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TRANSLATORS INTRODUCTION

: s !
Herman Bornne and Lawrent Ledoux

He wandered through the fields, a young boy of 16; he.looked up and saw
a trail of white hevons flying through the sky, at a great altitude: and noth-
ing else, nothing more than the whiteness of these white creatures rowing
on a blue sky, nothing more chan these two colom superposing each other,
this ineffabile feeling of etemity penetrated his soul at that very moment
and untied ‘what was tied, tied what was untied, so much so that he fell
on the ground, as if overtaken by sudden death.

-—Hugo von Hofrrannsthal

Why We' Translated Marcel Conche’s “Philosopher 4 Uinfini”

“Enough talk about Matcel Conche. Why don't you pay him a visit to talk
with him?” said Bob Starc to Laurent in June 2006 during one of their walks
in the forest. For several years, Laurent had shared with Bob his pleasure
and joterest in reading Conche’s books. Without a degree in philosophy but
" an intetest in it since childhood, Laurent had previously followed the good
advice of another frlend, Jean Jadin, to study philosophy by choosing one
single given philosopher. His friend suggested Conche, After reading his
works, Laurent had some apprehensions about contacting Conche. What
would a nonspecialist have to say to the great wise man, who had become a
well-known writer in France? Nevertheless, Laurent decided ro contact him
and request to meet whenever possible. To his great surprise, he received
a prompt but positive reply: “Come whenever you want!” This proved to
he typical of Conche’s openness and eagerriess to spark eatnest dialogues.

XV




xvi TRANSLATORS' INTRODUCTION

Matrcel and Laurent spent a wonderful weekend together, discussing
philosophy and the Infiniteness of Nature, while walking, eating, or sitting
on a bench in front of a magnificent landscape. During that weekend, Lau-
rent decided to translate one of Conche's books into Bnglish, in order to
make his ideas known to a wider audience. When he asked Matcel which
hook he should translate, the answer was quick and without hesitation:
“Philosapher & Vigni.”

Laurent began translating the book during the summer of 2006 and
despite his demanding position as manager of a commercial department at a
" large international banl, Laurent worked diligently each evening as well as
weekends, In 2009, Herman' Bonne, another enthusiastic reader of Matcel
‘Conche's work and the owner and manager of a medium-sized company, was
prompted by Conche to contact Laurent to help him finalize the transla-
tion. It took them another three years to do so, with the assistance of three
native English speakers: Dan Tudos,.manager of 2 company in the United
States, Jan Swan, an Irish communications consultant living in Paris, and
James Donahue, an Ametican College teacher. Finally, J. Baird Callicott,
a well-known environmental ethicist from the United States and a friend
of Laurent’s, introduced them to Andrew Kenyon of the State University
of New York Press,

Why did two business managers, untrained in philosophy, decide to
embark on such a long joutney to translate a philosophical book by a French
academic? The answer is simple: we both fumly believe that the notion
of infinity is at the core of the crisls humanity is facing today. Bvery day,
scientific advances offer us more insights about the infinitely small or the
infinitely great. For the last two hundred.years our economies have been

running full speed;fueled by the implicit belief that natural resources are

‘infinite. Today however, we finally understand that they are not and that
we heed to radically rethink the foundations of our economic system. Para-
doxically, we believe that a solid philosophical reflection on the Whole of
reality, on Nature as “the infinite” can help us propetly address this unprec-
edented enviropmental crisis; Nature is indeed a perpetual challenge for
the mind. Reflecting upon its infinity also helps to put man in his place, to
evaluate our surroundings and ourselves according to their true proportion.

We hereby do not claim that metaphysics should be instrumentalized
to help society resalve its problems. We want to acknowledge how reading
Marcel Conche's wotks on infintte Nature has not only helped us grow and
matute as haman beings but also has helped us to take initiatives in our
respective organizations and to change our managerial practices, leading to
more harmonious, respectful, and sustainable long-term development where
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th1s splllt that L:unent feads the association Phalosophy & Manage»
www.philoma.oig) which organizes philosophy seminats for managers.
Since we have hoth significantly benefited from his insights, our goal
render Marcel Conche’s writings widely accessible, We have tried
fore to make this English version of “Philosopher & Vinfini” as readable

Hach chapter is preceded by a short summary entitled “Mile-
stones” (as a reference to the milestones along the path Mae-
cel invites U§ to take with the philosophers who influenced
him). We have also added key word titles between some
paragraphs of the various chapters in order to highlight the
main ideas covered. Although the prose of Marcel Conche is
straightforward, he sometimes jumps from one idea to anoth-
et, making it Jess easy for nonacademics to follow. Hopefully,
these summaries and additional titles will make it casier for
the reader to follow his logic;

Book references of quotes and Greek or Latin versions. of spe-

cific words have been converted into endnotes in order to
lighten the text;

A glossary hriefly introducing all thinkers, philosophers or *
isms” mentioned in the text has been added.

