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Anamnesis

Anamnesis means remembrance or reminiscence, the collection and re-collection
of what has been lost, forgotten, or effaced. It is therefore a matter of the very old,
of what has made us who we are. But anamnesis 1s also a work that transforms its

subject, always producing something new. To recollect the old, to produce the
new: that is the task of Anamnesis.
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Preface

By the turn of the last century—which also ushered in a new millen-
nium—the enterprise of philosophy had reached a point of what is called
in chaos theory a ‘phase transition.” It was, and thus far to some degree still
remains, a point where things could follow, quite unpredictably, any one
of a number of trajectories arising from the same set of ‘initial conditions.’
However, even if we can’t predict which trajectory it will follow, we can de-
scribe, in broad terms, the trajectories (or sets of them) available to it. I see
four possibilities.

1. Philosophy continues on as before—it would just continue doing what

it’s doing at present without any fundamental change.

2. Philosophy is absorbed and some, if not all, of its former activities as-
sumed by some other discipline—mathematics, linguistics, cognitive
science, psychoanalysis, art, poetry, or even religion.

3. Philosophy, in effect, hits the reset button, returning to some earlier
state regarded as preferable to its present state.

4. Philosophy redefines and reinvents itself in a way that would make
clear its fundamental differences from other human enterprises as
well as its continuities and breaks with its own history and its present
‘initial conditions.’

This work is both a wager on the fourth alternative as well as an effort to as-
sist in promoting this outcome.

(1) As always, the ‘initial conditions,” that is, the features of philosophy’s
present state, are sufficiently complex and sensitive to prevent any linear
causal determination or predictive certainty. Still, we can cite a few of them.

A particularly conspicuous feature of the present state of philosophy is
the persistence of a broad division of its field into what are typically called
the ‘analytic’ and ‘Continental” approaches. The reasons for this divide are
as much cultural and political as they are intellectual. To see that this phil-
osophical division was not 7oofed in any real intellectual divide, one need
only recall that both branches grew from Kant’s Critical Philosophy and
that many of the seminal figures of the analytic tradition, like Frege, Mach,

II
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Meinong, Wittgenstein, and Carnap, were fully formed products of the in-
tellectual culture of the Continent. It is also the case that Continental phi-
losophy would not have been defined in the way it came to be without its em-
brace and extension in the Anglophone world, especially after the Second
World War. So, in some respects, attempts to bridge the gap between ana-
lytic and Continental philosophy from either side often end up in a situation
of ‘I met the other, and the other is me.

Still, there has been an historically efficacious difference that had as its
own 1nitial condition the last great phase transition in philosophy: Kant’s
‘Copernican Revolution in philosophy.” Kant described his philosophical
view as ‘transcendental idealism.” Very roughly put, this involved two the-
ses. One, the idealism part, asserted that human consciousness or subjectiv-
ity was the ultimate source of the structures constituting the ‘world.” The
other, the transcendental aspect, was that these structures were ‘necessary
and universal’ for all experience and knowledge. We might, then, broadly
say that the Continental trajectory following from Kant tended to assume
as its foundation and starting-point consciousness or subjectivity, albeit in
forms much more complex and ramified than that found in Kant, allow-
ing questions about necessity and universality to assume their place in rela-
tion to this. The analytic tradition, by contrast, tended to take necessity and
universality, whether interpreted in terms of logical or scientific ‘laws,” as its
primary concern and approached consciousness or subjectivity (when it did
at all) in these terms.

This difference in basic assumptions and approaches was already in full
play by the beginning of the 20th century and manifested itself most dra-
matically in the controversies between phenomenology (and its existentialist
offshoots) and positivism, with American pragmatism (especially in Peirce
and James), in a sense, splitting the difference. However, about a third of the
way through the 20th century, a new element, almost wholly absent in Kant,
appeared within these discussions, an event that has been described as ‘the
linguistic turn.” Though often associated almost solely with the analytic ap-
proach (especially with the post-Tractatus works of Wittgenstein), such a ‘turn’
also occurred within the Continental camp as well (particularly in herme-
neutic and structuralist inflections of philosophy). It is important to real-
ize, however, that the linguistic turn did not, in itself, represent any crucial
phase shift for philosophy, since natural language continued to be treated
either from the point of view of consciousness or subjectivity or from that of
logic and linguistic science.

At about the same time, just after the Iirst World War, that this linguis-
tic turn was taking place, a remarkable development appeared on the scene
that seems, in retrospect, to confirm Hegel’s dictum that ‘philosophy is its
own culture reflected in thought.” Just as the entire world appeared to some
observers like Freud and Thomas Mann to have attempted a mass suicide
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in the First World War and laid the groundwork for another attempt soon
thereafter, so philosophy itself appeared to have become suicidal. On the
analytic side, logical positivists, most famously Carnap and Ayer, proposed
that, logically considered and employing some of Kant’s own distinctions,
all allegedly philosophical statements are ‘meaningless’ and hence possess
no ‘truth value,’ since they are neither factual or empirical (in Kantianese, ‘a
posteriors’) nor logical (‘analytic a priors’). More broadly, they claimed that there
simply 1s no class of ‘meaningful’ and ‘true’ statements other than those of
the natural sciences, on the one hand, and logic and mathematics, on the
other. (They regarded Kant’s claims on behalf of ‘synthetic a prior: judg-
ments’ simply as logically confused and unsupportable.) Later, Wittgenstein
reached a similar conclusion with respect to philosophical statements by
another route, claiming that all (alleged) distinctively philosophical state-
ments were examples of ‘language going on a holiday’ by extracting them
from the usages, contexts, and ‘forms of life’ required for any statement to be
meaningful. Although philosophical statements possessed the same ‘gram-
matical form’ as ‘ordinary’ meaningful statements, they lacked the funda-
mental conditions necessary to be regarded as meaningful. In either case,
the gesture was the same: philosophical reasons and arguments were adduced
purporting to demonstrate that philosophy was, at best, a confused and, at
worst, an ultimately impossible undertaking.

This deep suspicion about the enterprise of philosophy had its
Continental counterpart. Also emerging from an explicit engagement with
Kant, and inspired in part by certain themes in Nietzsche, Heidegger first
called for a ‘destructive recovery’ of the ‘history of metaphysics’ and, gradu-
ally, came to a view that affirmed a sort of ‘meditative thought’ that would
go beyond philosophy and its theory-driven ‘technics.” Language (especially
in poetic forms) played a crucial role here as well, as in Heidegger’s famous
claim that ‘language is the house of Being.” Once again, we see a gesture in
which, on philosophical grounds, philosophy’s own ‘end’ was declared.

