that this history of Hellenistic and Roman thought I am now going to present
to you reflects the spirit and the profound orientation of Courcelle’s teaching
and work.

According to the scheme given by Petrus Ramus, I have just spoken of what
he himself called the ratio muneris officiique nostri: the object and method of
the teaching entrusted to me. In the title of my chair, the word thought can
seem very vague; indeed it can be applied to an immense and undefined
domain ranging from politics to art, from poetry to science and philosophy,
or religion and magic. In any event, the term invites one to make hreathraking
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excursions into the vast world of wondrous and fascinating works produced
during the great period of the history of humanity that I propose to study.
Perhaps we will accept this invitation from time to time, but our intention is
to turn to the essential, to recognize the typical or the significant, to attempt
to grasp the Urphinomene, as Goethe would say. And specifically, philosophia,
the way the term was understood then, is one omﬁmm
phenomena of the Greco-Roman world: Tt is thisabove all which engages our
attention. Nevertheless, we have preferred to speak of “Hellenistic and Roman
m to reserve the right to follow this philosephia in its most varied
manifestations _and above all to_eliminate the preconceptions the word
philosophy may evoke in the modern mind. T

“Hellenistic and Roman: these words themselves open an immense period
before us. Our history begins with the highly symbolic event represented by
Alexander’s fantastic expedition and with the emergence of the world called
Hellenistic, that is, with the emergence of this new form of Greek civilization
beginning from the moment when Alexander’s conquests and, in their wake,
the rise of kingdoms extended this civilization into the barbarian world from
Egypt to the borders of India, and then brought it into contact with the most
diverse nations and civilizations. The result is a kind of distance, a historical
distance, between Hellenistic thought and the Greek tradition preceding it.
Our history then covers the rise of Rome, which will lead to the destruction
of the Hellenistic kingdoms, brought to completion in 30 BC with Cleopatra’s
death. After that will come the expansion of the Roman empire, the rise and
triumph of Christianity, the barbarian invasions, and the end of the Western
empire.

We have just traversed a millennium. But from the standpoint of the
history of thought, this long period must be treated as a whole. Indeed it is
impossible to know Hellenistic thought without recourse to later documents,
those of the imperial era and late antiquity, which reveal it to us; and it is
equally impossible to understand Roman thought without taking its Greek
background into account.

We need to recognize from the outset that almost all of Hellenistic
literature, principally its philosophical productions, has disappeared. The
Stoic philosopher Chrysippus, to cite only one example, among many, wrote
seven hundred works, all of which are lost; only a few fragments have come
down to us. We would undoubtedly have a very different idea of Hellenistic
philosophy if this gigantic catastrophe had not occurred. How can we hope
to compensate in some way for this irreparable loss? Obviously, there is the
chance that discoveries might sometimes bring unknown texts to light. For
example, in the mid-cighteenth century, an Epicurean library was found at
Herculaneum. It contained texts of remarkable interest, not only for the
knowledge it provided of that school but also regarding Stoicism and
Platonism. Even today the Institute of Papyrology in Naples continues to




54 Method

mine, in an exemplary manner, these precious documents, endlessly improv-
ing both the texts and the commentaries. Another example: during the
excavations, led for fifteen years by our colleague Paul Bernard in Ai
Khanoun, near the border between Afghanistan and the USSR, to find the
remains of a Hellenistic town of the kingdom of Bactrian, a philosophical text,
unfortunately terribly mutilated, was discovered. The presence of such a
document in such a place suffices, furthermore, to make one recognize the
extraordinary expansion of Hellenism brought on by the Alexandrian con-
quests. Most likely it dates from the third or second century BC and
represents a fragment, unfortunately very difficult to read, of a dialogue in
which it is possible to recognize a passage inspired by the Aristotelian
tradition.?

Except for finds of this type, which are extremely rare, one is obliged to
exploit existing texts to their fullest, which often are of a much later date, in
order to find information about the Hellenistic period. Obviously, it is
necessary to begin with the Greek texts. Despite many excellent studies, much
remains to be done in this area. For example, the collections of philosophical
fragments that have come down to us need to be completed or updated. Hans
von Arnim’s collection of fragments from the earliest Stoics is exactly eighty
years old and requires serious revision. Moreover, there exists no collection
of fragments for the Academicians from the period that runs from Arcesilas
to Philo of Larissa. On the other hand, mines of information, such as the
works of Philo of Alexandria, Galen, Athenaeus, and Lucian, or the comment-
aries on Plato and Aristotle written at the end of antiquity, have never been
systematically made use of. But the Latin writers are also indispensable to this
line of inquiry. For although the Latinists do not always agree, one has to
admit that Latin literature, except for the historians (and even there!), is
comprised largely of either translations, paraphrases, or imitations of Greek
texts. Sometimes this is completely evident, for one can compare line by line
and word for word the Greek originals that were translated or paraphrased by
the Latin writers; sometimes the Latin writers themselves also quote their
Greek sources; sometimes, finally, one can legitimately speculate about these
influences with the help of reliable evidence. Thanks to the Latin writers, a
large part of Hellenistic thought was preserved. Without Cicero, Lucretius,
Seneca, or Aulus Gellius, many aspects of the philosophy of the Epicureans,
Stoics, and Academicians would be irretrievably lost. The Latins of the
Christian period are moreover just as precious: without Marius Victorinus,
Augustine, Ambrose of Milan, Macrobius, Boethius, or Martianus Capella, how
many Greek sources would be completely unknown to us! T'wo projects are thus
inseparable: on the one hand, to explain Latin thought in light of its Greek
background, and, on the other hand, to rediscover Greck thought, which has
been lost to us, in the works of Latin writers. If both these tasks are 1o be carried
out, any separation of Greek and Latin scholarship is totally impossible

B
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Here we are witness to the great cultural event of the West, the emergence
of a Latin philosophical language translated from the Greek. Once again, it
would be necessary to make a systematic study of the formation of tiﬁs
technical vocabulary that, thanks to Cicero, Seneca, Tertullian, Victorinus,
Calcidius, Augustine, and Boethius, would leave its mark, by way of the
Middlc Ages, on the birth of modern thought. Can it be hoped that one day,
with current technical means, it will be possible to compile a complete lexicon
of the correspondences of philosophical terminology in Greek and Latin?
Furthermore, lengthy commentaries would be needed, for the most interest-
ing task would be to analyze the shifts in meaning that take place in the
movement from one language to another. In the case of the ontological
vocabulary the translation of ousia by substantia, for example, is justly famous
and has again recently inspired some remarkable studies. ‘This brings us once
more to a phenomenon we discretely alluded to ecarlier with the word
phtlosophia, and which we will encounter throughout the present discussion:
the misunderstandings, shifts or losses in meaning, the reinterpretations,
sometimes even to the point of misreadings, that arise once tradition,
translation, and exegesis coexist. So our history of Hellenistic and Roman
thougﬁr will consist above all in recognizing and analyzing the evolution of
meanings and significance.

It is precisely the need to explain this evolution that justifies our intention
to study this period as a whole. Translations from the Greck into Latin are
indeed only a particular aspect of this vast process of unification, that is, of
Hellenization, of the different cultures of the Mediterrancan world Enr(;pc
and Asia Minor that took place progressively from the fourth Ct:ntl.ll")’ BC up‘
until the end of the ancient world. Hellenic thought had the strange capacity
to absorb the most diverse mythical and conceptual themes, All the cultures
of the Mediterrancan world thus eventually expressed themselves in the
categories of Hellenic thought, but at the price of important shifts in meaning
that distorted the content of the myths, the values, and the wisdom of
each culture, as well as the content of the Hellenic tradition itself. First
the Romans, who were able to retain their language, then the Jews, and
then the Christians fell into this sort of trap. Such was the price for the
creation of the remarkable linguistic and cultural community that charac-
tcrize§ the Greco-Roman world. This process of unification also ensured a
surprising continuity at the heart of philosophical and religious literary
traditions. .

This evolutionary continuity and progressive unification can be seen most
remarkably in the area of philosophy. At the beginning of the Hellenistic
period an extraordinary proliferation of schools emerged in the wake of the
Sophist movement and the Socratic experience. But beginning with the
third century BC a kind of sorting out occurred. In Athens the only schools
to survive were those whose founders had thought to establish them as
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well-organized institutions: the school of Plato, the school of Aristotle and
Theophrastus, the school of Epicurus, and that of Zeno and Chrysippus. In
addition to these four schools there were two movements that are primarily
spiritual traditions: Skepticism and Cynicism. After the institutional founda-
tions of the schools in Athens collapsed at the end of the Hellenistic period,
private schools and even officially subsidized teaching posts continued to be
established throughout the empire, and here the spiritual traditions of their
founders were their reference points. Thus, for six centuries, from the third
century BC until the third century AD, we witness a surprising stability
among the six traditions we have just mentioned. However, beginning with
the third century AD, Platonism, in the culmination of a movement underway
since the first century, yet again at the price of subtle shifts in meaning and
numerous reinterpretations, came to absorb both Stoicism and Aristotelianism
in an original synthesis, while all the other traditions were to become
marginal. This unifying phenomenon is of major historical importance.
Thanks to the writers of lesser antiquity but also to the Arab translations and
the Byzantine tradition, this Neoplatonist synthesis was 1o dominate all the
thought of the Middle Ages and Renaissance and was to provide, in some
fashion, the common denominator among Jewish, Christian, and Moslem
theologies and mysticisms.

We have just given a very brief outline of the main paths of the history of
the philosophical schools of antiquity. But as a history of ancient philosophia,
our history of Hellenistic and Roman thought is less focused on studying the
doctrinal diversities and particularities of these different schools than it is on
attempting to describe the very essence of the phenomenon of philosophia and
finding the traits shared by the “philosopher” or by “philosophizing” in
antiquity. We must try to recognize in some way the strangeness of this
phenomenon, in order then to try to understand better the strangeness of its
permanence throughout the whole history of Western thought. Why, you may
ask, speak of strangeness when philosophia is a very general and common
thing? Doesn’t a philosophical quality color all of Hellenistic and Roman
thought? Weren’t the generalization and popularization of philosophy charac-
teristics of the time? Philosophy is found everywhere — in speeches, novels,
poetry, science, art. However, we must not be deceived. These general ideas,
these commonplaces that may adorn a literary work, and true “philosophiz-
ing” are separated by an abyss. Indeed, to be a philosopher implies a rupture
with what the skeptics called bios, that is, daily life, when they criticized other
philosophers for not observing the common conduct of life, the usual manner
of seeing and acting, which for the Skeptics consisted in respecting customs
and laws, practicing a craft or plying a trade, satisfying bodily needs, and
having the faith in appearances indispensable to action. It is true that even
while the Skeptics chose to conform to the common conduct of life, they
remained philosophers, since they practiced an exercise demanding something
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rather strange, the suspension of judgment, and aiming at a goal, uninter-
rupted tranquillity and serenity of the soul, that the common cond, -t of life
hardly knew. , sk
. This very rupture between the philosopher and the conduct of everyday life
is s_trong[y felt by non-philosophers. In the works of comic and satiric authors
philosophers were portrayed as bizarre, if not dangerous charac‘tcrs Itis truc,
moreover, that throughout all of antiquity the number of chal'l;ttan:; wh(;
pass.cd ﬂ?cmsdvcs off as philosophers must have been cnnsidcrablf.: and
Lucn.-.m, for example, freely exercised his wit at their expense. juri-;t‘s- too
considered philosophers a race apart. According to Ulpian, in the ]ithig“"ll'i()l"l
between professors and their debtors the authorities did not need to cur;ccrn
thcmsc}vcs with philosophers, for these people professed to despise money. A
ngulaLI(;n made by the emperor Antoninus Pious on salaries and cnmpc;*];;a-
tions notes that if a philosopher haggles over his possessions, he shows ht; is
no philosopher. Thus philosophers are strange, a race aparr.‘Sn'angc indee(}
are those Epicureans, who lead a frugal life, practicing a total cquality between
the men and women inside their philosophical circle — and cvcﬁ between
n‘fu.rrwd women and courtesans; strange, too, those Roman Stoics who
disinterestedly administer the provinces of the empire entrusted to ll1<;m and
are the only ones to take seriously the laws promulgated against excess;
strange as well this Roman Platonist, the Senator Rogatianus, a tjiscifalc u‘f
Pltmpus, who on the very day he is to assume his functions :15, praetor gives
up his responsibilities, abandons all his possessions, frees his slaves, and cut;i
Or}ly every other day. Strange indeed all those philosophers whose ‘hchavit)r
without being inspired by religion, nonetheless completely breaks with l'hi.;
customs and habits of most mortals. :
. By t]'lt.: time :)i' the Platonic dialogues Socrates was called atopos, that is
“unf:lassmablc. What makes him aropos is precisely the fact that he is z;
Phllo—.suphcr” in the etymological sense of the word; that is; he is in love
with \T’I.’s‘idot'l'l‘ I'or wisdom, says Diotima in Plato’s Symposium i‘s not ba human
State, it s a state of perfection of being and knowlcdge that c-.u; only be divit;c
It is the love of this wisdom, which is foreign to the world that makes lh.'
philosopher a stranger in it. s g
‘ So each school will elaborate its rational depiction of this state of perfection
in the person of the sage, and each will make an effort to portray him. It is
true that this transcendent ideal will be deemed almost inaccessible; :ICC().I'Llinh
to some schools there never was a wise man, while others say 1h,m pcrhapﬁ
lh_crc were one or two of them, such as Epicurus, this god among men '1n;]
still others maintain that man can only attain this state during rare ﬂcl:t‘in
mnmcnl.'l-i. In this transcendent norm established by reason, each sc‘hool wilgl
exXpress its own vision of the world, its own style of life, and its idea of the
perfect man. T'his is why in every school the description of this transcendent
norm ultimately coincides with the rational idea of God. Michelet remarked
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very profoundly, “Greek religion culminated with its true god, the sage.” We
can interpret this remark, which Michelet does not develop, by noting that
the moment philosophers achieve a rational conception of God based on the
model of the sage, Greece surpasses its mythical representation of its gods. of
course, classical descriptions of the sage depict the circumstances of human
life and take pleasure in describing how the sage would respond to this or that
situation, but the beatitude the wise man resolutely maintains throughout his
difficulties is that of God himself. Seneca asks what the sage’s life would be
in solitude, if he were in prison or exile, or cast upon the shores of a desert
island. And he answers that it would be the life of Zeus (that is, for the Stoics,
the life of universal Reason), when, at the end of each cosmic period, after
the activity of nature has ceased, he devotes himself freely to his thoughts;
like Zeus the sage would enjoy the happiness of being self-sufficient. Thus
the thoughts and will of the Stoic wise man completely coincide with the
thoughts, will, and development of Reason immanent to the evolution of the
Cosmos. As for the Epicurean sage, he, like the gods, watches the infinity of
worlds arising out of atoms in the infinite void; nature is sufficient for his
needs, and nothing ever disturbs the peace of his soul. For their part, the
Platonic and Aristotelian sages raise themselves in subtly different ways, by
their life of the mind, to the realm of the divine Mind itself.