A PBrief Introduction to
Marcel Conche’s Life and Work

Matcel Conche occuples an impottant place in today’s French philosophical
landscape. He is recognized by academics for his groundbreaking and autho-
ritative wotks on Greek thinkers such as Pyrtho, Epicarus, Parmenides, and
Hetaclitus, as well as on Montaigne. He is also appreciated by the wider
public for his more personal works. -

Born in 1922 and emeritus professor at the Sorbonne, Marcel Conche
has been made Jaureate of the Frénch Academy and a corresponding merm-
bet of the Academy of Athens for his life work. André Comte-Sponville,
a best-selling French philosophes, considers Conche’s philosophy as “one
of the rare philosophies of our time” and has dedicated a book from an
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interview with him. To date Marcel Conche has written more than thir
ty-five books, most of them published by the Presses Universitaires de France
(PUE). Many of his books have been teedited several times, While he has
long been known in academic circles, over the last decade his books have
drawn a growing interest from. the wider public. For instance, “Confessions
of a Philosopher” has met with great success in French bookshops. A. spe-
cialist in Greek philosophy and probably one of the world’s best academ-
ics on Montaigne, his work combines erudite refetences to the history of
philosophy with a highly personal and substantlal search for “truth,” all
expressed in crystal-clear prose. This is illustrated by one of Conche’s early
works, “Pyrthon ou Papparence” (Pyrtho or Appeatance), an audacious and
successful essay-that cléady distinguishes Pyitho's philosophy from Sextus
Empiricus’s teaditional skepticism. ,
Today, at ninety-two years of age and living in a small village in
southein France, Conche remains as active and original as ever. Among
his latest projects, he has recently translated as well as provided personal
commentary on the Tao Te Ching despite his not speaking a word of Man-
darin: He teanslated word by word, using dictionaries. In this book he
draws 4n interesting paraliel between the near contemporaries Lao Tzu and .,
‘Heraclitus: the river of the Greeks is compared to the Dao of the Chinese.

With and Without Marcel Conche—
A Short Introduction to the Boak

For Matcel Conche, Nature is infinite, both in time and space, and- consti-
wates the Whole of reality. In this boak, he introduces us to ‘his view of
infinite Natute, confronting it with that of other thinkers."Conche notes
that, while the idea of infinity is present in many philosophical systeins,
. time is often distegarded. Platonic thinking is focalized on an ideal and
unchanging totality which does not allow for a temporal essence, Equally,
for Aristotle, time is raled from within by fixed forms which in a way
annibilate its importance. Conche, therefore, finds his inspiration rathet
in Montaigne for whom “everything changes”; in Nietzsche, obsessed by
time even when he writes about the “eternal return”; and in Bergson, who
considers duration as the “background of reality.” )
For Conche, idealism—which has dominated philosophy since Plato—

has corrupted our thinking on infinity. Infinity has been thought essentially
to have a spiritual natare, perfect and achieved. It has been conceived as
a well-ordered totality, meaningful and closed upon itself, Christianity has
¢ransformed reality into a “world” already completed and finite since God,
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created it, can encompass it. Conche takes a radically opposite view:

omes first is natare as the Greeks have concelved it through the
0 of “Physis” (or Phusis). Phusis is an infinite reality, that is, a reality
a5 always been there and always will be, unending, constantly creating
xploring new paths “like a poet,” that is to say, without following a
|lidesigned plan. Mankind is pait of the Phusis and cannot extract itself
it. Mankind is, therefore, destined to death but_also contributes to the
tive process, to Phusis through its actions. Nature or Phusis, as “All of
ity," must be distinguished from. the worlds or universes that it encom-
es. Science helps mankind to better understand these worlds but will
er be able to do more than to scratch the surface of Phusis. For Conche,
finity is not only outside mankind. It is also inside mankind. Conche
ds his inspiration here in Pascal. Mankind can indefinitely make an
ventory of reality though science, though this action is a futile endeavor
understand ot experience infinite nature, Mankind can, however, experi-
ce infinity through love, 'To love is by definition to love infinitely and to
eal the other’s infinity. Here, Conche’s natutalism (only Nature “is” and
Il transcendence is imaginary) does not lead to radical nihilism: the infinite
haracter of Nature does not serve to undermine mankind, accentuating
ts irreducible finite character. Rather, mankind actively participates in the
reation of this infinity through its owr experiences, through its own life.
This may help give some meaning to the human adventure. It may also
et us think that mankind is free after all for i cannot be made prisoner of
a religlous, metaphysical or cultural definition of itself. Mankind's relation
with Nature is precisely what makes mankind its own creator.