It was during the period following the Second World War, and, to some
extent, due to political currents that it spawned, that the Continental and
analytic approaches, despite their shared suicidal tendencies, became insti-
tutionalized and hardened into an explicit opposition. While the German
and French universities (albeit with somewhat different emphases and styles)
continued to study and teach Kant, though usually as interpreted through
the lenses of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s phenomenology (and, in France,
through structuralist spectacles as well), Anglophone philosophy depart-
ments doubled down on still recognizably Kantian themes such as logic,
epistemology, and ‘post-Critical’ metaphysics. During the Cold War years,
most Anglophone universities had, at most, a token Continental philosopher
on their staffs (if they had any at all), just as universities on the Continent
only rarely offered courses in analytic philosophy.
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The gradual thawing of the Cold War witnessed a few calls for bridging
the divide between Continental and analytic philosophy and a few, though
widely scattered, points of intersection. Philosophers with analytic bona fi-
des like Rorty, Putnam, Hintikka, Wilfred Sellars, and some of his students
began reexamining some of the arguments and insights of Kant and Hegel,
and Continental thinkers like Apel, Habermas, Ricoeur, and Dreyfus began
considering and utilizing some of the insights of their Anglophone counter-
parts. However, these crossover episodes were, for the most part, the excep-
tions that proved the rule—or, rather, proved that, in actuality, there were
no longer any rules. For what occurred within the last two or three decades
of the 20th century can be described as a sort of exhaustion of possibilities
within both images or paradigms of philosophy.

On the Continental side (and especially in France), poststructuralism
represented a volatile mix of various doses of Nietzsche (via Heidegger), phe-
nomenology (via Levinas and Merleau-Ponty), structuralism (via Barthes),
psychoanalysis (on Lacan’s reading), and assorted other more political cur-
rents such as Marxism and feminist theory. Most of its major representa-
tives, such as Foucault, Derrida, Lyotard, and Baudrillard, rejected even the
term ‘poststructuralism,” agreeing mainly (though often not explicitly) that
texts (mostly written) were the central focus of intellectual inquiry, that phi-
losophy itself consisted primarily of a rather indefinite set of written texts,
and that various strategies for the interpretation of these texts would reveal
both their intrinsic instability, their ideological biases, and, ultimately, the
impossibility of providing any more positive image of philosophy that would
permit distinguishing it from other types of texts such as literary, scientific,
or religious. While most of the poststructuralists had abandoned any frontal
assault on philosophy in the form of a single coup de grace, the strategy now
seemed to be more a matter of ‘death by a thousand cuts,” philosophy thus
expiring with a whimper rather than a scream.

For its part, analytic philosophy seemed to have lost any sense of the
direction and momentum that it had earlier possessed before the Second
World War under the impetus of logical positivism, language-oriented cri-
tique, and various combined versions of them. In some quarters, it heeded
what one might gloss as the Kantian dictum to ‘do less but do it better,” that
is, to formulate various more traditional philosophical issues (whether logi-
cal, epistemological, ethical, or metaphysical) ever more narrowly and apply
increasingly sophisticated methods to their resolution. In other instances, it
took up 1ssues arising within fields other than philosophy, especially math-
ematics, linguistics, cybernetics, artificial intelligence, cognitive psychology,
and neuro-biology, variously playing the role of project manager, arbitrator
of disagreements, and sometimes critic of various empirical research pro-
grams and their working assumptions and conceptual foundations. In either
case, ‘philosophy’ came to be pretty much whatever someone that still called
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himself or herself a ‘philosopher’ happened to be thinking about or doing
whenever and wherever she or he did it. Under such a nominalist assump-
tion about the meaning of “philosophy,” neither another frontal attack nor a
thousand cuts were necessary: as a distinctive enterprise, philosophy was in
danger of quietly expiring in its own bed.

As the turn of the century and millennium approached, one began
to notice references to what might have been two potentially hopeful de-
velopments: ‘post-analytic’ and ‘post-Continental’ philosophy. (See John
Rajchman and Cornel West, Post-Analytic Philosophy and John Mullarkey,
Post-Continental Philosophy.) The former moniker attempted to highlight cer-
tain developments within the broadly analytic tradition often regarded as
beginning with Quine’s critiques of logical positivism and ‘ordinary lan-
guage philosophy’ through an infusion of certain elements of American
pragmatism. Usually counted among the post-analytic thinkers were such
figures as Rorty, Davidson, Putnam, and perhaps now Kripke. The some-
what later appearing term, ‘post-Continental philosophy,” is usually regard-
ed as beginning with the work of Deleuze (and his sometime collaborator
Guattari) who, already in the late 60s, had come to reject the poststructur-
alist emphases upon texts, strategies of textual interpretation, and a general
suspicion with respect to the philosophical tradition. For Deleuze, this in-
volved more robust and, to some degree, sympathetic engagements with the
history of philosophy and some of its central issues and, coupled with an out-
look more realist, constructivist, and speculative, culminated in an explicit
defense of philosophy as a distinctive enterprise in Deleuze’s final work (co-
authored with Guattari), What is Philosophy? Though often disagreeing with
Deleuze on various topics, other figures often mentioned as ‘post-Continen-
tal’ included Badiou, Laruelle, and Zizek.

With respect to both ‘post-analytic’ and ‘post-Continental’ philosophy,
however, several points are worth noting. First, adding the prefix “post-*
to any term is an always problematic and relatively weak gesture. Doing so
both assumes some broad agreement about the meaning of the original term
and serves to indicate more what the new compound is not than what it in
itself is or may become. It does not constitute any real ‘naming of an event,’
so to speak, but rather, at most, registers observations about certain usu-
ally fairly dispersed deviations from some assumed norm. Second, in both
cases, what the term is usually taken to refer to is not really any very new
or recent development but a gradual evolution over a quite long period of
time—so long, in fact, that it 1s almost as if “post-“ can’t really mean some-
thing coming temporally or historically ‘after’ but, more accurately, some-
thing that had been developing within and, perhaps, alongside the referent
of the dominant term. (Quine’s work began to appear in the early 1950s,
Deleuze’s in the early 1960s). Third, and connected with this, is the fact that
both ‘post-analytic’ and ‘post-Continental’ were terms that have appeared
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and gained traction mostly in the United States rather than in the UK or
on the Continent. (With respect to the latter, it’s important to remember
that there was often a 10 or even as much as 20 year gap between many of
the major works’ original appearance and their translation into English.)
So these terms are not only historically misleading but are somewhat geo-
graphically biased. Finally, and most importantly, although the employment
of either term 1s often coupled with an anticipation of some ‘rapprochement’
between analytic and Continental philosophy, the reality is that, in basic 1s-
sues, approaches, and style, ‘post-analytic’ and ‘post-Continental’ philoso-
phy still remain, for the most part, as foreign to each other as were their
original counterparts: ‘post-analytic’ philosophers still don’t study Deleuze
or Badiou and proponents of the latter rarely mention Quine, Davidson,
Kripke, or even Rorty.