Now we have a better understanding of afopia, the strangeness of the
philosopher in the human world. One does not know how to classify him, for
he is neither a sage nor a man like other men. He knows that the normal,
natural state of men should be wisdom, for wisdom is nothing more than the
vision of things as they are, the vision of the cosmos as it is in the light of
reason, and wisdom is also nothing more than the mode of being and living
that should correspond to this vision. But the philosopher also knows that this
wisdom is an ideal state, almost inaccessible. For such a man, daily life, as it
is organized and lived by other men, must necessarily appear abnormal, like
a state of madness, unconsciousness, and ignorance of reality. And nonethe-
less he must live this life every day, in this world in which he feels himself a
stranger and in which others perceive him to be one as well. And it is
precisely in this daily life that he must seek to attain that way of life which is
utterly foreign to the everyday world. The result is a perpetual conflict
between the philosopher’s effort to see things as they are from the standpoint
of universal nature and the conventional vision of things underlying human
society, a conflict between the life one should live and the customs and
conventions of daily life. This conflict can never be totally resolved. The
Cynics, in their refusal of the world of social convention, opt for a total break.
On the contrary, others, such as the Skeptics, fully accept social convention,
while keeping their inner peace. Others, the Epicureans, for example, attempt
to recreate among themselves a daily life that conforms to the fdeal of wisdom.
Others still, such as the Platonists and the Stofes, strive, ot the vost of the
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Erea.tcst dlf.'ﬁcu]tics, to live their everyday and even their public lives in a

phllosophlcal” manner. In any event, for all of them, the philosophical life
will be an effort to live and think according to the norm of wisdom, it will
be a movement, a progression, though a never-ending one, towa’rd this
transcendent state.

Each school, then, represents a form of life defined by an ideal of wisdom
The result is that each one has its corresponding fundamental inner attitudt;
2 for example, tension for the Stoics or relaxation for the Epicureans — and
its own manner of speaking, such as the Stoic use of percussive dialectic or
the :!bun(lant rhetoric of the Academicians. But above all every school
practices exercises designed to ensure spiritual progress toward the ideal state
of wisdom, exercises of reason that will be, for the soul, analagous t(; the
athle'te’s training or to the application of a medical curé. Generally, they
consist, abm.*e all, of self-control and meditation. Self-control is fl.mdan;t:ntal];«'
bc:mg attentive to oneself: an unrelaxing vigilance for the Stoics, the renunci-
ation of unneccessary desires for the Epicureans. It always involves an effort
of will, thus faith in moral freedom and the possibility of self-improvement;
an acute moral consciousness honed by spiritual direction and the practice 01‘"
examining one’s conscience; and lastly, the kind of practical exercises
desc‘:nbed with such remarkable precision particularly by Plutarch: controlling
one’s anger, curiosity, speech, or love of riches, beginning by working on what
is easiest in order gradually to acquire a firm and stable character.

Of first importance is “meditation,” which is the “exercise” of reason;
moreover, the two words are synonymous from an etymological point of vicw!
Ur{l!ke the Buddhist meditation practices of the i""ar East, GI‘CC()—RUH‘I'II;
phl‘losophica] meditation is not linked to a corporeal attitude but is a ]Jurt;l\'
rational, .imaginative, or intuitive exercise that can take extremely varied
forms. First of all it is the memorization and assimilation of the fundamental
dogmas and rules of life of the school. Thanks to this exercise, the vision of
the w'farld of the person who strives for spiritual progress will ‘hc completely
transformed. In particular, philosophical meditation on the essential dogmas
f)f physics, for example the Epicurean contemplation of the genesis of \\-’(Jl‘]tl:‘i
in the infinite void or the Stoic contemplation of the rational and necessary
unff}lding of cosmic events, can lead to an exercise of the inmginati(;ﬁ‘i;l
u:rh:ch I11}man things appear of little importance in the immensity of space and
time. It is necessary to try to have these dogmas and rules f'or-living “ready
to hand” if one is to be able to conduct oneself like a philosopher under all
n.!' life’s circumstances. Moreover, one has to be able to imagine the‘s‘e
circumstances in advance in order to be ready for the shock of events. In a;ll
the schools, for various reasons, philosophy will be especially a meditation
upon I.!.t.‘:l.lh and an attentive concentration on the present moment in order to
enjoy it or live it in full consciousness, In all these exercises, all the means
obtainable by dialectic and rhetoric will be utilized to uhmin‘lhc maximum
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effect. In particular, this consciously willed application of rhetoric explains the
impression of pessimism that some readers believe they discern in the
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. All images are suitable for him if they strike
the imagination and make the reader conscious of the illusions and conven-
tions of mankind.

The relationship between theory and practice in the philosophy of this
period must be understood from the perspective of these exercises of
meditation. Theory is never considered an end in itself: it is clearly and
decidedly put in the service of practice. Epicurus is explicit on this point: the
goal of the science of nature is to obtain the soul’s serenity. Or else, as among
the Aristotelians, one is more attached to theoretical activity considered as a
way of life that brings an almost divine pleasure and happiness than to the
theories themselves. Or, as in the Academicians’ school or for the skeptics,
theoretical activity is a critical activity. Or, as among the Platonists, abstract
theory is not considered to be true knowledge: as Porphyry says, “Beatific
contemplation does not consist of the accumulation of arguments or a
storchouse of learned knowledge, but in us theory must become nature and
life itself.” And, according to Plotinus, one cannot know the soul if one does
not purify oneself of one’s passions in order to experience in oneself the
transcendence of the soul with respect to the body, and one cannot know the
principle of all things if one has not had the experience of union with it.

To make possible these exercises in meditation, beginners are exposed to
maxims or summaries of the principal dogmas of the school. Epicurus’ Letters,
which Diogenes Laertius preserved for us, are intended to play this role. To
ensure that these dogmas have a great spiritual effectiveness, they must be
presented in the form of short, striking formulae, as in Epicurus’ Principal
Doctrines, or in a rigorously systematic form, such as the Letter to Herodotus
by the same author, which permitted the disciple to grasp in a kind of single
intuition the essentials of the doctrine in order to have it more easily at hand.
In this case the concern for systematic coherence was subordinated to spiritual
effectiveness.

The dogmas and methodological principles of each school are not open to
discussion. In this period, to philosophize is to choose a school, convert to its
way of life, and accept its dogmas. This is why the core of the fundamental
dogmas and rules of life for Platonism, Aristotelianism, Stoicism, and
Epicureanism remained unchanged throughout antiquity. Even the scientists
of antiquity always were affiliated with a philosophical school: the develop-
ment of their mathematical and astronomical theorems changed nothing of the
fundamental principles of the school to which they claimed allegiance.

This does not mean that theoretical reflection and claboration are absent
from the philosophical life. However, this activity never extended to the

dogmas themselves or the methodological principles but rather 1o the ways of

demonstrating and systematizing these dogmas and o secondary, doetrinal
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points 1ssuir}g from them on which there was not unanimity in the school
This type .of_mvcstigation is always reserved for the more advanced qn.ldents‘
for whgm it is an exercise of reason that strengthens them in their pl:liIO‘i{J h-‘
ical life. (;hrysippus, for example, felt himself capable of ﬁndiné It)hc
arguments justifying the Stoic dogmas established by Zeno and Cleanthes
which led him, moreover, to disagree with them not concerning these dogm-;.;
but on the way of establishing them. Epicurus, too, leaves the disc&lssion at;d
study of points of detail to the more advanced students, and much later the
same :{tti[udc will be found in Origen, who assigns thc, “spiritual on‘(:q“ the
task of seeking, as he himself says, by way of exercise, the “hows” and “;x'h rs”
and of_ discussing these obscure and secondary q;u:stiuns lh.l‘-. cf't':):'t);)f
them'et.:cal reflection can result in the compositir;n of enorm;ms w.nrkﬁ;
v‘{)l)\'l‘crusly', ‘thesc systematic treaties and scholarly commentaries ;\"uch as
Origen’s treatise on Principles or Proclus’ Elements r;f Theology w.-r\t lcgitim.-
ately attract the attention of the historian of philnéuphv. ’I‘:Ll*lr,: study of the
progress of thought in these great texts must be one of the principal*n‘;k% in
a‘rcﬂcctlon on the phenomenon of philosophy. However, it must be ‘rlec,:o -
nm.:d ’that generally speaking the philosophical works of Grcco-Rom';gn
antiquity almost always perplex the contemporary reader. I do not refer ()r;lv
to the general public, but even to specialists in the field. One could compile
a whole anthology of complaints made against ancient authors by modi::rn
commentators, who reproach them for their bad writing, contradictions, and
lack of rigor a‘nd coherence. Indeed, it is my astonishment both at these ‘c‘ri‘tic‘;
and at the universality and persistence of the phenomenon they conc‘l-*::null Lha‘t

:nsplres the reflections I have just presented, as well as those [ wish to turn
0 NOwW.

It seems to me, indeed, that in order to understand the works of the
‘phﬂosqphcrs of antiquity we must take account of all the concrete C(;ndi[i{)ll'
in which they wrote, all the constraints that weighed upon them: thz
framt:\.vurk of the school, the very nature of philosophia, literary ='L:m'c<;
rhetorical rules, dogmatic imperatives, and traditional muzlcs of r'cu;minlr‘
Onc‘ cannot read an ancient author the way one does a contemporary auth(i:
(which does not mean that contemporary authors are easier to understand
thap those of antiquity). In fact, the works of antiquity are produced u1;dcr
cnurc?y different conditions than those of their modern counterparts. I will
not discuss the problem of material support: the volumen or codex ‘(:‘-u:h of
which !’ms its own constraints. But I do want to stress the fact rl{a‘t “"ritl'e;
}V()rks in the period we study are never completely free of the constraints
m.lpnscd by oral transmission. In fact, it is an uxagi:crariun to ‘1ssert‘ as: in- h
Hl.ll.] .hw.“ t|[ll‘|}‘ recently, that Greco-Roman civilization early 'on bc,cam(:d:
('I\'II|IZ'.I|IHII1 of writing and that one can thus treat, methodologically, the
philosophical works of antiquity like any other written work, P




62 Method

For the written works of this period remain closely tied to oral conduct.
Often they were dictated to a scribe. And they were intended to be read alou.d,
either bvda slave reading to his master or by the reader himself, since in
antiquit};' reading customarily meant reading aloud, emphasizing the rhythm
of the phrase and the sounds of the words, which the. author himself had
already experienced when he dictated his work. The ancients were extremely
sensitive to these effects of sound. Few philosophers of the period we study
resisted this magic of the spoken word, not even the Stoics, not even Plotir}us.
So if oral literature before the practice of writing imposed rigorous constraints
on expression and obliged one to use certain rhythmic, stereo;ypic, and
traditional formulae conveying images and thoughts independent, if one may
say so, of the author’s will, this phenomenon is not foreign to written
literature to the degree that it too must concern itself with rhythm and sqund.
To take an extreme but very revealing example, the use of poetic meter 1n De
rerum natura dictates the recourse to certain somewhat stereotypical formulae
and keeps Lucretius from freely using the technical vocabulary of Epicurean-
ism that he should have employed. |

This relationship between the written and the spoken word thus explains
certain aspects of the works of antiquity. Quite often the work proceeds by
the associations of ideas, without systematic rigor. The work retains the starts
and stops, the hesitations, and the repetitions of spoken discourse. 01: else,
after re-reading what he has written, the author introduces a somewhat forced
systematization by adding transitions, introductions, or conclusions to differ-
ent parts of the work.

More than other literature, philosophical works are linked to oral trans-
mission because ancient philosophy itself is above all oral in character.
Doubtless there are occasions when someone was converted by reading a
book, but one would then hasten to the philosopher to hcar‘hi.m sp.c-.lk,
question him, and carry on discussions with him and other disciples in a
community that always serves as a place of discussion. In matters 9?
philosophical teaching, writing is only an aid to memory, a last resort that will
never replace the living word. :

True education is always oral because only the spoken word makes dialogue
possible, that is, it makes it possible for the disciple to discover the truth
himself amid the interplay of questions and answers and also ‘for Fl]c master
to adapt his teaching to the needs of the disciple. A number 0# pljulosnpher.s,
and not the least among them, did not wish to write, thinking, as did
Plato and without doubt correctly, that what is inscribed in the soul by the
spoken word is more real and lasting than letters drawn on papyrus or
parchment. .

Thus for the most part the literary productions of the philosophers are a
preparation, extension, or echo of their spoken lessons and are marked by the
limitations and constraints imposed by such a situation,
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Some of these works, moreover, are directly related to the activity of
teaching. They may be either a summary the teacher drafted in preparing his
course or notes taken by students during the course, or else they may be texts
written with care but intended to be read during the course by the professor
or a student. In all these cases, the general movement of thought, its
unfolding, what could be called its own temporality, is regulated by the
temporality of speech. It is a very heavy constraint, whose full rigor I am
experiencing today.

Even texts that were written in and for themselves are closely linked to the
activity of teaching, and their literary genre reflects the methods of the
schools. One of the exercises esteemed in the schools consists of discussing,
either dialectically, that is, in the form of questions and answers, or
rhetorically, that is, in a continuous discourse, what were called “theses,” that
is, theoretical positions presented in the form of questions: Is death an
evil? Is the wise man ever angry? This provides both training in the mastery
of the spoken word and a properly philosophical exercise. The largest portion
of the philosophical works of antiquity, for example those of Cicero, Plutarch,
Seneca, Plotinus, and more generally those classified by the moderns as
belonging to what they called the genre of diatribe, correspond to this
exercise. They discuss a specific question, which is posed at the outset of the
work and which normally requires a yes or no answer. In these works, the
course of thought consists in going back to general principles that have been
accepted in the school and are capable of resolving the problem in question,
This search to find principles to solve a given problem thus encloses thought
within narrowly defined limits. Different works written by the same author
and guided according to this “zetetic” method, “one that seeks,” will not
necessarily be coherent on all points because the details of the argument in
each work will be a function of the question asked.

Another school exercise is the reading and exegesis of the authoritative texts
of each school. Many literary works, particularly the long commentaries from
the end of antiquity, are the result of this exercise. More generally, a large
number of the philosophical works from that time utilize a mode of exegetical
thinking. Most of the time, discussing a “thesis” consists in discussing not
the problem in itself but the meaning that one should give to Plato’s or
Aristotle’s statements concerning this problem. Once this convention has been
taken into account, one does in fact discuss the question in some depth, but
this is done by skillfully giving Platonic or Aristotelian statements the
meanings that support the very solution one wishes to give to the problem
under consideration, Any possible meaning is true provided it coheres with
the truth one believes one has discovered in the text. In this way there slowly
emerges, in the spiritual tradition of each school, but in Platonism above all,
o scholasticism which, relying on argument from authority, builds up gigantic
doctrinal edifices by means of an extraordinary rational reflection on the
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fundamental dogmas. It is precisely the third philosophical literary genre, the
systematic treatise, that proposes a rational ordering of the whole of doctrine,
which sometimes is presented, as in the case of Proclus, as a more geometrico,
that is, according to the model of Euclid’s Elements. In this case one no longer
returns to the principles necessary to resolve a specific question but sets down
the principles directly and deduces their consequences. These works are, so
to speak, “more written” than the others. They often comprise a long
sequence of books and are marked by a vast, overarching design. But, like the
Summae theologicae of the Middle-Ages that they prefigure, these works must
themselves also be understood from the perspective of dialectical and
exegetical scholarly exercises.