At the end of the book, an intetesting insight into Marcel Conche’s
view on infinite Nature is gleaned through the correspondence between
him and Gilbert Kirscher, an emeritus professor of philosophy. After hay-
ing detailed why Marcel Conche journeys with and without various phi-
losophers, - the book culminates with a fruitful exchange that could have
been subtitled: “With and without Marcel Conche.” This earnest dialogne
highlights the reasons why one might part with Conche regarding his
views on Nature. The opénness with which Conche shaves this wich us
is, as previously mentioned, typical of him. He relishes engaging dialogues
and s always ready to have his idess challenged and to reconsider his
positions, In one of his books on Montaigne (“Montaigne ou la consclence
heureuse”—Montaigne or the Happy Consciousness), he openly yearns for
a “good verbal duel” with him. For Conche, dialogue is the foundation of
morality, as he argued in an eponymous book {“La fondement de la morale”).
This also explains why, like Montaigne, Conche has never attempted to
turn his ideas into a “systern.” He is well aware that his ideas cannot be
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put to the test and, as such, cannot be set against those who believe in
a personal God, for example. The ather abrupt sentence in the appendix
(“Between philosophets and believers—as such—dialogue has no meaning”)
should not be interpreted, therefore, as a refusal to dialogue with people
who believe in God. His dialogues with Chrlstians such as Montaigne,
Pascal, ot Bergson show otherwise (one with Meister Bekhart would have
also been interesting, as he afso seems to have made references to Nature
as being infinite). Rather, Conche’s sentence in the appendix highlights
the need for hoth parties to always be ready to reconsider their beliefs in
the face of new information or solid arguments, in order to philosophize
and have a fruitful dialogue. Such a frame of mind seems, more than ever,
critical in our global society. This is why we hope this book may spark a
renewed dizlogue on Nature and the infinite between men and wormen of
different philosophies and beliefs. - :
Finally, let us remark that throughout. his work and in this bool,
Conche develops inspiting ideas on. the timeless and stimulating, but, in
his opinion, inevitably limited dialogue between philosophy and science.
Nevertheless, one may regret that in this book Conche does not present
any scientific discoveties that could lend support to his thoughts, such as a
mathematical treatment of infinity or contemporary cosmology. This should
not be surprising, however, as for Conche no thought of Nature as the-
Whole of reality could be substantiated throught scientific evidence. Philos-
ophy is therefore condemned to remain an interpretation of Nature, which
science can neither confirm noy invalidate. Here again we find infinity, in
the unlimited number of metaphysical speculations and of philosophies
sbout Nature. In Conche’s own words: “Natute is infinite. This infinity
reduces me to a point. in space, 2 moment in time. But, I equal myself
to it through thinking, not because I conld have an “idea” of infinity, as
Descartes said we could have an idea of God, but because my thought is
like a door to infinity, which is nothing else than Nature offering heyself
to the consciousness and the reason of mankind.” T
To Julian, Miguel, and Alban, in the hope that Marcel Conche's book,
whisther in Frepch or in. Baglish, will belp them experience the infinity of
Nature and dare to become the poets of their lives.