Perhaps the most optimistic view, then, is that something has been stir-
ring for a while in both camps and that at some future time something more
unified and constructive may come of this. But, at this point in time, it would
still be most accurate to say that, except in certain quite limited quarters, for
the rank and file of those that still call themselves ‘philosophers,’ things re-
main business as usual. And, as I've tried to suggest, this business was disas-
trous for philosophy earlier in the last century and remains so today.

(2) In the concluding couple of decades of the 20th century, there was an
ever-growing number of those who might once have called themselves phi-
losophers but now either shied away from this or ceased doing so entirely.
Generally speaking, those who have abandoned the field of philosophy have
moved in one of three directions: either toward science, art, or religion. In
each case, there have been two important forces at work impelling them in
these directions.

On the one hand, as we’ve already seen, the enterprise of philosophy it-
self had become so dispersed, vague, and indefinite that it lacked any dis-
cernible boundaries that might allow it to differentiate itself from these other
areas of human endeavor. That is, it became impossible to defend philoso-
phy simply because it became difficult, if not impossible, to say what one was
attempting to secure.

On the other hand, in all three of the areas mentioned above, there
have been long-developing tendencies to incorporate in their own activities
and projects elements that might earlier have been regarded as distinctive-
ly philosophical. In the case of the natural sciences, Newton still regarded
himself as a ‘natural philosopher.” (See the title of his great work, Philosophiae
Naturalis Principia Mathematica.) However, over the next hundred years or so,
natural science came to distinguish itself from and oppose itself to philoso-
phy, a development that provoked Kant’s own philosophical phase shift, the
‘Copernican Revolution in philosophy.” Since the time of Kant, the expan-
sion of the field of science to include the social or human sciences, as well as
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advances within mathematics (alternative ‘geometries,” mathematical log-
ic, and set theory, for example) and the natural sciences (relativity theory,
quantum theory, cybernetics, artificial intelligence, and cognitive science,
among others) have appeared to many to harbor the capacity to finally an-
swer questions that, for Kant, remained the distinctive province of philoso-
phy. In the process, the enterprise of philosophy moved from, to paraphrase
Locke, ‘clearing away the metaphysical rubble obstructing the path of sci-
ence’ to serving as an active collaborator in scientific research (for example,
in cognitive science) or, ultimately, simply abandoning the field of philoso-
phy entirely and merging itself with scientific research programs.

The field of art, especially with the rise of ‘Modernism’ early in the 20th
century, manifested a similar dynamic. Such figures as Mallarmé, Breton,
Duchamp, Kandinsky, and Schoenberg, in their extensive theoretical writ-
ings, were explicit in claiming for art the capacity of expressing in concrete,
sensory forms what would previously have been regarded as philosophi-
cal ideas. In doing so, they were extending and accelerating a process that
had already begun within philosophy itself with such figures as Schelling,
Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche that extended to the later Heidegger and
some of his poststructuralist progeny. By the late 20th century, radically
novel media, extending from photography and film to digital art, multi-me-
dia installations, and video games, had so expanded the former realm of art
that ‘theory” had become an essential and ever-present feature of art itself.
Art, that is, had become both a vehicle for and primary object of philosoph-
ical activity. Except in i1solated cases like that of Max Ernst, who earned a
degree in philosophy early in his career, or the philosophically trained film-
maker Terence Malick, we will never know how many initially attracted to
philosophy opted in favor of careers as artists. But, given how the realm of
art developed in the 20th century and the inchoate condition of philosophy,
the force of its attraction should not be surprising.

Developments in religion and theology also exerted their own attrac-
tive forces. Already early in the 19th century, Kant’s philosophy, as inter-
preted by such figures as Schleiermacher and Hegel, had provided the basis
for what came to be called ‘liberal theology,” a movement that dominated
religious and theological discourse for much of the 20th century. In fact, it
would not be inaccurate to describe much of the theology of the 20th cen-
tury as proceeding by a series of deliberate appropriations of philosophical
developments, both analytic and Continental. More than any other figure,
it was probably Heidegger who played a pivotal role in the ‘theologizing’ of
philosophy, first, in his early ‘existential hermeneutic’ thought, by introduc-
ing key insights of Kierkegaard and, later, by developing a ‘post-philosophi-
cal’ view that represented for many a wholesale convergence of religious and
philosophical concerns. By the post-war era, figures such as Tillich, Ricoeur,
Levinas, Henry, Moltmann, Pannenberg, Altizer, Lonergan, Kung, and
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Marion appeared to have wholly absorbed philosophy as an independent
enterprise and deployed it in the service of self-confessed theological reflec-
tion and religious apologetics. In so doing, not only were the boundaries be-
tween philosophy and religion, so carefully erected by Kant, dismantled,
but this was accomplished very much in favor of theology and more gener-
ally religious viewpoints.

It is worth observing that in none of these cases—science, art, and reli-
glon—was it merely a matter of philosophy’s ‘suturing itself’ to another field
or domain, as Badiou has described it. Rather, what occurred was some-
thing considerably more radical than this. It was not as if these develop-
ments represented merely some temporary weakness or momentary lapse
on the part of philosophy, from which it could, with a sufficient effort of self-
assertion, recover. Rather, on the one hand, philosophy, already weakened
by its own suicidal episodes and disoriented by its dispersion of aim and mo-
mentum, lacked the capacity to resist such absorptions, to ‘unsuture’ itself
from that to which it had become attached. On the other, these other do-
mains had not, since the time of Kant, developed entirely independently of
philosophy, such that philosophy might be regarded as able to ‘suture’ and
‘unsuture’ itself from them at will. Rather, as I've been suggesting, the ap-
propriate metaphor would be one of ‘absorption’ rather than mere ‘sutur-
ing.” In the case of this second possible trajectory, then, the crucial issue is
not one of being able to disentangle philosophy from unfortunate liaisons
but of the wholesale disappearance of philosophy itself as a viable enterprise.