Unlike their modern counterparts, none of these philosophical productions,
even the systematic works, is addressed to everyone, to a general audience,
but they are intended first of all for the group formed by the members of the
school; often they echo problems raised by the oral teaching. Only works of
propaganda are addressed to a wider audience.

Moreover, while he writes the philosopher often extends his activity as
spiritual director that he exercises in his school. In such cases the work may
be addressed to a particular disciple who needs encouragement or who finds
himself in a special difficulty. Or else the work may be adapted to the spiritual
level of the addressees. Not all the details of the system can be explained to
beginners; many details can be revealed only to those further along the path.
Above all, the work, even if it is apparently theoretical and systematic, is
written not so much to inform the reader of a doctrinal content but to form
him, to make him traverse a certain itinerary in the course of which he will
make spiritual progress. This procedure is clear in the works of Plotinus and
Augustine, in which all the detours, starts and stops, and digressions of the
work are formative elements. One must always approach a philosophical work
of antiquity with this idea of spiritual progress in mind. For the Platonists,
for example, even mathematics is used to train the soul to raise itself from the
sensible to the intelligible. The overall organization of a work and its mode
of exposition may always answer to such preoccupations.

Such then are the many constraints that are exercised on the ancient author
and that often perplex the modern reader with respect to both what is said
and the way in which it is said. Understanding a work of antiquity requires
placing it in the group from which it emanates, in the tradition of its dogmas,
its literary genre, and requires understanding its goals. One must attempt to
distinguish what the author was required to say, what he could or could not
say, and, above all, what he meant to say. For the ancient author’s art consists
in his skillfully using, in order to arrive at his goals, all of the constraints that
weigh upon him as well as the models furnished by the tradition. Most of the
time, furthermore, he uses not only ideas, images, and patterns of argument

in this way but also texts or at least pre-existing formulae. From phagharism
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pure and simple to quotation or paraphrase, this practice includes — and this
is the most characteristic example — the literal use of formulae or words
employed by the earlier tradition to which the author often gives a new
meaning adapted to what he wants to say. This is the way that Philo, a Jew,
uses Platonic formulae to comment on the Bible, or Ambrose, a Christian,
translates Philo’s text to present Christian doctrines, the way that Plotinus
uses words and whole sentences from Plato to convey his experience. What
matters first of all is the prestige of the ancient and traditional formula, and
not the exact meaning it originally had. The idea itself holds less interest than
the prefabricated elements in which the writer believes he recognizes his own
thought, elements that take on an unexpected meaning and purpose when
th(:}: arc integrated into a literary whole. This sometimes brilliant reuse of
prefabricated elements gives an impression of “bricolage,” to take up a word
currently in fashion, not only among anthropologists but among biologists.
Thought cvolves by incorporating prefabricated and pre-existing elements,
which are given new meaning as they become integrated into a rational
system. It is difficult to say what is most extraordinary about this process of
1f1tegratiun: contingency, chance, irrationality, the very absurdity resulting
from the elements used, or, on the contrary, the strange power of reason to
integljatc and systematize these disparate elements and to give them a new
meaning.

An extremely significant example of this conferring of a new meaning can
be seen in the final lines of Edmund Husserl's Cartesian Meditations.
Summing up his own theory, Husserl writes, “The Delphic oracle yv@6:
oeavtov [know thyself] has acquired a new meaning. . . . One must first lose
the world by the &moy1 [for Husserl, the ‘phenomenological bracketing’ of
Fhe world], in order to regain it in a universal self-consciousness. Noli ﬁ:rcr.\'
ire, says St Augustine, in te redi, in interiore homine habitat veritas.” This
sentence of Augustine’s, “Do not lose your way from without, return to
vourself, it is in the inner man that truth dwells,” offers Husserl a convenient
formula for expressing and summarizing his own conception of consciousness.
It is true that Husserl gives this sentence a new meaning. Augustine’s “inner
man’ becomes the “transcendental ego” for Husserl, a knowing subject who
regains the world in “a universal self-consciousness.” Augustine never could
have conceived of his “inner man” in these terms. And nonctheless one
understands why Husserl was tempted to use this formula, For Augustine’s
sentence admirably summarizes the whole spirit of Greco-Roman philosophy
that prepares the way for both Descartes’ Meditations and Husserl’s Cartesian
Meditations. And by the same procedure of taking up such a formula again,
we ourselves can apply to ancient philosophy what Husserl says of his own
philosophy: the Delphic oracle “Know thyself” has acquired a new meaning.
IFor all the philosophy of which we have spoken also gives a new meaning to
the Delphic formula. This new meaning already appeared among the Stoics,
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for whom the philosopher recognizes the presence of divine reason in the
human self and who opposes his moral consciousness, which depends on him
alone, to the rest of the universe. This new meaning appeared even more
clearly among the Neoplatonists, who identify what they call the true self with
the founding intellect of the world and even with the transcendent unity thz}t
founds all thought and all reality. In Hellenistic and Roman thought this
movement, of which Husserl speaks, is thus already outlined, according to
which one loses the world in order to find it again in universal self-conscious-
ness. Thus Husserl consciously and explicitly presents himself as the heir to
the tradition of “Know thyself” that runs from Socrates to Augustine to
Descartes. But that is not all. This example, borrowed from Husserl, better
enables us to understand concretely how these conferrals of new meaning can
be realized in antiquity as well. Indeed, the expression in interiore homine
habitat veritas, as my friend and colleague Goulven Madec has pointed out to
me, is an allusion to a group of words borrowed from chapter 3, verses 16
and 17, of Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, from an ancient Latin version, to be
exact, in which the text appears as in interiore homine Christum habitare. But
these words are merely a purely material conjunction that exists only in this
Latin version and do not correspond to the contents of Paul's thought, for
they belong to two different clauses of the sentence. On the one hand, Paul
wishes for Christ to dwell in the heart of his disciples through faith, and, on
the other hand, in the preceding clause, he wishes for God to allow his
disciples to be strengthened by the divine Spirit in the inner man, in interiorem
hominem, as the Vulgate has it. So the carlier Latin version, by combining in
interiore homine and Christum habitave, was either a mistranslation or was
miscopied. The Augustinian formula, in interiore homine habitat veritas, is thus
created from a group of words that do not represent a unified meaning in St
Paul’s text; but taken in itself, this group of words has a meaning for
Augustine, and he explains it in the context of De vera religione where he uses
it: the inner man, that is, the human spirit, discovers that what permits him
to think and reason is the truth, that is, divine reason — that is, for Augustine,
Christ, who dwells in, who is present within, the human spirit. In this way
the formula takes on a Platonic meaning. We see how, from St Paul to
Husserl, by way of Augustine, a group of words whose unity was originally
only purely material, or which was a misunderstanding of the Latin tranfslatc.)r,
was given a new meaning by Augustine, and then by Husserl, thus Fakmg its
place in the vast tradition of the decpening of the idea of scltlcon§01()usncss,

This example borrowed from Husserl allows us to touch on the importance
of what in Western thought is called the topos. Literary theories use the term
to refer to the formulae, images, and metaphors that forcibly impose
themselves on the writer and the thinker in such a way that the use of these
prefabricated models seems indispensable to them in order to be able to
express their own thoughts,
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Our Western thought has been nourished in this way and still lives off a
relatively limited number of formulae and metaphors borrowed from the
various traditions of which it is the result. For example, there are maxims that
encourage a certain inner attitude such as “Know thyself”; those which have
long guided our view of nature: “Nature makes no leaps,” “Nature delights
in diversity.” There are metaphors such as “The force of truth,” “The world
as a book” (which is perhaps extended in the conception of the genetic code
as a text). There are biblical formulae such as “I am who I am,” which have
profoundly marked the idea of God. The point I strongly wish to emphasize
here is the following: these prefabricated models, of which I have just given
some examples, were known during the Renaissance and in the modern world
in the very form that they had in the Hellenistic and Roman tradition, and
they were originally understood during the Renaissance and in the modern
world with the very meaning these models of thought had during the
Greco-Roman period, especially at the end of antiquity. So these models
continue to explain many aspects of our contemporary thought and even the
very significance, sometimes unexpected, that we find in antiquity. For
example, the classical prejudice, which has done so much damage to the study
of late Greek and Latin literatures, is an invention of the Greco-Roman
period, which created the model of a canon of classical authors as a reaction
against mannerism and the baroque, which, at that time, were called
“Asianism.” But if the classical prejudice already existed during the Hellen-
istic and especially imperial eras, this is precisely because the distance we feel
with respect to classical Greece also appeared at that time. It is precisely this
Hellenistic spirit, this distance, in some ways modern, through which, for
example, the traditional myths become the objects of scholarship or of
philosophical and moral interpretations. It is through Hellenistic and Roman
thought, particularly that of late antiquity, that the Renaissance was to
perceive Greek tradition. This fact was to be of decisive importance for the
birth of modern European thought and art. In another respect contemporary
hermeneutic theories that, proclaiming the autonomy of the written text, have
constructed a veritable tower of Babel of interpretations where all meanings
become possible, come straight out of the practices of ancient exegesis, about
which I spoke earlier. Another example: for our late colleague Roland Barthes,
“many features of our literature, of our teaching, of our institutions of
language . . . would be elucidated and understood differently if we fully knew
... the rhetorical code that gave its language to our culture.” This is
completely true, and we could add that this knowledge would perhaps enable
us to be conscious of the fact that in their methods and modes of expression
our human sciences often operate in a way completely analogous to the
models of ancient rhetoric,

Our history of Flellenistic and Roman thought should therefore not only
anilyze the movement of thought in philosophical works, but it should also
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be a historical topics that will study the evolution of the meaning of the tapoi,
the models of which we have spoken, and the role they have played in the
formation of Western thought. This historical topics should work hard at
discerning the original meanings of the formulae and models and the different
significances that successive reinterpretations have given them.

At first, this historical topics will take for its object of study those works
that were founding models and the literary genres that they created. Euclid’s
Elements, for example, served as a model for Proclus’s Elements of Theology
but also for Spinoza’s Ethics. Plato’s Timaeus, itself inspired by pre-Socratic
cosmic poems, served as a model for Lucretius’ De rerum natura, and the
cighteenth century, in turn, was to dream of a new cosmic poem that would
exhibit the latest discoveries of science. Augustine’s Confessions, as it was
misinterpreted, moreover, inspired an enormous literature up to Rousseau
and the romantics.

This topics could also be a topics of aphorisms: for example, of the maxims
about nature that dominated the scientific imagination until the nineteenth
century. This year [at the Collége de France], we will study in this way the
aphorism of Heraclitus that is usually phrased as “Nature loves to hide
herself,” although this is certainly not the original meaning of the three Greek
words so translated. We will examine the significance this formula takes on
throughout antiquity and later on, as a function of the evolution of the idea
of nature, the very interpretation proposed by Martin Heidegger.

Above all, this historical topics will be a topics about the themes of
meditations of which we spoke a few minutes ago, which have dominated and
still dominate our Western thought. Plato, for example, had defined philo-
sophy as an exercise for death, understood as the separation of the soul from
the body. For Epicurus this exercise for death takes on a new meaning; it
becomes the consciousness of the finitude of existence that gives an infinite
value to each instant: “Persuade yourself that every new day that dawns will
be your last one. And then you will receive each unhoped for hour with
gratitude.” In the perspective of Stoicism, the exercise for death takes on a
different character; it invites immediate conversion and makes inner freedom
possible: “Let death be before your eyes each day and you will not have any
base thoughts or excessive desires.” A mosaic at the Roman National Museum
is inspired, perhaps ironically, by this meditation, as it depicts a skeleton with
a scythe accompanied by the inscription Gnothi seauton, “Know thyself.” Be
that as it may, Christianity will make abundant use of this theme of meditation.
There it can be treated in a manner close to Stoicism, as in this monk’s
reflection: “Since the beginning of our conversation, we have come closer to
death. Let us be vigilant while we still have the time.” But it changes radically
when it is combined with the properly Christian theme of participation in
Christ’s death. Leaving aside all of the rich Western literary tradition, so well
illustrated by Montaigne’s chapter “That to philosophize is (o leirn to die,”
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we can go straight to Heidegger in order to rediscover this fundamental
philosophical exercise in his definition of the authenticity of existence as a
lucid anticipation of death.

Linked to the meditation upon death, the theme of the value of the present
instant plays a fundamental role in all the philosophical schools. In short it is
a consciousness of inner freedom. It can be summarized in a formula of this
kind: you need only yourself in order immediately to find inner peace by
ceasing to worry about the past and the future. You can be happy right now,
or you will never be happy. Stoicism will insist on the effort needed to pay
attention to oneself, the joyous acceptance of the present moment imposed on
us by fate. The Epicurean will conceive of this liberation from cares about the
past and the future as a relaxation, a pure joy of existing: “While we are
speaking, jealous time has flown; seize today without placing your trust in
tomorrow.” This is Horace’s famous laetus in praesens, this “enjoyment of the
pure present,” to use André Chastel’s fine expression about Marsilio Ficino,
who had taken this very formula of Horace’s for his motto. Here again the
history of this theme in Western thought is fascinating. I cannot resist the
pleasure of evoking the dialogue between Faust and Helena, the climax of part
two of Goethe’s Faust: “Nun schaut der Geist nicht vorwirts, nicht zuriick, /
Die Gegenwart allein ist unser Gliick™ [“And so the spirit looks neither ahead
nor behind. The present alone is our joy . . . Do not think about your destiny.
Being here is a duty, even though it only be an instant”].

I have come to the end of this inaugural address, which means that I have
just completed what in antiquity was called an epideixvis, a set speech. It is in
a direct line with those that professors in the time of Libanius, for example,
had to give in order to recruit an audience while at the same time trying to
demonstrate the incomparable worth of their speciality and to display their
eloquence. It would be interesting to investigate the historic paths by which
this ancient practice was transmitted to the first professors at the Collége de
France. In any case, at this very moment, we are in the process of fully living
a Greco-Roman tradition. Philo of Alexandria said of these set speeches that
the lecturer “brought into broad daylight the fruit of long efforts pursued in
private, as painters and sculptors seek, in realizing their works, the applause
of the public.” And he opposed this behavior to the true philosophical
instruction in which the teacher adapts his speech to the state of his listeners
and brings them the cures they need in order to be healed.