(3) Earlier, I described the third possible trajectory that philosophy
might take as ‘hitting the reset button,” that is, returning to some earlier
point before the travails that I have catalogued commenced and beginning
again, now cognizant of what must, at all costs, be avoided. Such a temp-
tation can be found throughout philosophy’s history and, if we trust the in-
sights of literature and psychoanalysis, it may well be the expression some
deep-seated feature of human desire itself. But such insights are often ac-
companied by the warning that ‘you can’t go home again,” and this, I think,
should be born in mind by such philosophical attempts as well. Whether the
return is to the pre-Socratics, Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Kant, Hegel, Frege,
Nietzsche, or the early Heidegger (to name a few of the ‘reset destinations’
that have enjoyed some currency), the basic problems remain the same. We
might summarize them in forensic terms as diagnosis, treatment, and pro-
phylaxis (or the prevention of relapse). For such a reset to succeed, it is first
necessary to identify and describe the symptoms to be alleviated and trace
them to some underlying cause or condition. With respect the present state
of philosophy, we would need an account that suggests what is problematic
about the present situation, specifies the underlying viewpoint, thesis, or set
of assumptions that produced it, and identifies their point of origin. Second,
we must specify the conditions antecedent to the ‘onset of symptoms,’ that
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is, prior to the point of origin, that we wish to reinstate in some form and we
must reformulate them in a way that suggests the potential for addressing
the problems of the current situation. Finally, we must apply prophylaxis to
ensure that no ‘relapse’ occurs, that we do not merely recapitulate the pro-
cess by which the antecedent conditions originally produced the trajectory
that we are trying to avoid.

In the present situation of philosophy, the ‘reset gesture’ with which I am
principally concerned is that rather diverse set of views sometimes (though
often controversially) called ‘speculative realism,” ‘speculative materialism,’
or, more broadly, ‘the speculative turn’ (the latter being the title of a re-
cent anthology of representative essays available both online and in hard-
copy from the publisher ‘re.press.”) Though these terms embrace a quite di-
verse set of figures, projects, and viewpoints, there seems to be enough broad
agreement on a few basic issues among them that we can consider them col-
lectively at least as a tendency or movement, if not yet an articulated posi-
tion or school. Viewing them in terms of the forensic conditions I mentioned
above should make clear why I have characterized them as representing a
‘reset gesture.’

(A) DIAGNOSIS

It seems generally agreed among them that Quentin Meillassoux’s Afier
Finitude (published in French in 2006, English translation in 2008) is a sem-
inal work for this new trajectory. While this essay, in its details, has been
the target of quite vigorous criticism even from within this group itself,
Meillassoux makes several broad ‘diagnostic’ points with which most seem
to agree. The first is that Kant’s Critical Philosophy and its transcenden-
tal idealism initiated a new trajectory that produced the problems besetting
subsequent philosophy up to the present time. In particular, Meillassoux
introduces the term ‘correlationism’ to specify the underlying problem. He
explains,

By ‘correlation” we mean the idea according to which we only ever have
access to the correlation between thinking and being, and never to either
term considered apart from the other. We will henceforth call correlation-
tsm any current of thought which maintains the unsurpassable character
of the correlation so defined. Consequently, it becomes possible to say
that every philosophy which disavows naive realism has become a vari-
ant of correlationism. (p. 5)

While there is much in this passage alone deserving critical scrutiny, both
with respect to the terms in which it is expressed and the very broad scope
of application that Meillassoux wishes to give it, we can at least take it as
expressing a general opposition to any philosophical view that regards the
relation between thought or knowledge and its ‘objects’ (or, more generally,
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‘reality’) as mediated, whether this be through transcendental structures
of consciousness, phenomena (in the Kantian sense), dialectic (in Hegel’s
sense), a theory of intentionality, sense data, language, or cultural forma-
tions. Although important parts of the analytic tradition may be more prob-
lematic for such a characterization, his claim harmonizes with others, more
concerned with Continental approaches, such as Lee Braver’s A Thing of This
World: A History of Continental Anti-Realism (2007), another work often cited by
figures falling under the ‘speculative realist’ designation.

We can summarize the general diagnosis offered by ‘speculative real-
1sm’ in this way. Kant’s Critical Philosophy represented the last major phase
transition in philosophy. In order to counter the ‘pretensions of metaphysics’
to know ‘being’ or ‘reality’ as it is in itself, which resulted in long-standing
though irresolvable controversies, and, at the same time, to rescue the nat-
ural sciences from Humean skepticism, Kant denied that it was possible to
experience or know ‘things as they are in themselves.” Instead, he proposed
that what we call ‘objects’ (and the assemblage of them that we call ‘reali-
ty’) are products of the ‘synthetic processes’ of consciousness, hence ‘no con-
sciousness, no object.” Read in this way, Kant’s ‘correlationist’ philosophical
view was the origin of both later ‘anti-realism’ as well as the modern tradi-
tion’s antipathy to ‘speculative thought’ (which presumably requires some
direct access to ‘things as they really are’).

(B) TREATMENT

The antidote offered is threefold. First, most participants in this trajec-
tory obviously support some version of a realist ontology, though there is
some disagreement as to whether the preferred version of realism is, more
specifically, materialism (an important question I'll return to later). Second,
they tend to regard Kant’s transcendental idealist critique of metaphysics as
misguided and wish to rehabilitate ‘speculative’ thought that deals with ob-
jects or ‘the real’ in some direct and unmediated way free of the doctrine
of ‘correlationism.” Finally, as the title of Meillassoux’s book suggests, they
tend to reject any view that would amount to a ‘philosophy of finitude,” to
the idea that there are any intrinsic limits to our knowledge or discourse
about ‘reality.’

It is this triple gesture that represents what I’'ve called the ‘reset™ it re-
turns us to the situation of classical metaphysics prior to Kant (since, on
their account, most of what came after Kant, with perhaps a few exceptions
like Bergson, Whitehead, and perhaps Marx and the early Heidegger, was
fatally tainted by ‘correlationism’ and ‘anti-realism’). Now Meillassoux is
clear that the view he, at least, is after is different from any of the specific
forms of ‘pre-critical metaphysics,” but his central and sustained attempt to
reconfigure such terms as possibility, contingency, and necessity (with the
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help of quite un-Kantian readings of Locke and Hume) serves to situate his
view squarely within the philosophical conversation of the late, ‘pre-critical’
Enlightenment. Other members of this group variously bring further ele-
ments into this discussion (especially Schelling’s philosophy of nature, the
‘post-Hegelian’ Marx, and parts of the early Heidegger), but the underlying
‘pre-critical’ orientation remains, for the most part, the same. It is that ‘spec-
ulative’ thought or philosophy is capable of making demonstrably true state-
ments about reality as it 1s in itself, even if it is unlimited or infinite.