The concern with individual destiny and spiritual progress, the intransi-
gent assertion of moral requirements, the call for meditation, the invitation to
seck this inner peace that all the schools, even those of the skeptics, propose
as the aim of philosophy, the fecling for the seriousness and grandeur
of existence — this seems to me to be what has never been surpassed in
ancient philosophy and what always remains alive. Perhaps some people will
see in these attitudes an escape or evasion that is incompatible with the
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consciousness we should have of human suffering and misery, and they will
think that the philosopher thereby shows himself to be irremediably foreign
to the world. I would answer simply by quoting this beautiful text by Georges
Friedmann, from 1942, which offers a glimpse of the possibility of reconciling
the concern for justice and spiritual effort; it could have been written by a
Stoic of antiquity:

Take flight each day! At least for a moment, however brief, as long as
it is intense. Every day a “spiritual exercise,” alone or in the company
of a man who also wishes to better himself. . . . Leave ordinary time
behind. Make an effort to rid yourself of your own passions. . . . Become
eternal by surpassing yourself. This inner effort is necessary, this
ambition, just. Many are those who are entirely absorbed in militant
politics, in the preparation for the social revolution. Rare, very rare, are
those who, in order to prepare for the revolution, wish to become
worthy of it}
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Philosophy, Exegesis, and Creative
Mistakes

Everyone is familiar with Whitehead’s remark: “Western philosophy is
nothing but a series of footnotes to Plato’s dialogues.” This statement could
be interpreted in two ways: we could take it to mean that Plato’s problematics
have made a definitive mark upon Western philosophy, and this would be
true. Alternatively, it could be taken to mean that, in a concrete sense,
Western philosophy has assumed the form of commentaries — be they on Plato
or on other philosophers — and that, more generally speaking, it has taken the
form of exegesis. This, too, is to a very large extent true. It is important to
realize that, for almost two thousand years — from the mid-fourth century BC
to the end of the sixteenth century AD — philosophy was conceived of, above
all, as the exegesis of a small number of texts deriving from “authorities,”
chief among whom were Plato and Aristotle. We are, moreover, justified in
asking ourselves if, even after the Cartesian revolution, philosophy does not
still bear traces of its lengthy past, and if, even today, at least to a certain
extent, it has not remained exegesis.

The long period of “exegetical” philosophy is linked to a sociological
phenomenon: the existence of philosophical schools, in which the thought,
life-style, and writings of a master were religiously preserved. This phenome-
non seems already to have existed among the Presocratics, but we are best
able to observe it from Plato on.

Plato had given his Academy an extremely solid material and juridical
organization. The leaders of the school succeeded one another! in a continu-
ous chain until Justinian’s closure of the school of Athens in 529, and
throughout this entire period, scholarly activity was carried out according to
fixed, traditional methods. The other great schools, whether Peripatetic,
Stoie, or Epicurean, were organized along similar lines. The writings of each
school's founder served as the basis for its instruction, and it was determined
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in which order the student should read these writings, in order to acquire the
best possible education. We still have some of the writings in which Platonists
gave advice on the order in which Plato’s dialogues were to be read. Thus,
we can tell that from the fourth century BC on, Aristotle’s logical writings
were arranged in a definite scholastic order — the Organon — which would not
change until modern times.

Instruction consisted above all in commenting on Plato and Aristotle, using
previous commentaries and adding a new interpretation here and there. In
this regard, we have an interesting testimony from Porphyry about the lessons
of Plotinus:

During his classes, he used to have the commentaries read, perhaps of
Severus or of Cronius or of Numenius or Gaius or Atticus, or of
Peripatetics like Aspasius, Alexander, or whichever other came to hand.
Yet he never repeated anything from these commentaries word for
word, restricted himself to these readings alone. Rather, he himself used
to give a general explanation [theoria] of (Plato’s or Aristotle’s) text in
his own personal way, which was different from current opinion. In his
investigations, moreover, he brought to bear the spirit of Ammonius.’

The first commentator on Plato’s Timaeus seems to have been Crantor
(ca. 330 BC), and Platonic commentators continued their activity until the
end of the Athenian school in the sixth century. From this point, the tradition
was continued, both in the Arab world and in the Latin West, up until the
Renaissance (Marsilio Ficino). As for Aristotle, he was first commented upon
by Andronicus of Rhodes (first century BC), who was the first in a series
extending through the end of the Renaissance, in the person of Zabardella. In
addition to commentaries stricto sensu, the exegetical activity of the philosoph-
ical schools took the form of dogmatic treatises, devoted to particular points
of exegesis, and manuals designed to serve as introductions to the study of
the masters. Moreover, the end of antiquity witnessed the appearance of other
authorities, in addition to Plato and Aristotle: the authority of Revelations.
For Christians and Jews, this meant primarily the Bible, and for pagan
philosophers, the Chaldaean Oracles. Both Judaism and Christianity sought to
present themselves to the Greek world as philosophies; they thus developed,
in the persons of Philo and Origen respectively, a biblical exegesis analogous
to the traditional pagan exegesis of Plato. For their part, such pagan
commentators on the Chaldacan Oracles as Porphyry, lamblichus, and Proclus
did their best to show that the teachings of the “gods” coincided with Plato’s
doctrines. If we understand by “theology” the rational exegesis of a sacred
text, then we can say that during this period philosophy was transformed into
theology, and it was to stay that way throughout the Middle Ages, From this
perspective, medieval Scholastics appears as the logieal continuation of the

|
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ancient exegetical tradition. M.-D. Chenu? has defined the specific character
of SFhulzistics as “dialectics applied to the comprehension of a text: either a
continuous text, in which case the goal is the writing of a commentary, or of
a series of texts, which are selected to serve as bases and proofs for a given
speculative construction.”* For this scholar, Scholastics is “a rational form of
thought which is consciously and deliberately elaborated, taking as its
starting-point a text considered as authoritative.” If we accent these defini-
tions, we can assert that Scholastic thought did nothing other than adopt
thought-processes already traditionally used in the majority of ancient philo-
sophical schools, Conversely, we could also say that these schools were already
engaging in Scholastic thought. Throughout the Middle Ages, instruction
consisted essentially in textual commentary, whether of the Bible, Aristotle

Boethius, or the Sentences of Peter Lombard. 1

These facts have important consequences for the general interpretation of
the history of philosophy, especially during its pre-Cartesian period. Insofar
as thlosophy was considered exegesis, the search for truth, throughout this
period, was confounded with the search for the meaning of “authentic” texts;
that is, of those texts considered as authoritative. Truth was contained within
these texts; it was the property of their authors, as it was also the property of
those groups who recognized the authority of these authors, and who were
consequently the “heirs” of this original truth.

Philosophical problems were expressed in exegetical terms. For example, we
find Plotinus writing the following in the course of his investigation of the
problem of evil: “We must try to find out in what sense Plato says that evils shall
not pass away, and that their existence is necessary.”® Typically, the rest of
Plotinus’ inquiry consists in a discussion of the terminology used l;y Plato in his
Theaetetus.” The famous battle over universals, which divided the Middle Ages,
was based on the exegesis of a single phrase from Porphyry’s sagoge. It would
be possible to make a list of all the texts which, upon being discussed, formed
th.e basis of all ancient and medieval problematics. The list would not be long: it
might contain a few passages from Plato (especially the Timaeus), Aristotle,
Boethius, the first chapter of Genesis, and the prologue to the Gospel of John.

The fact that authentic texts raise questions is not due to any inherent
defect. On the contrary: their obscurity, it was thought, was only the result
of a technique used by a master, who wished to hint at a great rﬁ;my things
at once, and therefore enclosed the “truth” in his formulations. Any potential
meaning, as long as it was coherent with what was considered to be the
master’s doctrine, was consequently held to be true. Charles Thurot’s remark®
about the commentators on the grammarian Priscianus is applicable to all the
philosopher exegetes:

In their explanations of a text, the glossators did not seek to understand
the author's thought; but rather to teach the doctrine itself which they
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supposed to be contained in it. What they termed an “authentic” author
could neither be mistaken, nor contradict himself, nor develop his
arguments poorly, nor disagree with any other authentic author. The
most forced exegesis was used in order to accommaodate the letter of the
text to what was considered the truth.’

It was believed that the truth had been “given” in the master’s texts, and that
all that had to be done was to bring it to light and explicate it. Plotinus, for
example, writes: “These statements are not new; they do not belong to the
present time, but were made long ago, although not explicitly, and what we
have said in this discussion has been an interpretation of them, relying on
Plato’s own writings for evidence that these views are ancient.”!” Here we
encounter another aspect of the conception of truth implied by “cxcgctic:al”
philosophy. Each philosophical or religious school or group bcliuvt:fl 1t§ell to
be in possession of a traditional truth, communicated from the beginning by
the divinity to a few wise men. Each therefore laid claim to being the
legitimate depositary of the truth.

From this perspective, the conflict between pagans and Christians, from the
second century AD on, is highly instructive. As both pagans and Christians
recognized affinities between their respective doctrines, they accused each
other of theft. Some claimed Plato plagiarized Moses, while others affirmed
the contrary; the result was a series of chronological arguments destined to
prove which of the two was historically prior. For Clement of Alexandria, the
theft dated back even before the creation of humanity. It had been some
wicked angel who, having discovered some traces of the divine truth, revealed
philosophy to the wise of this world." .

Pagans and Christians explained in the same way the differences which,
despite certain analogies, persisted between their doctrines. They were the
result of misunderstandings and mistranslations — in other words, bad exegesis
— of stolen texts. For Celsus, the Christian conception of humility was nothing
but a poor interpretation of a passage in Plato’s Laws;'? the idea {?f rhc‘
kingdom of God only a misreading of a passage in Plato’s text on the king of
all things," and the notion of the resurrection only a misunderstanding of the
idea of transmigration. On the Christian side, Justin asserted that some of
Plato’s statements showed that he had misunderstood the text of Moses."

In this intellectual atmosphere, error was the result of bad exegesis,
mistranslation, and faulty understanding. Nowadays, however, historians
seem to consider a/l exegetical thought as the result of mistakes or misunder-
standings. We can briefly enumerate the forms these alleged mistakes and
deformations are thought to assume: in the first place, the exegetes make
arbitrary systematizations. For instance, they take out of context passages
nt'iginaliy widely separated from each other, and analyze them in a purely
formal way, in order to reduce the texts to be expluined 1o o budy of coherent
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doctrine. In this way, for instance, a four- or five-tiered hierarchy of being
was extracted from various dialogues of Plato.

Nor is this the most serious abuse. Whether consciously or not, systemat-
ization amalgamates the most disparate notions, which had originated in
different or even contradictory doctrines, Thus we find the commentators on
Aristotle using Stoic and Platonic ideas in their exegesis of Aristotelian texts.
It is fairly frequent, especially in the case of translated texts, to find
commentators trying to explain notions which simply do not exist in the
original. In Psalm 113: 16, for example, we read: “The heaven is the heaven
of the Lord.” Augustine, however, started out from the Greek translation of
the Bible, and understood: “The heaven of heavens is of [i.c. belongs to] the
Lord.” Augustine is thus led to imagine a cosmological reality, which he
identifies with the intelligible world, which he then goes on to try and locate
with relation to the “heaven” mentioned in the first verse of Genesis, From
the point of view of the actual text of the Bible, this whole construction is
based on thin air,

Cases of misunderstanding are not always this extreme. Nevertheless, it
frequently occurs that exegeses construct entire edifices of interpretation on
the basis of a banal or misunderstood phrase. The whole of Neoplatonic
exegesis of the Parmenides seems to be an example of such a phenomenon.

The modern historian may be somewhat disconcerted on coming across
such modes of thought, so far removed from his usual manner of reasoning,
He is, however, forced to admit one fact: very often, mistakes and misunder-
standings have brought about important evolutions in the history of philo-
sophy. In particular, they have caused new ideas to appear. The most
interesting example of this seems to me to be the appearance of the distinction
between “being” as an infinitive and “being” as a participle,’s which, as I have
shown elsewhere,' was thought up by Porphyry in order to solve a problem
posed by a passage in Plato. In the Parmenides,"” Plato had asked: “If the One
15, 1s it possible that it should not participate in being [ousia]?” For the
Neoplatonist Porphyry, the One in question here is the second One. If this
second One participates in ousia, he reasons, we must assume that ousia is
prior to the second One. Now, the only thing prior to the second One is the
first One, and this latter is not in any sense ousia. Thus, Porphyry concludes
that, in this passage, the word ousia designates the first One in an enigmatic,
symbolical way. The first One is not ousia in the sense of “substance”; rather,
it is being (étre) in the sense of a pure, transcendent act, prior to being as a
substantial object (érant). L'étant, then, is the first substance and the first
determination of /'étre.

The history of the notion of being is, moreover, marked by a whole series
of such creative mistakes. If we consider the series formed by ousia in Plato,
otsta in Aristotle, ousta in the Stoics, ousia in the Neoplatonists, and substantia
or essentia in the church Fathers and the Scholastics, we shall find that the
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idea of ousia or essence is amongst the most confused and confusing of
notions. I have tried to show elsewhere'® that the distinction, established by
Boethius, between esse and guod est" did not originally have the meaning that
the Middle Ages was later to attribute to it.

It is clear that historians of philosophy must use the greatest caution in
applying the idea of “system” for the comprehension of the philosophical
works of antiquity and the Middle Ages. It is not the case that every properly
philosophical endeavor is “systematic™ in the Kantian or Hegelian sense. For
two thousand years, philosophical thought utilized a methodology which
condemned it to accept incoherences and far-fetched associations, precisely to
the extent that it wanted to be systematic. But to study the actual progress of
exegetical thought is to begin to realize that thought can function rationally
in many different ways, which are not necessarily the same as those of
mathematical logic or Hegelian dialectic.

Philosophers of the modern era, from the seventeenth to the beginning of the
nineteenth centuries, refused the argument from authority and abandoned the
exegetical mode of thinking. They began to consider that the truth was not a
ready-made given, but was rather the result of a process of elaboration, carried
out by a reason grounded in itself. After an initial period of optimism, however,
in which people believed it was possible for thought to postulate sself in an
absolute way, philosophy began to become more and more aware, from the
nineteenth century on, of its historical and especially linguistic conditioning,

This was a legitimate reaction, but it could be that its result has been that
philosophers have let themselves be hypnotized by philosophical discourse
taken in and for itself. In the last analysis, philosophical discourse now tends
to have as its object nothing but more philosophical discourse. In a sense,
contemporary philosophical discourse has once again become exegetical, and,
sad to say, it often interprets its texts with the same violence used by ancient
practitioners of allegory.,

NOTES

1 Even if, from a juridical point of view, the succession of Platonic diadochot was
interrupted in the first century BC, the successors of Plato nevertheless alwavs
considered themselves heirs of an unbroken sprritual tradition.

Porphyry, Life of Plotinus, 14, 11.

M.-D. Chenu, fntroduction a Uétude de saint Thomas d'Aquin, Paris 1954,

Ibid, p. 55.

Ibid.

Plotinus, Enneads, 1, 8, 6, 1.

Plato, Theaetetus, 176a5-8.

Charles Thurot, Extraits de . . . manuserits latins pour servir d histoive des doctrines
grammaticales, Paris 1869,

So o~ O W e Lo

—

!

Philosophy, Exegesis, and Creative Mistakes 77

9 Ibid, p. 103.

10 Plotinus, Enncads, 51, 8, 11-14.

11 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, 1, 17, 81, 4.

12 Plato, Laws, 716a.

13 Plato, Second Letter, 312a,

14 For the texts from Celsus and Justin, cf. C. Andresen, Logos und Nomos, Berlin
1955, pp. 146 ff. On the idea of the “ownership of the truth,” ¢f. Hans
Blumenberg, Die Legitimitiit der Neuzeit, Frankfurt 1966, p. 47.

15 [The distinction alluded to here is that between the French words étre — ‘to be’
or ‘being’ — and the participle étant, ‘a being’ (the corresponding Greek terms are
to emmai and to on.) Porphyry conceived of the infinitive ‘being’ as pure activity;
while ‘being” as a noun was an emanation from, and substantification of, this
being gua pure activity. — Trans.]