(C) PROPHYLAXIS

It is at this point that ‘speculative realism’ (or ‘materialism’) seems weak-
est. There may be several available options open for preventing a relapse
into ‘correlationism,” but none of them seem to have much chance of success.
Of course, we can declare by fiat that we are done with ‘correlationism’ and
proceed to some direct description, mathematical modeling, or ‘speculative’
theorizing about ‘the things themselves.” But do not all of these, in fact, con-
stitute mediations between ‘the things themselves” and the ‘speculative theo-
rizer’? Or, we might attempt to formulate a realist epistemology to counter
that of Kant. But even a realist epistemology is still an epistemology and, as
such, begins with the very ‘correlationist’ question that this trajectory finds
problematic, namely, what is the relation between a knower’ and its ‘object’
such that ‘knowledge’ (or ‘truth,” or ‘justified true belief’) is possible? Finally,
we might (like a few members of this group) invoke mathematics or cogni-
tive science as possessing the potential for avoiding a relapse into ‘correla-
tionism.” But won’t precisely Kantian ‘correlationist’ questions still arise re-
garding the ‘grounds for the possibility’ of the application of a mathematical
system to ‘nature’ or ‘the real,” or the soundness and potential limits of the
theoretical framework of cognitive science? The point, then, is that, start-
ing with a realist ontology and an affirmation of the ‘speculative’ mission of
philosophy, all roads still seem to lead back to Kant and the ‘correlationist’
questions that he posed. While this attempt to confront a major tendency in
recent philosophy, trace it back to its origins, identify the root of the prob-
lem, and ‘reset’ philosophy at a point before things jumped the track consti-
tutes a breath of fresh air in the current situation, it cannot, in the end, serve
as an adequate response to the current state of philosophy.

(4) Where I do agree with Meillassoux and his trajectory is that an en-
gagement with Kant’s transcendental idealism is the proper starting-point
and that a crucial issue concerns affirming some version of ‘realism’ against
Kant’s ‘idealism.” However, as I've just indicated, I do not think that the
Kantian citadel (nor ‘correlationism,” which may prove to be an ancillary is-
sue) can be conquered by a frontal assault that returns us to some status quo
ante. Nor do I think any ‘deconstruction’ of transcendental Idealism without
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further issue will ultimately succeed as a philosophical response. Rather, a
different strategy is required, one that acknowledges the weight of Kant’s
achievements while placing them in a broader context. The key to this lies in
seeing that any response to Kant’s principal philosophical question, “What
are the grounds for the possibility of experience and knowledge?,” assumes
some response to another even more fundamental question that Kant him-
self' did not formulate, namely, “What are the grounds for the possibility of
philosophy itself?” or, more succinctly, “‘What 1s philosophy?”’

I begin my approach to this question with two preliminary discussions.
The first considers some of the typical responses, familiar from the tradition,
to how one might begin such a project and concludes by suggesting that the
only adequate beginning must involve an account of the fundamental condz-
tions that must obtain for something like philosophy to exist in the concrete
and familiar forms to which the term is typically applied: a distinctive type
of activity, a body of texts, and a set of ideas (or ‘viewpoint’ or ‘position’).

The second section, a sort of informal orientational discussion about
how and why philosophy is a peculiarly human enterprise, is designed to
suggest certain features of philosophy that must be accounted for by any
more systematic treatment. It is also a sort of informal response to views
that reject “finitist’ notions of philosophy. There I suggest that it is precise-
ly the fact that human beings and their capacities are limited and that they
know this to be so that provokes philosophical reflection in the first place.
And, I might add, the fact that we can conceive of some ‘absolute’ or develop
a mathematical theory of the ‘transfinite’ does not change this basic human
condition.

It is the subsequent insistence, throughout this essay, upon these basic
conditions of philosophy as ‘actual’ and ‘excessive’ to the enterprise of phi-
losophy defined by them that makes this view ‘realist’ and, up to a point,
‘materialist,” though in somewhat different senses than these terms are of-
ten used. It is ‘materialist’ in the quite straightforward and brute sense that
no human enterprises, including that of philosophy, would exist without the
existence of embodied human beings and the material conditions that have
led to this and support it. However, at least two other conditions, emergent
from the first but irreducible to it (or to each other), are required, more spe-
cifically, for the existence of the enterprise of philosophy: I call them ‘sig-
nification’ and ‘ideality.” Both significative communication and conceptual
thought also have, without a doubt, material substrata, both in the sense that
they would not exist without the material existence of embodied conscious
beings and in more specific senses such as ‘signifying objects’ and ‘acts’ in
the former case and neural networks of the brain in the latter. But I attempt
to show that the enterprise of philosophy must assume that the ‘actual con-
dition of signification’ and that of ‘ideality’ also involve elements and dimen-
sions not reducible to exclusively material processes. In this sense, although
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I regard ‘signification’ and ‘ideality’ as ‘real’ in that, as ‘ontological presup-
positions’ of philosophy generically considered, they both exceed the enter-
prise itself in characteristic ways, neither can be regarded as wholly ‘mate-
rial.” So the philosophical position I am attempting to formulate is, at once,
‘realist,” in part ‘materialist,” and ‘ontologically pluralist’ (in that it acknowl-
edges three irreducible ‘actual’ conditions). However (perhaps pace Deleuze
and Meillassoux), it does affirm the ‘ancestral’ claim that conscious embod-
ied beings, and hence the enterprise of philosophy, did not exist in past times
as well as the possibility that they may not exist at some future point, that
1s, that the existence of all three of the actual conditions of philosophy are
contingent.

A response to the issue of ‘correlationism’ and the possibility of ‘specu-
lative thought’ is yet more complicated and must be formulated within the
framework of these ‘actual conditions’ of philosophy. On the one hand, as
an activity of embodied beings deploying significational communication to
express ideas or concepts, there will always be a sense (if not exactly in the
epistemological terms that Kant framed it) that any philosophical view or
position, however ‘scientific, ‘mathematical,” or ‘speculative’ it might be,
will involve some determination, and hence limitation, by the reflective ca-
pacities of embodied beings, the significative complexes deployed for their
articulation, and the concepts that they express. The actual conditions are,
mn reality, unsurpassable and, to this extent, every philosophy involves an ele-
ment of ‘correlation’ (or perhaps set of ‘correlations’). However, while there
1s no fixed limit dividing any of the actual conditions from the ways in which
they are excessive to philosophy, either regarded generically or as a particu-
lar philosophical view, there will always be a way in which each is excessive
to it and therefore beyond the reach of any ‘correlation.” In this sense, the
possibility of ‘speculative thought” depends both upon an antecedent ‘corre-
lation’ and the process by which this ‘correlation’ is questioned and, in part,
undermined in the attempt to engage excess by ‘thinking beyond’ the terms
of any ‘correlation.” The point, then, is that it’s mistaken to think that jetti-
soning ‘correlationism’ will, of itself, open up some infinite domain for spec-
ulative thought; rather, what this produces (if it is even possible) would be
something like the Buddhist notion of ‘egoless’ and ‘non-conceptual contem-
plation.” Rather, genuinely ‘speculative thought’ always presupposes some
conditioned ‘correlationist’ framework beyond which it attempts to move by
tracing the various trajectories of the ways in which the framework’s own
conditions exceed it. So I agree that a ‘speculative turn’ is a vital and nec-
essary aspect of the enterprise of philosophy, but not with the thesis that its
generic and primary obstacle is ‘correlationism,” which is equally a feature
dictated by the ‘actual conditions’ of philosophy.