16 Picrre Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus, 2 vols, Paris 1968, vol. I, pp. 129-32.

17 Plato, Parmenides, 142b.

18 Pierre Hador, “La distinction de I'étre et Pétant dans le ‘De Hebdomadibus® de
Bocce,” in Miscellania Mediaevalia, vol. 2, Berlin 1963, pp. 147-53,

19 [“Being™ / “to be,” and “thar which is.” - T'rans. |




Part 11

Spiritual Exercises




"

3

Spiritual Exercises

To take flight every day! At least for a moment, which may be brief, as
long as it is intense. A “spiritual exercise” every day — either alone, or
in the company of someone who also wishes to better himself. Spiritual
exercises. Step out of duration . . . try to get rid of your own passions,
vanities, and the itch for talk about your own name, which sometimes
burns vou like a chronic disease. Avoid backbiting. Get rid of pity and
hatred. Love all free human beings. Become eternal by transcending
yourself.

This work on yourself is necessary; this ambition justified. Lots of people
let themselves be wholly absorbed by militant politics and the preparation
for social revolution. Rare, much more rare, arc they who, in order to
prepare for the revolution, are willing to make themselves worthy of it.

With the exception of the last few lines, doesn’t this text look like a pastiche
of Marcus Aurelius? It is by Georges Friedmann,' and it is quite possible that,
when he wrote it, the author was not aware of the resemblance. Moreover, in
the rest of his book, in which he secks a place “to re-source himself”,? he
comes to the conclusion that there is no tradition — be it Jewish, Christian, or
Oriental — compatible with contemporary spiritual demands. Curiously,
however, he does not ask himself about the value of the philosophical tradition
of Greco-Roman antiquity, although the lines we have just quoted show to
just what extent ancient tradition continues — albeit unconsciously — to live
within him, as it does within each of us.

“Spiritual exercises.” The expression is a bit disconcerting for the contem-
porary reader. In the first place, it is no longer quite fashionable these days
to use the word “spiritual.” It is nevertheless necessary to use this term, I
believe, because none of the other adjectives we could use — “psychic,”
“moral,” “ethical,” “intellectual,” “of thought,” “of the soul” — covers all the
aspects of the reality we want to describe, Since, in these exercises, it is
thought which, as it were, takes itself as its own subject-matter,' and seeks to




82 Spiritual Exercises

modify itself, it would be possible for us to speak in terms of “thought
exercises.” Yet the word “thought” does not indicate clearly enough that
imagination and sensibility play a very important role in these exercises. For
the same reason, we cannot be satisfied with “intellectual exercises,” although
such intellectual factors as definition, division, ratiocination, reading, invest-
igation, and rhetorical amplification play a large role in them. “Ethical
exercises” is a rather tempting expression, since, as we shall see, the exercises
in question contribute in a powerful way to the therapeutics of the passions,
and have to do with the conduct of life. Yet, here again, this would be too
limited a view of things. As we can glimpse through Friedmann’s text, these
exercises in fact correspond to a transformation of our vision of the world,
and to a metamorphosis of our personality. The word “spiritual” is quite apt
to make us understand that these exercises are the result, not merely of
thought, but of the individual’s entire psychism. Above all, the word
“spiritual” reveals the true dimensions of these exercises. By means of them,
the individual raises himself up to the life of the objective Spirit; that is to
say, he re-places himself within the perspective of the Whole (“Become
cternal by transcending yourself™).

Here our reader may say, “All right, we'll accept the expression ‘spiritual
exercises’. But are we talking about Ignatius of Loyola’s Exercitia spiritualia?
What relationship is there between Ignatian meditations and Friedmann’s
program of “stepping out of duration .. .becoming eternal by transcending
oneself?” Our reply, quite simply, is that Ignatius’ Exercitia spiritualia are
nothing but a Christian version of a Greco-Roman tradition, the extent of which
we hope to demonstrate in what follows. In the first place, both the idea and the
terminology of exercitium spirituale are attested in early Latin Christianity, well
before Ignatius of Loyola, and they correspond to the Greek Christian term
askesis.” In turn, askesis — which must be understood not as asceticism, but as the
practice of spiritual exercises — already existed within the philosophical tradition
of antiquity.® In the final analysis, it is to antiquity that we must return in order
to explain the origin and significance of this idea of spiritual exercises, which, as
Friedmann’s example shows, is still alive in contemporary consciousness.

The goal of the present chapter is not merely to draw attention to the
existence of spiritual exercises in Greco-Latin antiquity, but above all to
delimit the scope and importance of the phenomenon, and to show the
consequences which it entails for the understanding not only of ancient
thought, but of philosophy itself.’

1 Learning to Live

Spiritual exercises can be best observed in the context of Hellenistiec and
Roman schools of philosophy, T'he Stoics, for instance, decled explicitly
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that philosophy, for them, was an “exercise.”® In their view, philosophy did
not consist in teaching an abstract theory’ — much less in the exegesis of texts'®
= but rather in the art of living." It is a concrete attitude and determinate life-
style, which engages the whole of existence. The philosophical act is not
situated merely on the cognitive level, but on that of the self and of being. It
is a progress which causes us to be more fully, and makes us better.”? It is a
conversion'* which turns our entire life upside down, changing the life of the
person who goes through it.'* It raises the individual from an inauthentic
condition of life, darkened by unconsciousness and harassed by worry, to an
authentic state of life, in which he attains self-consciousness, an exact vision
of the world, inner peace, and freedom.

3
' (in the words of
Friedmann: “T'ry to get rid of your own passions”). Each school had its own
therapeutic method, ™ but all of them linked their therapeutics to a profound
transformation of the individual’s mode of secing and being. The object of
spiritual exercises is precisely to bring about this transformation.

To begin with, let us consider the example of the Stoics. For them, all
mankind’s woes derive from the fact that he secks to acquire or to keep
possessions that he may either lose or fail to obtain, and from the fact that he
tries to avoid misfortunes which are often inevitable. The task of philosophy,
then, is to educate people, so that they seck only the goods they are able to
obtain, and try to avoid only those evils which it is possible to avoid. In order
for something good to be always obtainable, or an evil always avoidable, they
must depend exclusively on man’s freedom; but the only things which fulfill
these conditions are moral good and evil. They alone depend on us;
everything else does not depend on us. Here, “everything else,” which does
not depend on us, refers to the necessary linkage of cause and effect, which
is not subject to our freedom. It must be indifferent to us: that is, we must
not introduce any differences into it, but accept it in its entirety, as willed by
fate. This is the domain of nature.

We have here a complete reversal of our usual way of looking at things. We
are to switch from our “human” vision of reality, in which our values depend
on our passions, to a “natural” vision of things, which replaces each event
within the perspective of universal nature.'?

Such a transformation of vision is not easy, and it is precisely here that
spiritual exercises come in. Little by little, they make possible the indispens-
able metamorphosis of our inner self.

No systematic treatise codifying the instructions and techniques for
spiritual exercises has come down to us," However, allusions to one or the
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4 Spiritual Exercises

other of such inner activities are very frequent in the writings of the Roman
and Hellenistic periods. It thus appears that these exercises were well known,
and that it was enough to allude to them, since they were a part of daily life
in the philosophical schools. They took their place within a traditional course
of oral instruction.

Thanks to Philo of Alexandria, however, we do possess two lists of spiritual
exercises. They do not completely overlap, but they do have the merit of
giving us a fairly complete panorama of Stoico-Platonic inspired philosophical
therapeutics. One of these lists' enumerates the following elements: research
(zetesis), thorough investigation (skepsis), reading (anagnosis), listening (ak-
roasis), attention (prosoche), self-mastery (enkrateia), and indifference to indif-
ferent things. The other® names successively: reading, meditations (meletai),
therapies?! of the passions, remembrance of good things* self-mastery
(enkrateia), and the accomplishment of duties. With the help of these lists, we
shall be able to give a brief description of Stoic spiritual exercises. We shall
study the following groups in succession: first attention, then meditations
and “remembrances of good things,” then the more intellectual exercises:
reading, listening, research, and investigation, and finally the more active
exercises: self-mastery, accomplishment of duties, and indifference to indif-
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Everywhere and at all times, it is up to you to rejoice piously at what is
oceurring at the present moment, to conduct yourself with justice towards the
people who are present here and now, and to apply rules of discernment to your
present representations, so that nothing slips in that is not objective.”

Attention to the present moment is, in a sense, the key to spiritual exercises,
It frees us from the passions, which are always caused by the past or the
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future” — two areas which do net depend on us. By encouraging concentration
on the minuscule present moment, which, in its exiguity, is always bearable
and controllable,” attention increases our vigilance. Finally, attention to the
present moment allows us to accede to cosmic consciousness, by making us
attentive to the infinite value of each instant,” and causing us to accept each
moment of existence from the viewpoint of the universal law of the cosmos.

Attention ( prosoche) allows us to respond immediately to events, as if they
were questions asked of us all of a sudden.® In order for this to be possible,
we must always have the fundamental principles “at hand” ( procheiron).” We
are to steep ourselves in the rule of life (kanon),’* by mentally applying it to
all life’s possible different situations, just as we assimilate a grammatical or
mathematical rule through practice, by applying it to individual cases. In this
case, however, we are not dealing with mere knowledge, but with the
transformation of our personality.

We must also associate our imagination and affectivity with the training of
our thought. Here, we must bring into play all the psychagogic techniques
and rhetorical methods of amplification.® We must formulate the rule of life
to ourselves in the most striking and concrete way. We must keep life’s events
“before our eyes,” ¥ and see them in the light of the fundamental rule. This
is known as the exercise of memorization (mneme)” and meditation (melete)™®
on the rule of life.

The exercise of meditation” allows us to be ready at the moment when an
unexpected — and perhaps dramatic — circumstance occurs. In the exercise
called praemeditatio malorum® we are to represent to ourselves poverty,
suffering, and death. We must confront life’s difficulties face to face,
remembering that they are not evils,; since they do not depend on us. This is
why we must engrave striking maxims in our memory," so that, when the
time comes, they can help us accept such events, which are, after all, part of
the course of nature; we will thus have these maxims and sentences “at

‘hand.”* What we need are persuasive formulae or arguments (epilogismor ),

which we can repeat to ourselves in difficult circumstances, so as to check
movements of fear, anger, or sadness.

First thing in the morning, we should go over in advance what we have to
do during the course of the day, and decide on the principles which will guide
and inspire our actions.* In the evening, we should examine ourselves again,
§0 as to be aware of the faults we have committed or the progress we have
made.* We should also examine our dreams.*

As we can see, the exercise of meditation is an attempt to control inner
discourse, in an effort to render it coherent. The goal is to arrange it around
a simple, universal principle: the distinction between what does and does not
depend on us, or between freedom and nature. Whoever wishes to make
progress strives, by means of dialogue with himself*” or with others,* as well
s by writing," to “earry on his reflections in due order™ “ and finally to arrive
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at a complete transformation of his representation '0_1' the world, his inner
climate, and his outer behavior. These methods testify to a deep knowledge
of the therapeutic powers of the world.”! ‘ :
The exercise of meditation and memorization requires nourishment. T‘hls
is where the more specifically intellectual exercises, as cnumerate‘fd by I.’hllo,
come in: reading, listening, research, and investigation. It is a }'clatlvcly simple
matter to provide food for meditation: one could read the sayings c:‘f the poets
and philosophers, for instance, or the apophthegmata.’ “Rea'dmg, however,
could also include the explanation of specifically philosophical texts, works
written by teachers in philosophical schools. Such texts could be read or heard
within the framework of the philosophical instruction given by a profesml“."-‘
Fortified by such instruction, the disciple would be able to StL{d)’ with
precision the entire speculative edifice which sustained and 1ust1ﬁed th_c
fundamental rule, as well as all the physical and logical research of which this
rule was the summary.* “Research” and “investigation” were the resu}t' of
putting instruction into practice. For example, we are to get used to dcﬁnmg
objects and events from a physical point of view, that is, we must picture
them as they are when situated within the cosmic Whole.” Alternatively, we
can divide or dissect events in order to recognize the elements into which
they can be reduced.® prine
Finally, we come to the practical exercises, intended to create hahlts: Some
of these are very much “interior,” and very close to the thought exercises we
have just discussed. “Indifference to indifferent things,” _i:or example, was
nothing other than the application of the fundamental rule.” Ot}.u:r exercises,
such as self-mastery and fulfilling the duties of social life, entailed practical
forms of behavior. Here again, we encounter I'riedmann’s themes: “Try to get
rid of your own passions, vanities, and the itch for talk about your own name
... Avoid backbiting. Get rid of pity and hatred. Love all free hllrr}an beings.
There are a large number of treatises relating to these exercises in Plutarch:

On Restraining Anger, On Peace of Mind, On Brotherly Love, On the Love of

Children, On Garrulity, On the Love of Wealth, On False Shame, On Envy and
Hatred. Seneca also composed works of the same genre: On Anger, On
Benefits, On Peace of Mind, On Leisure. In this kin.d_ of exerci‘sc, one very
simple principle is always recommended: begin practicing on easier things, so
as gradually to acquire a stable, solid habit.® . £

For the Stoic, then, doing philosophy meant practicing how to “live™; that
is, how to live freely and consciously. Consciously, in tha_t we pass beyqnd the
limits of individuality, to recognize ourselves as a part of the reason-animated
cosmos. Freely, in that we give up desiring that which does not depend on us
and is beyond our control, so as to attach ourselves only to what depends on
us: actions which are just and in conformity with reason. ‘

It is easy to understand that a philosophy like Stoicism, whicl'h requires
vigilance, energy, and psychic tension, should consist essentially in spiritual
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exercises. But it will perhaps come as a surprise to learn than Epicureanism,
usually considered the philosophy of pleasure, gives just as prominent a place
as Stoicism to precise practices which are nothing other than spiritual
exercises. The reason for this is that, for Epicurus just as much as for the
Stoics, philosophy is a therapeutics: “We must concern ourselves with the
healing of our own lives.” ¥ In this context, healing consists in bringing one’s
soul back from the worries of life to the simple joy of existing. People’s
unhappiness, for the Epicureans, comes from the fact that they are afraid of
things which are not to be feared, and desire things which it is not necessary
to desire, and which are beyond their control. Consequently, their life is
consumed in worries over unjustified fears and unsatisfied desires. As a result,
they are deprived of the only genuine pleasure there is: the pleasure of
existing. This is why Epicurean physics can liberate us from fear: it can show
us that the gods have no effect on the progress of the world and that death,
being complete dissolution, is not a part of life.% Epicurean ethics: Epicurean,
as deliverance from desires can deliver us from our insatiable desires, by
distinguishing between desires which are both natural and necessary, desires
which are natural but not necessary, and desires which are neither natural nor
necessary. It is enough to satisfy the first category of desires, and give up the
last — and eventually the second as well — in order to ensure the absence of
worries,’! and to reveal the sheer joy of existing: “The cries of the flesh are:
‘Not to be hungry’, ‘not to be thirsty’, ‘not to be cold’. For if one enjoys the
possession of this, and the hope of continuing to possess it, he might rival
even Zeus in happiness.” This is the source of the feeling of gratitude,
which one would hardly have expected, which illuminates what one might call
Epicurean piety towards all things: “Thanks be to blessed Nature, that she
has made what is necessary easy to obtain, and what is not easy unnecess-
ary.”6

Spiritual exercises are required for the healing of the soul. Like the Stoics,
the Epicureans advise us to meditate upon and assimilate, “day and night,”
brief aphorisms or summaries which will allow us to keep the fundamental
dogmas “at hand.” * For instance, there is the well-known tetrapharmakos, or
four-fold healing formula: “God presents no fears, death no worries. And
while good is readily attainable, evil is readily endurable.” % The abundance
of collections of Epicurean aphorisms is a response to the demands of the
spiritual exercise of meditation.” As with the Stoics, however, the study of
the dogmatic treatises of the school’s grear founders was also an exercise
intended to provide material for meditation,”” so as more thoroughly to
impregnate the soul with the fundamental intuitions of Epicureanism.

The study of physics is a particularly important spiritual exercise: “we
should not think that any other end is served by knowledge of celestial
phenomena . . . than freedom from disturbance and firm confidence, just as
in the other fields of study.”®™ Contemplation of the physical world and
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imagination of the infinite are important elements of Epicurean physics. Both
can bring about a complete change in our way of looking at things. The closed
universe is infinitely dilated, and we derive from this spectacle a unique
spiritual pleasure:

the walls of the world open out, I see action going on throughout the
whole void, . . . Thereupon from all these things a sort of divine delight
gets hold upon me and a shuddering, because nature thus by your power
(i.e. Epicurus’) has been so manifestly laid open and unveiled in every
part.”

Meditation, however, be it simple or erudite, is not the only Epicurean
spiritual exercise. To cure the soul, it is not necessary, as the Stoics would
have it, to train it to stretch itself tight, but rather to train it to relax. Instead
of picturing misfortunes in advance, so as to be prepared to bear them, we
must rather, say the Epicureans, detach our thought from the vision of painful
things, and fix our eyes on pleasurable ones. We are to relive memories of
past pleasures, and enjoy the pleasures of the present, recognizing how intense
and agreeable these present pleasures are.”” We have here a quite distinctive
spiritual exercise, different from the constant vigilance of the Stoic, with his
constant readiness to safeguard his moral liberty at each instant. Instead,
Epicureanism preaches the deliberate, continually renewed choice of relax-
ation and serenity, combined with a profound gratitude” toward nature and
life,”? which constantly offer us joy and pleasure, if only we know how to find
them.

By the same token, the spiritual exercise of trying to live in the present
moment is very different for Stoics and Epicureans. For the former, it means
mental tension and constant wakefulness of the moral conscience; for the
latter, it is, as we have seen, an invitation to relaxation and serenity. Worry,
which tears us in the direction of the future, hides from us the incomparable
value of the simple fact of existing: “We are born once, and cannot be born
twice, but for all time must be no more. But you, who are not master of
tomorrow, postpone your happiness: life is wasted in procrastination and each
one of us dies overwhelmed with cares.”? This is the doctrine contained in
Horace’s famous saying: carpe diem.

Life ebbs as I speak:
so seize each day, and grant the next no credit.”

For the Epicureans, in the last analysis, pleasure is a spiritual exercise. Not
pleasure in the form of mere sensual gratification, but the intellectual pleasure
derived from contemplating nature, the thought of pleasures past and present,
and lastly the pleasure of friendship. In Epicurean communities, friendship”
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also had its spiritual exercises, carried out in a joyous, relaxed atmosphere.
These include the public confession of one’s faults;’® mutual correction,
carried out in a fraternal spirit; and examining one’s conscience.” Above all,
friendship itself was, as it were, the spiritual exercise par excellence: “Each
person was to tend towards creating the atmosphere in which hearts could
flourish. The main goal was to be happy, and mutual affection and the
confidence with which they relied upon each other contributed more than
anything else to this happiness.” 7

2 Learning to Dialogue

The practice of spiritual exercises is likely to be rooted in traditions going
back to immemorial times.™ It 1s, however, the figure of Socrates that causes
them to emerge into Western consciousness, for this figure was, and has
remained, the living call to awaken our moral consciousness.® We ought not
to forget that this call sounded forth within a specific form: that of dialogue.

In the “Socratic™* dialogue, the question truly at stake is not what is being
talked about, but who is doing the talking.

anyone who is close to Socrates and enters into conversation with him
is liable to be drawn into an argument, and whatever subject he may
start, he will be continually carried round and round by him, until at
last he finds that he has to give an account both of his present and past
life, and when he is once entangled, Socrates will not let him go until
he has completely and thoroughly sifted him . . . And I think there is no
harm in being reminded of any wrong thing which we are, or have been,
doing; he who does not run away from criticism will be sure to take
more heed of his afterlife.®

In a “Socratic” dialogue, Socrates’ interlocutor does not learn anything, and
Socrates has no intention of teaching him anything. He repeats, moreover, to
all who are willing to listen, that the only thing he knows is that he does not
know anything.® Yet, like an indefatigable horsefly," Socrates harassed his
interlocutors with questions which put themselves into question, forcing them
1o pay attention to and take care of themselves.®

My very good friend, you are an Athenian, and belong to a city which
is the greatest and most famous in the world for its wisdom and
strength. Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to acquiring
as much money as possible, and similarly with reputation and honour,
and give no attention or thought to truth |aletheia) or thought | phronesis|
or the |w|‘|l't‘1in|l of your soul |ﬁ,\:]'r'ﬁf'1?""
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Socrates’ mission consisted in inviting his contemporaries to examine their
conscience, and to take care for their inner progress:

I did not care for the things that most people care about — making
money, having a comfortable home, high military or civil rank, and all
the other activities, political appointments, secret societies, party organ-
izations, which go on in our city . .. I set myself to do you — each one
of you, individually and in private — what I hold to be the greatest
possible service. I tried to persuade each one of you to concern himself
less with what he has than with what he is, so as to render himself as
excellent and as rational as possible.”

In Plato’s Symposium, Alcibiades describes the effect made on him by
dialogues with Socrates in the following terms: “this latter-day Marsyas, here,
has often left me in such a state of mind that I've felt I simply couldn’t go
on living the way I did . . . He makes me admit that while ’'m spending my
time on politics, I am neglecting all the things that are crying for attention in
myself.”

Thus, the Socratic dialogue turns out to be a kind of communal spiritual
exercise. In it, the interlocutors are invited® to participate in such inner
spiritual exercises as examination of conscience and attention to oneself; in
other words, they are urged to comply with the famous dictum, “Know
thyself.” Although it is difficult to be sure of the original meaning of this
formula, this much is clear: it invites us to establish a relationship of the self
to the self, which constitutes the foundation of every spiritual exercise. To
know oneself means, among other things, to know oneself gua non-sage: that
is, not as a sophos, but as a philo-sophos, someone on the way toward wisdom.
Alternatively, it can mean to know oneself in one’s essential being; this entails
separating that which we are not from that which we are, Finally, it can mean
to know oneself in one’s true moral state: that is, to examine one’s con-
science.™

If we can trust the portrait sketched by Plato and Aristophanes, Socrates,
master of dialogue with others, was also a master of dialogue with himself,
and, therefore, a master of the practice of spiritual exercises. He is portrayed
as capable of extraordinary mental concentration. He arrives late at Agathon’s
banquet, for example, because “as we went along the road, Socrates directed
his intellect towards himself, and began to fall behind.””" Alcibiades tells the
story of how, during the expedition against Poteidaia, Socrates remained
standing all day and all night, “lost in thought.”* In his Clouds, Aristophanes
seems to allude to these same Socratic habits:

Now, think hard and cogitate; spin round in every way as you
concentrate, If you come up against an insoluble point, jump to another
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... Now don’t keep your mind always spinning around itself, but let
your thoughts out into the air a bit, like a may-beetle tied by its foot.”

Meditation — the practice of dialogue with oneself — seems to have held a
place of honor among Socrates’ disciples. When Antisthenes was asked what
profit he had derived from philosophy, he replied: “The ability to converse
with myself.” The intimate connection between dialogue with others and
dialogue with oneself is profoundly significant. Only he who is capable of a
genuine encounter with the other is capable of an authentic encounter with
himself, and the converse is equally true. Dialogue can be genuine only within
the framework of presence to others and to oneself. From this perspective,
every spiritual exercise is a dialogue, insofar as it is an exercise of authentic
presence, to oneself and to others.”

The borderline between “Socratic” and “Platonic”  dialogue is im-
possible to delimit. Yet the Platonic dialogue is always “Socratic” in inspira-
tion, because it is an intellectual, and, in the last analysis, a
“spiritual” exercise. This characteristic of the Platonic dialogue needs to be
emphasized.

Platonic dialogues are model exercises. They are models, in that they are
not transcriptions of real dialogues, but literary compositions which present
an ideal dialogue. And they are exercises precisely insofar as they are
dialogues: we have already seen, apropos of Socrates, the dialectical character
of all spiritual exercises. A dialogue is an itinerary of the thought, whose route
is traced by the constantly maintained accord between questioner and
respondent. In opposing his method to that of eristics, Plato strongly
emphasizes this point:

When two friends, like you and 1, feel like talking, we have to go about
it in a gentler and more dialectical way. “More dialectical,” it seems to
me, means that we must not merely give true responses, but that we
must base our replies only on that which our interlocutor admits that
he himself knows.”

T'he dimension of the interlocutor is, as we can see, of capital importance. It
is what prevents the dialogue from becoming a theoretical, dogmatic exposé,
and forces it to be a concrete, practical exercise. For the point is not to set
forth a doctrine, but rather to guide the interlocutor towards a determinate
mental attitude, It is a combat, amicable but real.

T'he point is worth stressing, for the same thing happens in every spiritual
exercise: we must /et ourselves be changed, in our point of view, attitudes,
und convictions. This means that we must dialogue with ourselves, and hence
we must do battle with ourselves. This is why, from this perspective, the
methodology of the Platonie dinlogue is of such crucial interest:
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Despite what may have been said, Platonic thought bears no resem-
blance to a light-winged dove, who needs no effort to take off from earth
to soar away into the pure spaces of utopia. ..at every moment, the
dove has to fight against the soul of the interlocutor, which is filled with
lead. Each degree of elevation must be fought for and won.”

To emerge victorious from this battle, it is not enough to disclose the truth.
It is not even enough to demonstrate it. What is needed is persuasion, and for
that one must use psychagogy, the art of seducing souls. Even at that, it is
not enough to use only rhetoric, which, as it were, tries to persuade from a
distance, by means of a continuous discourse. What is needed above all is
dialectic, which demands the explicit consent of the interlocutor at every
moment. Dialectic must skillfully choose a tortuous path — or rather, a series
of apparently divergent, but nevertheless convergent, paths” — in order to
bring the interlocutor to discover the contradictions of his own position, or
to admit an unforeseen conclusion. All the circles, detours, endless divisions,
digressions, and subtleties which make the modern reader of Plato’s Dialogues
so uncomfortable are destined to make ancient readers and interlocutors travel
a specific path. Thanks to these detours, “with a great deal of effort, one rubs
names, definitions, visions and sensations against one another”; one
“spends a long time in the company of these questions”; one “lives with
them”? until the light blazes forth. Yet one keeps on practicing, since “for
reasonable people, the measure of listening to such discussions is the whole
of life.” 1"

What counts is not the solution of a particular problem, but the road
travelled to reach it; a road along which the interlocutor, the disciple, and the
reader form their thought, and make it more apt to discover the truth by
itself:!""

Stranger: Suppose someone asked us this question about our class of
clementary school-children learning to read. “When a child is asked
what letters spell a word — it can be any word you please — are we to
regard this exercise as undertaken to discover the correct spelling of the
particular word the teacher assigned, or as designed rather to make rhe
child better able to deal with all words he may be asked to spell?”
Young Socrates: Surely we reply that the purpose is to teach him to
read them all.

Stranger: How does this principle apply to our present search for the
statesman? Why did we set ourselves the problem? Is our chicf purpose
to find the statesman, or have we the larger aim of becoming better
dialecticians, more able to tackle all questions?

Young Socrates: Here, too, the answer is clear; we aim to become
better dialecticians with regard to all possible subjects, ™
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As we see, the subject-matter of the dialogue counts less than the method
applied in it; and the solution of a problem has less value than the road
travelled in common in order to resolve it. The point is not to find the answer
to a problem before anyone else, but to practice, as effectively as possible, the
application of a method:

ease and speed in reaching the answer to the problem propounded are
most commendable, but the /ogos requires that this be only a secondary,
not a primary reason for commending an argument. What we must
value first and foremost, above all else, is the philosophical method
itself, and this consists in ability to divide according to forms. If,
therefore, either a lengthy /oges or an unusually brief one leaves the
hearer more able to find the forms, it is this presentation of the logos
which must be diligently carried through.'”

As a dialectical exercise, the Platonic dialogue corresponds exactly to a
spiritual exercise. There are two reasons for this. In the first place, discreetly
but genuinely, the dialogue guides the interlocutor — and the reader — towards
conversion. Dialogue is only possible if the interlocutor has a real desire to
dialogue: that is, if he truly wants to discover the truth, desires the Good from
the depths of his soul, and agrees to submit to the rational demands of the
Logos.'"™ His act of faith must correspond to that of Socrates: “It is because
I am convinced of its truth that I am ready, with vour help, to inquire into
the nature of virtue.”'"

In fact, the dialectical effort 1s an ascent in common towards the truth and
towards the Good, “which every soul pursues.”'" Furthermore, in Plato’s
view, every dialectical exercise, precisely because it is an exercise of pure
thought, subject to the demands of the Logos, turns the soul away from the
sensible world, and allows it to convert itself towards the Good." It is the
spirit’s itinerary towards the divine.

3 Learning to Die

There is a mysterious connection between language and death. This was
one of the favorite themes of the late Brice Parain, who wrote:
“luanguage develops only upon the death of individuals.™® For the
Logos represents a demand for universal rationality, and presupposes a
world of immutable norms, which are opposed to the perpetual state of
becoming and changing appetites characteristic of individual, corporeal
life, In this opposition, he who remaing faithful to the Logos risks losing his
llill'. This was the case with Socrates, whao died for his faithfulness to the
OO,
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Socrates’ death was the radical event which founded Platonism. After
all; the essence of Platonism consists in the affirmation that the Good
is the ultimate cause of all beings. In the words of a fourth-century Neo-
platonist:

If all beings are beings only by virtue of goodness, and if they participate
in the Good, then the first must necessarily be a good which transcends
being. Here is an eminent proof of this: souls of value despise being for
the sake of the Good, whenever they voluntarily place themselves in
danger, for their country, their loved ones, or for virtue.'”

Socrates exposed himself to death for the sake of virtue. He preferred to die
rather than renounce the demands of his conscience,'” thus preferring the
Good above being, and thought and conscience above the life of his body.
This is nothing other than the fundamental philosophical choice. If it is true
that philosophy subjugates the body’s will to live to the higher demands of
thought, it can rightly be said that philosophy is the training and apprentice-
ship for death. As Socrates puts it in the Phaedo: “it is a fact, Simmias, that
those who go about philosophizing correctly are in training for death, and that
to them of all men death is least alarming.” '

The death in question here is the spiritual separation of the soul and the
body:

separating the soul as much as possible from the body, and accustoming
it to gather itself together from every part of the body and concentrate
itself until it is completely independent, and to have its dwelling, so far
as it can, both now and in the future, alone and by itself, freed from the
shackles of the body.'"