The more ‘systematic’ exposition begins, as I have suggested it must,
with Kant and his transcendental idealism. However, it approaches this in
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a way not involving some frontal assault or wholesale rejection but, rather,
through creating a specific opening in Kant’s view that he himself had re-
garded as foreclosed. Specifically, it focuses upon that class of judgments
that Kant called ‘analytic a posterior:’ and which he regarded as empty, pre-
sumably because the notion itself would be contradictory (although, as we
will see, Kant himself never said exactly this, whatever many later commen-
tators may have inferred). Reflecting on this theme, I suggest that there are,
in fact, at least three judgments or statements that share the unique property
of being at once ‘analytic’ (in the sense that their denial or negation entails a
‘performative contradiction’) and ‘a posterior:’ (in the sense that they involve
contingent ‘existential claims’). This then amounts to a sort of ‘deduction’ (in
something like Kant’s own sense) of what I call the three ‘actual conditions’
of philosophy: embodied being, signification, and ideality.

The sections immediately following, ‘speculative’ in their way, consider
certain general aspects of these actual conditions that, in their interrelations
with one another, serve to constitute the ‘field of philosophy.” Three points
deserve special mention. First, as actual conditions of philosophy, each of
them are both operative as constituent elements within philosophy, regarded
either generically or as some particular position or view, and, at the same
time, exceed it in their own distinctive ways. Second, it 1s possible to formulate
certain general principles concerning some of the ways in which these actual
conditions interact in constituting the ‘field of philosophy’ and hence in de-
termining any more particular ‘position’ within it. Finally, without claiming
to know, comprehend, or articulate their excesses as some totality, it is none-
theless possible to indicate some of the ‘traces’ of these excesses within and
the effects of their operations (or the ‘forces’ they exert) upon the field and
upon specific positions within it.

The three chapters comprising the next major section of the work con-
sider each of the actual conditions and their excesses from ‘its own perspec-
tive.” Although it turns out, in each case, that the other conditions and their
excesses are reflected within it in distinctive ways, it is nonetheless possible
to focus upon a condition and articulate some of the fundamental structures,
processes, and broader issues involved with it. In particular, an approach
that, at once, affirms the reality of the conditions of philosophy, the exces-
siveness of each to any philosophical attempt to articulate it, and the “forces’
exerted by the other conditions upon it allow a number of familiar philo-
sophical issues to be reformulated in novel ways. For example, with respect
to embodied being, it highlights the crucial role played by desire in what are
typically treated as epistemological questions; for signification, it suggests
how formal logic (and its key notion of ‘logical necessity’) can be preserved
while maintaining the contingencies of natural language and other signi-
ficational systems; and it proposes a ‘speculative image’ of thought and its
conceptual elements that acknowledges its ‘evental’ and processive aspects
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in addition to its more typically emphasized structural features. (This lat-
ter discussion, by the way, situates the view I am developing in relation to
Hegel, and, by extension, his poststructuralist critics, rounding out that of
my earlier engagement with Kant and transcendental idealism.)

The two chapters of the final major section of the work address issues
that figured prominently in my own ‘diagnosis’ of the current state of phi-
losophy. Earlier in this Preface, I suggested that part of the problem facing
philosophy today was the gradual erosion, over the last century or so, of the
traditional boundaries separating the enterprise of philosophy from other
areas contiguous with it. Part of the problem was the lack of any positive an-
swer to the question, “What is philosophy?” The bulk of this work attempts
to provide such a response in terms of the configuration of philosophy’s ac-
tual conditions and their interrelations. However, these actual conditions
are also fundamental for other non-philosophical enterprises as well—espe-
cially religion, science, and art—but they are differently configured in each
case. In the first of these chapters, I suggest that the ‘field’ of philosophy can
be both distinguished from and related to those of its ‘others’ on the basis
of the different ways in which the actual conditions are configured within
each. That is, it attempts to articulate what the enterprise of philosophy is
not and why. The second of these chapters then proposes, in an anticipatory
way, a sketch of a new ‘partitioning’ of philosophy’s own field based upon an
account of its actual conditions and their distinctive excesses and interrela-
tions among one another. That is, it represents a first attempt to envision a
new ‘division of labor’ of the enterprise of philosophy that would, at once,
displace that inherited, in large part, from Kant, provide a home for certain
questions currently left ‘orphaned’ in the present framework (which may
well turn out to be central philosophical concerns in the future), and provide
arenas of productive engagement for diverse philosophical approaches cur-
rently divided or opposed due, at least in part, to the (usually unquestioned)
way in which the field of philosophy has been segmented over the last cen-
tury or two.

One especially important aspect of this ‘repartitioning’ of the field of
philosophy involves a very preliminary pass at rethinking and remapping
what, since Aristotle but by way of Kant, has been referred to as the relation
between ‘theory’ and ‘practice.” Certainly Fichte, Hegel, Marx, Heidegger,
the ‘Frankfurt School,” and many others have been right to point out the
deficiencies of any view that would segregate such ‘areas’ of philosophy as
ethics, politics, and ideology critique from those of logic, epistemology, and
metaphysics. But it will also not suffice simply to subordinate one to the oth-
er, whichever one chooses as ‘superordinate.” My response involves, first, a
general ‘repartitioning’ of the field of philosophy and, then, an attempt to
show that one and the same ‘partition’ can be approached either from an
‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged attitude,” while allowing that these ‘attitudes’ are
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always ‘metastable’ and freely convert one into the other. I emphasize that
this section is very provisional and, at most, suggests some directions that a
future work might take.

The work concludes with an epilogue that reflects upon some of the
broader consequences of the account I've offered for philosophy generical-
ly considered and attempts to respond to some of the more important and
pointed questions that my view has provoked over the years of its gestation.

Two final comments about certain features of the text are in order. First,
I have deliberately avoided (though not without considerable temptation) the
common practice (perhaps not purely coincidentally beginning, at least in
philosophy, with Kant) of deploying footnotes as a ‘mixed subtext’ involving
textual references, critical responses to the texts cited, and sometimes even a
‘meta-commentary’ on the text to which they are appended. Rather, where
references to other texts are not immediately clear, I've incorporated them
into the body of the text itself, thereby resisting altogether any temptation to
create an ‘internally doubled’ text. While I do argue that ‘texts’ constitute an
essential part of the enterprise of philosophy (though certainly not the whole
of it, as some poststructuralists seemed to suggest), I believe that their value
and force become diminished to the degree that they internally double and
proliferate without limit.

In another direction, while I don’t entirely agree with Deleuze and some
others (see the final chapter of John Mullarkey’s Post-Continental Philosophy)
that thinking can or should take the form of a ‘diagrammatics,’ I do think
that diagrams can play a more important and productive role than many
philosophers (especially Hegel, who rejected them entirely) have counte-
nanced. Their advantages for philosophy are twofold. Iirst, they permit re-
lations among terms and their corresponding concepts to be directly pre-
sented in ways that the complexities of natural languages may unnecessarily
complicate and obscure. Second, they can be suggestive of further relations
and connections that may have otherwise gone unnoticed; that is, they can,
at times, serve to suggest new or unsuspected trajectories for thought itself.
However, these are counterbalanced by two disadvantages. One is that di-
agrams tend to emphasize the ‘structural’ aspect of thought and suppress
its ‘processive’ nature (a feature that I have emphasized in Chap. X of this
work). The other is that their very simplicity and clarity (in relation to spo-
ken or written expositions in natural language) tends to obscure other cru-
cial aspects (especially ‘excessive’ ones) and eliminate nuance. In this work, I
offer several diagrams, along with the warning that these points be born in
mind when considering them. It should in no way be assumed that the view
I am proposing can be ‘read oft” of or reduced to the diagrams that I have
provided, but they can provide (in a sort of post-Kantian sense) general sche-
mas for interpreting the written text. Therefore, I would propose the prin-
ciple: “Use, but use critically and with caution.”
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Overall, then, this work represents an attempt to outline what might
count as part of a fourth possible trajectory that the current phase transition
of philosophy might take. To borrow a term from Deleuze, I am proposing
anew ‘image of thought,” or, rather, ‘image of philosophy.” Generally speak-
ing, it is at once (in the specific senses of these terms that I discussed earli-
er) finitist, realist, and speculative and, more specifically, constructivist and
pluralist. It is connected throughout with the history of philosophy, though it
does not seek any return to some earlier situation or view. It affirms both the
importance and integrity of the enterprise of philosophy, both as fundamen-
tally different from and yet related in important ways to other contiguous
areas of human experience and activity. It attempts to envision a produc-
tive future for philosophy when ‘repartitioned’ in a way that ameliorates the
arbitrary historical divisions that currently characterize it, and to provide
a home for important questions that have so far ‘fallen between the cracks.’
And it maintains, in the end, a deep commonality between the fate of phi-
losophy and the fate of embodied sentient beings upon this planet. But like
any such attempt, it’s a ‘roll of the dice’ and, in this case, the ‘die are still roll-
ing’ and who can anticipate how they will land. If it even begins to initiate a
new trajectory, it will have more than served the purpose that I've intended.






With What Must Philosophy Begin?

Throughout its history, the principal philosophical question has, in
one form or another, always been, “What is philosophy?” From Socrates’
and Plato’s personal and intellectual struggles to convince the suspicious
Athenians of the difference between philosophy and sophistry, to current
debates about how, or even whether, philosophy can exist as a distinctive en-
terprise or discourse, the central question remains the same.

In an important way, it’s the very fact that every philosopher must, at
some point, confront the question of what it is that he or she is pursuing
(and, of course, why) that most distinguishes philosophy from other types of
human activity. Artists, for instance, need not ask “What is art?” as part of
their creative process (and, when they do, they themselves enter the realm of
philosophical questions). Such a question as “What is science?” seems rare-
ly to occur to the natural scientist and some can become outright irritated
when such questions are posed to them. Religious practitioners can immedi-
ately invoke their faith in revealed doctrine, the totality of which serves as a
ready-made answer to the question of “What is religion?” Likewise, carpen-
ters, athletes, merchants, and even politicians can merely point to what they,
and others like them, do as a response to questions about what the activity
in which they are involved is. But not the philosopher.

Why, then, this peculiar feature of philosophy among all the many other
types of human activity? Why is the philosopher in the unique (and some-
times disconcerting) position of continually having to articulate, justify, and
often defend his or her own form of activity, when virtually all others en-
joy the luxury of doing what they have chosen without such difficulties and
complications? What follows in this section concerns how one might begin
to respond to these questions.

I. THE MEANINGS OF ‘PHILOSOPHY’ AND THE QUESTION
OF BEGINNING

Beginnings are almost always painful and unsettling; often they are
the most difficult part of any project. This is especially true if the topic is
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philosophical. Persons who have fought their way through this intellectual
birth-trauma to finally produce some form of written philosophical docu-
ment have often reflected on this moment and its significance. Sometimes,
they have done so at a later point in the text itself, sometimes in a ‘preface’
or ‘introduction,” sometimes even in a separate essay on the topic (which,
of course, must have its own beginning). And occasionally, there are those
who manage to just start writing and see where it takes them (though these,
at least the ones we still remember as philosophers, are considerably rarer.)

Part of the difficulty of thinking about beginnings in philosophy has
to do with the fact that there are three different, but closely related, things
that one might have in mind in speaking about ‘philosophy.” One way of re-
garding philosophy emphasizes the fact that it is a particular sort of activity.
Some philosophers themselves even speak of ‘doing philosophy.” Approached
in this way, philosophy is regarded as a sort of ongoing activity than can be
pursued as well in conversations or dialogues, written works, in our own ‘in-
terior monologue,” or even as part of one’s daily life. Another sense of philos-
ophy emphasizes the products of such activities, which are typically written
works. There are, for instance, ‘philosophy sections’ of libraries and book-
stores and now philosophy websites and blogs. Yet a third meaning of phi-
losophy emphasizes the ‘content’ of philosophy, the more abstract thoughts
or ideas with which we are engaged in ‘doing philosophy’ and which are ar-
ticulated in its written products. In this sense, we often speak of the ‘philoso-
phy of Plato,” or the ‘philosophy of art,” or ‘materialist philosophy.’

These differences in the meaning of ‘philosophy’ immediately suggest
three quite different ideas of what it means to begin in philosophy.