Such is the Platonic spiritual exercise. But we must be wary of misinterpret-

ing it. In particular; we must not isolate it from the philosophical death of

Socrates, whose presence dominates the whole of the Phaedo. The separation
between soul and body under discussion here — whatever its prehistory — bears
absolutely no resemblance to any state of trance or catalepsy. In the latter, the
body loses consciousness, while the soul is in a supernatural visionary state.'?
All the arguments in the Phaedo, both preceding and following the passage
we have quoted above, show that the goal of this philosophical separation is
for the soul to liberate itself, shedding the passions linked to the corporeal
senses, so as to attain to the autonomy of thought.'*

We can perhaps get a better idea of this spiritual exercise if we understand
it as an attempt to liberate ourselves from a partial, passionate point of view
linked to the senses and the body — s0 as to rise to the universal, normative
viewpoint of thought, submitting ourselves to the demands of the Logos and
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the norm of the Good. Training for death is training to die fo one’s
individuality and passions, in order to look at things from the perspective of
universality and objectivity. i
Such an exercise requires the concentration of thought upon itself, by
means of meditation and an inner dialogue. Plato alludes to this process in
the Republic, once again in the context of the tyranny of individual passions.
The tyranny of desire, he tells us, shows itself particularly clearly in dreams:

The savage part of the soul . . . does not hesitate, in thought, to try to
have sex with its mother, or with anyone else, man, god, or animal. It
is ready to commit any bloody crime; there is no food it would not eat:
and, ]1In a word, it does not stop short of any madness or shameless-
ness.'!

To liberate ourselves from this tyranny, we are to have recourse to a spiritual
exercise of the same type as that described in the Phaedo:

When, however, a man does not go to sleep before he has awakened his
rational faculty, and regaled it with excellent discourses and investig-
ations, concentrating himself on himself, having also appeased the
appetitive part . . . and calmed the irascible part . . . once he has calmed
these two parts of the soul, and stimulated the third, in which reason
resides . . . it is then that the soul best attains to truth,"

Here we shall ask the reader’s indulgence to embark on a brief digression,
To present philosophy as “training for death” was a decision of paramount
importance. As Socrates’ interlocutor in the Phaedo was quick to remark, such
a characterization seems somewhat laughable, and the common man would be
right in calling philosophers moribund mopers who, if they are put to death,
will have earned their punishment well.""” For anyone who takes philosophy
seriously, however, this Platonic dictum is profoundly true. It has had an
enormous influence on Western philosophy, and has been taken up even by
such adversaries of Platonism as Epicurus and Heidegger. Compared to this
formulation, the philosophical verbiage both of the past and of the present
seems empty indeed. In the words of La Rochefoucauld, “Neither the sun nor
death can be looked at directly.” '8

Indeed, the only ones even to attempt to do so are philosophers. Beneath
all their diverse conceptions of death, one common virtue recurs again and
again: lucidity. For Plato, he who has already tasted of the immortality of
thought cannot be frightened by the idea of being snatched away from
sensible life. For the Epicurcan, the thought of death is the same as the
consciousness of the finite nature of existence, and it is this which gives an
infinite value to each instant. Each of life's moments surges forth laden with
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incommensurable value: “Believe that each day that has dawned will be your
last; then you will receive each unexpected hour with gratitude.” '’

In the apprenticeship of death, the Stoic discovers the apprenticeship of
freedom. Montaigne, in one of his best-known essays, That Philosophizing is
Learning how to Die, plagiarizes Seneca: “He who has learned how to die, has
un-learned how to serve.”'™ The thought of death transforms the the tone
and level of inner life: “Keep death before your eyes every day . . .and then
you will never have any abject thought nor any excessive desire.” ! This
philosophical theme, in turn, is connected with that of the infinite value of
the present moment, which we must live as if it were, simultancously, both
the first moment and the last.'?

Philosophy is still “a training for death” for a modern thinker such as
Heidegger. For him, the authenticity of existence consists in the lucid
anticipation of death, and it is up to each of us to choose between lucidity
and diversion.'?

For Plato, training for death is a spiritual cxercise which consists in
changing one’s point of view. We are to change from a vision of things
dominated by individual passions to a representation of the world governed
by the universality and objectivity of thought. This constitutes a conversion
(metastrophe) brought about with the totality of the soul.” From the
perspective of pure thought, things which are “human, all too human” seem
awfully puny. This is one of the fundamental themes of Platonic spiritual
exercises, and it is this which will allow us to maintain serenity in misfortunes:

The rational law declares that it is best to keep quiet as far as possible
in misfortune, and not to complain, because we cannot know what is
really good and evil in such things, and it does us no good for the future
to take them hard, and nothing in human life is worthy of great concern,
and our grieving is an obstacle to the very thing we need to come to our
aid as quickly as possible in such cases.

What do you mean?

To deliberate, 1 said, about what has happened to us, and, as in
dice-games, to re-establish our position according to whatever numbers
turn up, however reason indicates would be best, and...always
accustom the soul to come as quickly as possible to cure the ailing part
and raise up what has fallen, making lamentations disappear by means
of its therapy.'”

One could say that this spiritual exercise is already Stoic,'*® since in it we can
see the utilization of maxims and principles intended to “accustom the soul,”
and liberate it from the passions. Among these maxims, the one affirming the
unimportance of human affairs plays an important role. Yet, in its turn, this
maxim is only the consequence of the movement described in the Phaedo,
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whereby the soul, moving from individuality to universality, rises to the level
of pure thought.

The three key concepts of the insignificance of human affairs, contempt for
death, and the universal vision characteristic of pure thought are quite plainly
linked in the following passage:

there is this further point to be considered in distinguishing the
philosophical from the unphilosophical nature. .. the soul must not
contain any hint of servility. For nothing can be more contrary than
such pettiness to the quality of a soul which must constantly strive to
embrace the universal totality of things divine and human . . . But that
soul to which pertain grandeur of thought and the contemplation of the
totality of time and of being, do you think that it can consider human
life to be a matter of great importance? Hence such a man will not
suppose death to be terrible.'”

Here, “training for death” is linked to the contemplation of the Whole and
elevation of thought, which rises from individual, passionate subjectivity to
the universal perspective. In other words, it attains to the exercise of pure
thought. In this passage, for the first time, this characteristic of the
philosopher receives the appellation it will maintain throughout ancient
tradition: greatness of soul.'?® Greatness of soul is the fruit of the universality
of thought. Thus, the whole of the philosopher’s speculative and contemplat-
ive effort becomes a spiritual exercise, insofar as he raises his thought up to
the perspective of the Whole, and liberates it from the illusions of indi-
viduality (in the words of Friedmann: “Step out of duration ... become
eternal by transcending yourself ).

From such a perspective, even physics becomes a spiritual exercise, which
is situated on three levels. In the first place, physics can be a contemplative
activity, which has its end in itself, providing joy and serenity to the soul, and
liberating it from day-to-day worries. This is the spirit of Aristotelian physics:
“nature, which fashioned creatures, gives amazing pleasure in their study to
all who can trace links of causation, and are naturally philosophers.”? As we
have seen, it was in the contemplation of nature that the Epicurean Lucretius
found “a divine delight.”™ For the Stoic Epictetus, the meaning of our
existence resides in this contemplation: we have been placed on earth in order
to contemplate divine creation, and we must not die before we have witnessed
its marvels and lived in harmony with nature.'!

Clearly, the precise meaning of the contemplation of nature varies widely
from one philosophy to another. There is a great deal of difference between
Aristotelian physies, for example, and the feeling for nature as we find it in
Philo of Alexandria and Plutarch. It is nevertheless interesting to note with
what enthusinsm these two authors speak about their imaginative physics:
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Those who practice wisdom . . . are excellent contemplators of nature
and everything she contains. They examine the earth, the sea, the sky,
the heavens, and all their inhabitants; they are joined in thought to the
sun, the moon, and all the other stars, both fixed and wandering, in their
courses; and although they are attached to the earth by their bodies, they
provide their souls with wings, so that they may walk on the ether and
contemplate the powers that live there, as is fitting for true citizens of the
world . . . and so, filled with excellence, accustomed to take no notice of
ills of the body or of exterior things . . . it goes without saying that such
men, rejoicing in their virtues, make of their whole lives a festival."*

These last lines are an allusion to an aphorism of Diogenes the Cynic, which
is also quoted by Plutarch: “Does not a good man consider every day a
festival?” “And a very splendid one, to be sure,” continues Plutarch,

if we are virtuous. For the world is the most sacred and divine of
temples, and the one most fitting for the gods. Man is introduced into
it by birth to be a spectator: not of artificial, immobile statues, but of
the perceptible images of intelligible essences . . . such as the sun, the
moon, the stars, the rivers whose water always flows afresh, and the
carth, which sends forth food for plants and animals alike. A life which
is a perfect revelation, and an initiation into these mysteries, should be
filled with tranquillity and joy.'?

Physics as a spiritual exercise can also take on the form of an imaginative
“overflight,” which causes human affairs to be regarded as of little import-
ance.'™ We encounter this theme in Marcus Aurelius:

Suppose you found yourself all of a sudden raised up to the heavens,
and that you were to look down upon human affairs in all their motley
diversity. You would hold them in contempt if you were to see, in the
same glance, how great is the number of beings of the ether and the air,
living round about you.'#

The same theme occurs in Seneca:

The soul has attained the culmination of happiness when, having
crushed underfoot all that is evil, it takes flight and penetrates the inner
recesses of nature. It is then, while wandering amongst the very stars,
that it likes to laugh at the costly pavements of the rich ., . But the soul
cannot despise [all these riches] before it has been all around the world,
and casting a contemptuous glance at the narrow globe of the earth from
above, says to itself: “So this is the pin=point which so many nations
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divide among themselves with fire and sword? How ridiculous are the
boundaries of men!”¥

In this spiritual exercise of the vision of totality, and elevation of thought
to the level of universal thought, we can distinguish a third degree, in which
we come closer to the Platonic theme from which we started out. In the words
of Marcus Aurelius:

Don’t limit yourself to breathing along with the air that surrounds you;
from now on, think along with the Thought which embraces all things.
For the imtellective power 1s no less universally diffused, and does not
penetrate any the less into each being capable of receiving it, than the
air in the case of one capable of breathing it . . . you will make a large
room at once for yourself by embracing in your thought the whole
Universe, and grasping ever-continuing Time.'"

At this stage, it is as though we die to our individuality; in so doing, we
accede, on the one hand, to the interiority of our consciousness, and on the
other, to the universality of thought of the All.

You were already the All, but because something else besides the
All came to be added on to you, you have become less than the All, by
the very fact of this addition. For the addition did not come about
from being — what could be added to the All? — but rather from
not-being. When one becomes “someone” out of not-being, one is no
longer the All, until one leaves the not-being behind. Moreover, you
increase yourself when you reject everything other than the All) and
when you have rejected it, the All will be present to you ... The All
had no need to come in order to be present. If it is not present, the reason
is that it is you who have distanced yourself from it. “Distancing
yourself” does not mean leaving it to go someplace else — for it would
be there, too. Rather, it means turning away from the All, despite the
fact that it is there.'®

With Plotinus, we now return to Platonism. The Platonic tradition remained
faithful to Plato’s spiritual exercises. We need only add that, in Neoplatonism,
the idea of spiritual progress plays a much more explicit role than in Plato’s
writings. In Neoplatonism, the stages of spiritual progress corresponded to
different degrees of virtue. The hierarchy of these stages is described in many
Neoplatonie texts,'" serving in particular as the framework for Marinus’ Life
of Proclus,""" Porphyry, editor of Plotinus’ Enneads, systematically arranged his
master's work according to the stages of this spiritual progress. First, the soul
wis purified by it gradual detachment from the body; then came the
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knowledge of, and subsequent passing beyond, the sensible world; finally, the
soul achieved conversion toward the Intellect and the One. '

Spiritual exercises are a prerequisite for spiritual progress. In his treatise
On Abstinence from Animate Beings, Porphyry sums up the Platonic tradition
quite well. We must, he tells us, undertake two exercises (meletai): in the ﬁ‘rst
place, we must turn our thought away from all that is mortal and material.
Secondly, we must return toward the activity of the Intellect.!”? The first stage
of these Neoplatonic exercises includes aspects which are highly ascetic, in the
modern sense of the word: a vegetarian diet, among other things. In the same
context, Porphyry insists strongly on the importance of spiritual €XErcises.
The contemplation (theoria) which brings happiness, he tells us, does not
consist in the accumulation of discourse and abstract teachings, even if their
subject is true Being. Rather, we must make sure our studies are accompanied
by an effort to make these teachings become “nature and life” within us.'

‘In the philosophy of Plotinus, spiritual exercises arc of fundamcptal
importance. Perhaps the best example can be found in the way Plotinus
defines the essence of the soul and its immateriality. If we have doubts about
the immortality and immateriality of the soul, says Plotinus, this is because
we are accustomed to see it filled with irrational desires and violent sentiments
and passions.

If one wants to know the nature of a thing, one must examine it in its
pure state, since every addition to a thing is an obstacle to the knowledge
of that thing. When you examine it, then, remove from it everything
that is not itself; better still remove all your stains from yourself and
examine yourself, and you will have faith in your immortality.™

If you do not yet see your own beauty, do as the sculptor does with a
statue which must become beautiful: he removes one part, scrapes
another, makes one area smooth, and cleans the other, until he causes
the beautiful face in the statue to appear. In the same way, you too must
remove everything that is superfluous, straighten that which is crooked,
and purify all that is dark until you make it brilliant. Never stop
sculpting your own statue, until the divine splendor of virtue shines in
you . . . If you have become this . . . and have nothing alien inside you
mixed with yourself . . . when you see that you have become this. ..
concentrate your gaze and see. For it is only an eye such as this that can
look on the great Beauty.'#

Here we can see how the the demonstration of the soul’s immateriality has
been transformed into experience. Only he who liberates himself and purifies
himself from the passions, which conceal the true reality of the soul, can
understand that the soul is immaterial and immortal. Here, knowledge i a

bn
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spiritual exercise."® We must first undergo moral purification, in order to
become capable of understanding.

When the object of our knowledge is no longer the soul, but the Intellect'’
and above all the One, principle of all things, we must once again have
recourse to spiritual exercises. In the case of the One, Plotinus makes a clear
distinction between, on the one hand, “instruction,” which speaks about its
object in an exterior way, and, on the other, the “path,” which truly leads to
concrete knowledge of the Good: “We are instructed about it by analogies,
negations, and the knowledge of things which come from it. .. we are /led
towards it by purifications, virtues, inner settings in order, and ascents into
the intelligible world.” " Plotinus’ writings are full of passages describing
such spiritual exercises, the goal of which was not merely to know the Good,
but to become identical with it, in a complete annihilation of individuality. To
achieve this goal, he tells us, we must avoid thinking of any determinate
form," strip the soul of all particular shape,'™® and set aside all things other
than the One."™' It is then that, in a fleeting blaze of light, there takes place
the metamorphosis of the self:

Then the seer no longer sees his object, for in that instant he no longer
distinguishes himself from it; he no longer has the impression of two
separate things, but ke has, in a sense, become another. He is no longer
himself, nor does he belong to himself, but he is one with the One, as
the centre of one circle coincides with the centre of another.'