If we emphasize the active aspect of philosophy, then the beginning of
philosophy will be viewed as some point (or points) in time where an indi-
vidual commences to pose philosophical questions and develop responses to
them. In this sense, there are as many beginnings to philosophy as there are
persons who become engaged in ‘doing philosophy.” Part of the truth of say-
ing that, in philosophy, one always has ‘to begin anew’ (as Socrates frequent-
ly reminded his interlocutors), or that ‘philosophy begins in wonder,” another
view found in Plato’s dialogues, is that any individual who engages in this
activity must, at some point (or points) in his or her experience, be gripped
by the force and seriousness of the sort of questions that philosophy raises.
Such a beginning will always be, in a sense, singular and idiosyncratic and
there will be a limitless number of such beginnings.

If, however, one has in mind the products of this activity, then the be-
ginning of philosophy will mean something a bit more complicated. On the
one hand, every work of philosophy, as it stands before us, will contain a first
word, sentence, paragraph, and so on. On the other, that it exists as a written
linguistic product means that the more open and free activity of pursuing
certain questions has been submitted to and formed by the significational
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resources of a linguistic medium, with all the possibilities that these open
as well as the limitations that they impose. Most important, to produce a
work of philosophy is already to have entered the sphere of intersubjective
discourse, of a preexistant and shared language that makes mutual recogni-
tion and communication among human beings possible. This can never be
regarded as some singular, individual, or subjective event, however unique
the resulting work itself may be, but always involves the sort of signification-
al commonalities constituting an intersubjective world. Further, even if the
beginning of a given work seems idiosyncratic, this can itself be misleading,
since, once some version or draft of a written work 1s produced, it confronts
its author as an artifact just as much as it does another reader, and is subject
to revision and rewriting. For most works of philosophy, the ‘first word’ is
rarely really the first word but some product of rewriting that has erased the
original ‘first word’” and substituted for it another (sometimes many times
over). We might say, then, that the actual beginning of any work of philoso-
phy is language itself, borrowed, refined, worked over, and finally set down
in what always remains a sort of provisional form. Such a beginning, then,
can never be entirely idiosyncratic but is, rather, a sort of intersubjective
generality delimited by the resources of a shared language. Viewed in this
way, philosophy never completely begins anew or in some idiosyncratic ex-
perience of wonder, but in our immersion in a broader intersubjective and
linguistic world—in, for example, the agora of ancient Athens, the salons of
18th century Paris, or the seminar rooms of modern universities.

Finally, if it 1s the ‘content’ or ‘object’ of philosophy that is emphasized,
then the question of the beginning of philosophy becomes almost impossible
to pose in any clear or unambiguous way. In this sense, philosophy is viewed
neither as some sort of activity in which an individual can engage nor some
particular artifact that has been produced. Rather, it is something like the
overall viewpoint or interrelated set of ideas aimed at by individual activities
or articulated within the specific linguistic resources deployed by a particu-
lar work or set of works. At least in the spatio-temporal sense in which we
can say that a particular activity has commenced or a particular work has
been written, such ‘content’ exists neither in a particular space nor at any
specific time. Of course, we can associate philosophical ideas or viewpoints
with some particular philosopher or historical epoch, but ‘Plato’s Theory
of Ideas’ or “The Enlightenment Idea of Freedom’ are neither completely
reducible to what some individual thought or wrote nor to what viewpoint
might have been prevalent in some historical period of time. One way that
this irreducibility of an idea or viewpoint to some individual or time-peri-
od has been characterized is to say that it is “‘universal,” meaning, at least,
that it is non-spatial and atemporal, hence (at least in principle) available to
anyone at any time and linguistically expressible in a variety of ways. Most
philosophers have gone even further, claiming that the ideas or viewpoints
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that they have pursued and attempted to express are somehow valid for or
trump those of all other philosophers. But whatever ‘universal’ may further
mean, at least with respect to the question about beginnings when the ‘con-
tent’ of philosophy is emphasized, we can say that, in this sense, philosophy
has no beginning. The heart of philosophy is that which is ‘universal’ and
the ‘universal’ is precisely that which has no beginning locatable in space,
time, or language.

In a way, however, this returns us to the beginning of our discussion,
since, clearly, the meaning of philosophy is no more exhausted by viewing it
in terms of its aim or ‘content’ than it is by viewing it as an activity or a prod-
uct of that activity. All three views have full rights to be considered as part of
the meaning of philosophy. Consequently, our question about the beginning
of philosophy has to accommodate the paradoxical-seeming fact that the be-
ginning of philosophy is at once personal and idiosyncratic, intersubjective
and linguistic, and universal. Given the difficulty of such a question, it will
be helpful to turn briefly to some of the ways in which those whom we’ve
come to call philosophers have approached this question.

II. SOME RESPONSES TO THE QUESTION OF BEGINNING IN
PHILOSOPHY

How philosophers have historically dealt with the problem of beginning
philosophy would itself make a revealing and likely quite complicated philo-
sophical work, especially if we were able to compare what they said about
philosophical beginnings with how they actually began and where this led
them. And, of course, such a work would likely also eventually have itself
to consider how to begin dealing with philosophical beginnings. Whatever
might come of such a project, two things at least are certain. However an ac-
tivity or work begins, if it is philosophy, the way in which it begins will pro-
pel the work along a certain trajectory and reverberate throughout the work.
Different initial experiences will give rise to different sorts of activities, and
different beginning points, even for different works by the same author, will
issue in rather different products. The point is that choosing a beginning
point for a work of philosophy 1s itself a crucial philosophical issue and one
that deserves some serious reflection. The second point is that, for the most
part, philosophers have, in fact, eventually returned, at some point in their
trajectory, to the question of beginnings. They have, at some later point of
their trajectory, reflected back upon its own beginning. However, we must
remember that such a return is never ‘innocent,” but is always informed by
the trajectory of thought that they are already upon. In fact, our earlier dis-
cussion seems to agree with some of the poststructuralists that there can nev-
er be some account of a ‘pristine origin’; with philosophy, like many other
human enterprises, we will have ‘always already’ begun before the question
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about beginnings ever arises, and then it is, so to speak, too late. Even so, it
may be helpful to review some of the ways that philosophers have addressed
this issue as a way of access to our own question.

If we look at how historical philosophers have treated the question of be-
ginnings, we can discern at least three main approaches. These turn out to
be related in some interesting ways to the more general issues we've already
discussed. In particular, I'll suggest, as we proceed, that each approach
turns out to adopt a particular viewpoint on the three meanings of philoso-
phy and their associated senses of beginning. That is, they will, in effect, ac-
commodate all of these, but from the point of view of a particular approach.

1. Ontological Approaches

The first approach is ‘ontological.’” I call this approach ‘ontological’
because ‘being,” beginning in classical times, has most often been cited as
the ultimate concern of philosophy. There have, of course, been other can-
didates for this—‘truth,” ‘the Good, ‘the Whole,” 