4 Learning How to Read

In the preceding pages, we have tried to describe — albeit too briefly — the
richness and variety of the practice of spiritual exercises in antiquity. We have
seen that, at first glance, they appear to vary widely. Some, like Plutarch’s
ethismot, designed to curb curiosity, anger or gossip, were only practices
intended to ensure good moral habits. Others, particularly the meditations of
the Platonic tradition, demanded a high degree of mental concentration.
Some, like the contemplation of nature as practiced in all philosophical
schools, turned the soul toward the cosmos, while still others — rare and
exceptional — led to a transfiguration of the personality, as in the experiences
of Plotinus, We also saw that the emotional tone and notional content of these
exercises varied widely from one philosophical school to another: from the
mobilization of energy and consent to destiny of the Stoics, to the relaxation
and detachment of the Epicureans, to mental concentration and renunciation
of the sensible world among the Platonists,

Beneath this apparent diversity, however, there is a profound unity, both
in the means employed and in the ends pursued. The means employed are
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the rhetorical and dialectical techniques of persuasion, the attempts at
mastering one’s inner dialogue, and mental concentration. In all philosophical
schools, the goal pursued in these exercises is self-realization and improve-
ment. All schools agree that man, before his philosophical conversion, is in a
state of unhappy disquiet. Consumed by worries, torn by passions, he does
not live a genuine life, nor is he truly himself. All schools also agree that man
can be delivered from this state. He can accede to genuine life, improve
himself, transform himself, and attain a state of perfection. It is precisely
for this that spiritual exercises are intended. Their goal is a kind of self-
formation, or paideia, which is to teach us to live, not in conformity with
human prejudices and social conventions — for social life is itself a product of
the passions — but in conformity with the nature of man, which is none other
than reason, Each in its own way, all schools believed in the freedom of the
will, thanks to which man has the possibility to modify, improve, and realize
himself. Underlying this conviction is the parallelism between physical and
spiritual exercises: just as, by dint of repeated physical exercises, athletes give
new form and strength to their bodies; so the philosopher develops his
strength of soul, modifies his inner climate, transforms his vision of the world,
and, finally, his entire being.'” The analogy seems all the more self-evident
in that the gymnasion, the place where physical exercises were practiced, was
the same place where philosophy lessons were given; in other words, it was
also the place for training in spiritual gymnastics, '™

The quest for self-realization, final goal of spiritual exercises, is well
symbolized by the Plotinian image of sculpting one’s own statue.'”* It is often
misunderstood, since people imagine that this expression corresponds to a
kind of moral aestheticism. On this interpretation, 'its meaning would be to
adopt a pose, to select an attitude, or to fabricate a personality for oneself. In
fact, it is nothing of the sort. For the ancients, sculpture was an art which
“took away,” as opposed to painting, an art which “added on.” The statue
pre-existed in the marble block, and it was enough to take away what was
superfluous in order to cause it to appear.'st

One conception was common to all the philosophical schools: people are
unhappy because they are the slave of their passions. In other words, they are
unhappy because they desire things they may not be able to obtain, since they
are exterior, alien, and superfluous to them. It follows that happiness consists
in independence, freedom, and autonomy. In other words, happiness is the
return to the essential: that which is truly “ourselves,” and which depends on
us.

This is obviously true in Platonism, where we find the famous image of
Glaucos, the god who lives in the depths of the sea. Covered as he is with
mud, seaweed, seashells, and pebbles, Glaucos is unrecognizable, and the
same holds true for the soul: the body is a kind of thick, coarse crust, covering
and completely disfiguring it, and the soul’s true nature would appear only if
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it rose up out of the sea, throwing off everything alien to it.'" The spiritual
exercise of apprenticeship for death, which consists in separating oneself from
the body, its passions, and its desires, purifies the soul from all these
superfluous additions. It is enough to practice this exercise in order for the
soul to return to its true nature, and devote itself exclusively to the exercise
of pure thought.

Much the same thing can be said for Stoicism. With the help of the
distinction between what does and does not depend on us; we can reject all
that is alien to us, and return to our true selves. In other words, we can
achieve moral freedom.

Finally, the same also holds true for Epicureanism. By ignoring unnatural
and unnecessary desires, we can return to our original nucleus of freedom and
independence, which may be defined by the satisfaction of natural and
necessary desires.

Thus, all spiritual exercises are, fundamentally, a return to the self, in
which the self is liberated from the state of alienation into which it has been
plunged by worries, passions, and desires. The “self” liberated in this way is
no longer merely our egoistic, passionate individuality: it is our moral person,
open to universality and objectivity, and participating in universal nature or
thought,

With the help of these exercises, we should be able to attain to wisdom;
that is, to a state of complete liberation from the passions, utter lucidity,
knowledge of ourselves and of the world. In fact, for Plato, Aristotle, the
Epicureans, and the Stoics, such an ideal of human perfection serves to define
divine perfection, a state by definition inaccessible to man.'® With the possible
exception of the Epicurean school,"™ wisdom was conceived as an ideal after
which one strives without the hope of ever attaining it. Under normal
circumstances, the only state accessible to man is philo-sophia: the love of, or
progress toward, wisdom. For this reason, spiritual exercises must be taken
up again and again, in an ever-renewed effort.

The philosopher lives in an intermediate state. He is not a sage, but he is
not a non-sage, either.' He is therefore constantly torn between the
non-philosophical and the philosophical life; between the domain of the
habitual and the everyday, on the one hand, and, on the other, the domain of
consciousness and lucidity.'® To the same extent that the philosophical life is
equivalent to the practice of spiritual exercises, it is also a tearing away from
everyday life. It is a conversion,'®? a total transformation of one’s vision,
life-style, and behavior.

Among the Cynics, champions of askesis, this engagement amounted to a
total break with the profane world, analogous to the monastic calling in
Christianity. The rupture took the form of a way of living, and even of dress,
completely foreign to that of the rest of mankind. This is why it was
sometimes said that Cynicism was not a philosophy in the proper sense of the
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term, but a state of life (enstasis).'® In fact, however, all philosophical schools
engaged their disciples upon a new way of life, albeit in a more moderate way.
The practice of spiritual exercises implied a complete reversal of received
ideas: one was to renounce the false values of wealth, honors, and pleasures,
and turn towards the true values of virtue, contemplation, a simple life-style,
and the simple happiness of existing. This radical opposition explains the
reaction of non-philosophers, which ranged from the mockery we find
expressed in the comic poets, to the outright hostility which went so far as to
cause the death of Socrates.

The individual was to be torn away from his habits and social prejudices,
his way of life totally changed, and his way of looking at the world radically
metamorphosed into a cosmic=“physical” perspective. We ought not to
underestimate the depth and amplitude of the shock that these changes could
cause, changes which might seem fantastic and senseless to healthy, everyday
common sense. It was impossible to maintain oneself at such heights
continuously; this was a conversion that needed always to be reconquered. It
was probably because of such difficulties that, as we learn in Damascius’ Life
of Isidorus, the philosopher Sallustius used to declare that philosophy was
impossible for man.'** He probably meant by this that philosophers were not
capable of remaining philosophers at every instant of their lives. Rather, even
though they kept the title of “philosophers,” they would be sure to fall back
into the habits of everyday life. The Skeptics, for instance, refused outright
to live philosophically, deliberately choosing to “live like everybody else,”'*
although not until affer having made a philosophical detour so intense that it
is hard to believe that their “everyday life” was quite so “everyday” as they
seem to have pretended.

Our claim has been, then, that philosophy in antiquity was a spiritual
exercise. As for philosophical theories: they were either placed explicitly in
the service of spiritual practice, as was the case in Stoicism and Epicureanism,
or else they were taken as the objects of intellectual exercises, that is, of a
practice of the contemplative life which, in the last analysis, was itself nothing
other than a spiritual exercise. It is impossible to understand the philosophical
theories of antiquity without taking into account this concrete perspective,
since this 1s what gives them their true meaning.

When we read the works of ancient philosophers, the perspective we have
described should cause us to give increased attention to the existential
attitudes underlying the dogmatic edifices we encounter. Whether we have to
do with dialogues as in the case of Plato, class notes as in the case of Aristotle,
treatises like those of Plotinus, or commentaries like those of Proclus, a
philosopher’s works cannot be interpreted without taking into consideration
the concrete situation which gave birth to them. They are the products of a
philosophical school, in the most conerete sense of the term, in which a master
forms his disciples, trying to guide them to selfstransformation and
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-realization. Thus, the written work is a reflection of pedagogical, psycha-
gogic, and methodological preoccupations.

Although every written work is a monologue, the philosophical work is
always implicitly a dialogue. The dimension of the possible interlocutor is
always present within it. This explains the incoherencies and contradictions
which modern historians discover with astonishment in the works of ancient
philosophers.' In philosophical works such as these, thought cannot be
expressed according to the pure, absolute necessity of a systematic order.
Rather, it must take into account the level of the interlocutor, and the
concrete tempo of the /ogos in which it is expressed. It is the economy proper
to a given written Jogos which conditions its thought content, and it is the
logos that constitutes a living system which, in the words of Plato, “ought to
have its own body . . . it must not lack either head or feet: it must have a
middle and extremities so composed as to suit each other and the whole
work.” 197

Each logos is a “system,” but the totality of /ogoi written by an author does
not constitute a system. This is obviously true in the case of Plato’s dialogues,
but it is equally true in the case of the lectures of Aristotle. For Aristotle’s
writings arc indeed neither more nor less than lecture-notes; and the error of
many Aristotelian scholars has been that they have forgotten this fact, and
imagined instead that they were manuals or systematic treatises, intended to
propose a complete exposition of a systematic doctrine. Consequently, they
have been astonished at the inconsistencies, and even contradictions, they
discovered between one writing and another. As Diiring!® has convincingly
shown, Aristotle’s various logoi correspond to the concrete situations created
by specific academic debates. Each lesson corresponds to different conditions
and a specific problematic. It has inner unity, but its notional content does
not overlap precisely with that of any other lesson. Moreover, Aristotle had
no intention of setting forth a complete system of reality.'” Rather, he wished
to train his students in the technique of using correct methods in logic, the
natural sciences, and cthics. Diiring gives an excellent description of the
Aristotelian method:

the most characteristic feature in Aristotle is his incessant discussion of
problems. Almost every important assertion is an answer to a question
put in a certain way, and is valid only as an answer to this particular
question. That which is really interesting in Aristotle is his framing of
the problems, not his answers. It is part of his method of inquiry to
approach a problem or a group of problems again and again from
different angles. His own words are @AAnvapynv mome cuevor [“now,
taking a different starting-point . . .”] ... From different starting-
points, apyen  he strikes off into different lines of thought and
ultimately reaches inconsistent answers. Take as example his discussion
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of the soul . . . in each case the answer is the consequence of the manner
in which he posits the problem. In short, it is possible to explain this
type of inconsistencies as natural results of the method he applies.'”

In the Aristotelian method of “different starting-points,” we can recognize
the method Aristophanes attributed to Socrates, and we have seen to what
extent all antiquity remained faithful to this method."”" For this reason,
Diiring’s description can in fact apply, mutatis mutandis, to almost all the
philosophers of antiquity. Such a method, consisting not in setting forth a
system, but in giving precise responses to precisely limited questions, is the
heritage — lasting throughout antiquity — of the dialectical method; that is to
say, of the dialectical exercise.

To return to Aristotle: there is a profound truth in the fact that he himself
used to call his courses methodoi.'” On this point, moreover, the Aristotelian
spirit corresponds to the spirit of the Platonic Academy, which was, above all,
a school which formed its pupils for an eventual political role, and a research
institute where investigations were carried out in a spirit of free discussion.'”

It may be of interest to compare Aristotle’s methodology with that of
Plotinus. We learn from Porphyry that Plotinus took the themes for his
writings from the problems which came up in the course of his teaching.'™
Plotinus’ various logai, situated as they are within a highly specific problem-
atic, are responses to precise questions. They are adapted to the needs of his
disciples, and are an attempt to bring about in them a specific psychagogic
effect. We must not make the mistake of imagining that they are the
successive chapters of a vast, systematic exposition of Plotinus’ thought. In
cach of these logoi, we encounter the spiritual method particular to Plotinus,
but there is no lack of incoherence and contradictions on points of detail when
we compare the doctrinal content of the respective treatises.'”

When we first approach the Neoplatonic commentaries on Plato and
Aristotle, we have the impression that their form and content are dictated
exclusively by doctrinal and exegetical considerations. Upon closer examin-
ation, however, we realize that, in each commentary, the exegetical method
and doctrinal content are functions of the spiritual level of the audience to
which the commentary is addressed. The reason for this is that there existed
a cursus of philosophical instruction, based on spiritual progress. One did not
read the same texts to beginners, to those in progress, and to those already
having achieved perfection, and the concepts appearing in the commentaries
are also functions of the spiritual capacities of their addressees. Consequently,
doctrinal content can vary considerably from one commentary to another,
even when written by the same author. This does not mean that the
commentator changed his doctrines, but that the needs of his disciples were
different.' In the literary genre of parenesis, used for exhorting beginners, one
could, in order to bring about a specific effect in the interlocutor's soul, utilize
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the arguments of a rival school. For example, a Stoic might say, “even if
pleasure is the good of the soul (as the Epicureans would have it), nevertheless
we must purify ourselves of passion.” 77 Marcus Aurelius exhorted himself in
the same manner. If, he writes, the world is a mere aggregate of atoms, as the
Epicureans would have it, then death is not to be feared.!”™

Morcover, we ought not to forget that many a philosophical demonstration
derives its evidential force not so much from abstract reasoning as from an
experience which is at the same time a spiritual exercise. We have seen that
this was the case for the Plotinian demonstration of the immortality of the
soul. Let the soul practice virtue, he said, and it will understand that it is
immortal."” We find an analogous example in the Christian writer Augustine.
In his On the Trinity, Augustine presents a series of psychological images of
the Trinity which do not form a coherent system, and which have con-
sequently been the source of a great deal of trouble for his commentators. In
fact, however, Augustine is not trying to present a systematic theory of
trinitarian analogies. Rather, by making the soul turn inward upon itself, he
wants to make it experience the fact that it is an image of the Trinity, In his
words: “These trinities occur within us and are within us, when we recall,
look at, and wish for such things.” '™ Ultimately, it is in the triple act of
remembering God, knowing God, and loving God that the soul discovers
itself to be the image of the Trinity,

From the preceding examples, we may get some idea of the change in
perspective that may occur in our reading and interpretation of the philosoph-
ical works of antiquity when we consider them from the point of view of the
practice of spiritual exercises. Philosophy then appears in its original aspect:
not as a theoretical construct, but as a method for training people to live and
to look at the world in a new way. It is an attempt to transform mankind.
Contemporary historians of philosophy are today scarcely inclined to pay
attention to this aspect, although it is an essential one. The reason for this is
that, in conformity with a tradition inherited from the Middle Ages and from
the modern era, they consider philosophy to be a purely abstract-theoretical
activity. Let us briefly recall how this conception came into existence.

It seems to be the result of the absorption of philosophia by Christianity,
Since its inception, Christianity has presented itself as a philosophia, insofar
as it assimilated into itself the traditional practi