Lautent Ledoux

LaurentJedoux@gmail.com
www.philoma.ong

Hetman G, Bonne
hermanbonne@hotmail.com

520

i

%

5

ek spsamins




FLASHBACK

hen I was a young man I used to work in the fields, vineyards, and
adows of my father’s farm. This intense agricultural labor would consume
tactically all my energy, leaving little or no time for reflection. Indeed,
ny mind was so task-oriented that there was room for nothing else. Had
been able to “let go” 1 would have been naturally receptive to the con-
cept of the infinity that surrounded rog; my mind would have yielded to
ts natural propetisity to wander and wondes, as it should do when one is
50 young and in. the midst of this pure and transforming nature. But back
thent T had no notion of what infinity meant, virtaally no knowledge of
- its existence at all, '

Only today do 1 realize how alienated my mind had been; rather than
sugrendering to its natural disposition arid absorbing itself in meditation
on the infinite, it was stubbornly and exclusively preoccupied with what
is contingent and finite. T

As a schoolboy and, later, a college student, my mind would have
been naturally receptive to concelve of infinity, but instead it was continu-
ously limited by objectives of little scope, obliged to restrict itself to these
parrowminded pursuits, I had to write essays and reviews, prepare this or
that homework, and eventually, as an older student, submit iny thesis.
These scholastic efforts were presented for my headmaster’s or professor’s
consideration, who in due time would then pronounce their final judgment.
All this belonged to the contingent order of things. All that belongs to
a human being that necessarily defines him or her as & philosophet was
forgotten, brushed aside, or simply never stimulated or encouraged.

Human beings spend their lives accomplishing tasks, carrying out func-
tions, performing roles that they have chosen or responsibilities that others
have chosen, for them. These tasks, functions, and roles might have been
entirely different as a consequence of some other particular need, tradition,
influence, or coincidence, How difficult it is to truly and deeply ascertain
the universal human being beyond peoples’ individual characteristics!

o
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Having been spiritually educated in the Catholic faith, my teachers
taught me that “God” had created the sky and the earth out of nothing;
then he created light, the firmament, the planets, and the animated beings
of the sea and air. ¥ was told that he had created man in his own image;
that a man called Adam had disobeyed him nevertheless; that Adam and
his eatliest of all sins had wiought evil, suffering, and death upon the
world, But I was also told that, in his demise, man would take with him
the promise of a savior who would return. as Jesus Christ during the reign
of Emperor Augustus. )

Trom all this 1 could have concluded that God, World, and Man are
all there is. Hence, I might have come up with the concept of the Whole:
the Whaole of reality, and therefore of the infinite, sirice there can be noth-
ing else beyond the Whole of reality. '

But that is not what 1 came up with.

God, Wotld and Man rtallied up without forming a whole; it did not
cross my mind to consider them as geing together at that time. Abbve all
“God” meant a serious threat-for “sinners” as well as & promise of eternal
life in paradise for the “souls of the deceased ” at least for the ¢ gust and
good” souls amongst us,

Throughout my childhood and part-of my youth, I attended an annual
seven o'clock moming Mass, which was offered to God in order for my
mothet’s soul to “rest in peace.” I cannot at all remember having fel:
something reserabling a love for God. Actually, [ often. felt a superstitious
fear: of this Supreme Being known to many as the “Almighty.” Even back
then, my mind never truly accepted what I had been told about Christ,
the “God made man, second person of the Trinity, mediator, savior, dead
and resutrected.”

|
The Foundation and Spontaneity of
My Rejection of the Monotheist Creed

The Judeo-Churistian myth did not prepare me to reflect upon the ideas
of the Whole and Infinity, God was of course “infinitely perfect,” but this
prerequisite did not teally inspire one to think about the infinite. The
Christian dogma never quite held a firtm grip on my mind, So when I
came to explicitly reject it, all had done was to throw away a burden of
imposed beliefs that did nothing but uselessly weigh tne down. The so-called
kindness of God did not appear to correlate with the utter magnitude of
suffering here on Barth.
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1 had yet to develop the decisive argument needed to reject this
igious dogina outtiéht until the time ] became aware of the sufferings
rrured children through reading Dostoyevsky and the “Diary of Mary
1g,” among other texts. | considered their abject woe as having de jure
justification whatsoever, Howevey, it was not the suffering of children
at motivated my rejection. of the monotheist creed: 1 had aleady rejected
Rather, this suffering “became” the foundation for my rejectlon, and
was all I required to justify an anti-theist position, which bad become
pe spontancously, Indeed, it had already been mine for quite some time.

Bergson, whose thoughts shall be discussed in chapter IX, writes that
taking into account only arguments, analysis, and rational motives, “we
fisk failing to see what is fundamentally spontaneous in a philosophical
position.” My philosophical intuition freely indiced me to reject the
monotheist path. [ had a premonition that my reason, my feeling of what
is just, simple, and clear would be uselessly troubled by something that only
made sense thanks to a dubious “Revelation.” To my mind, this was as a
cumbersome, harardous, and complex construction.

“Impossible.” This is what intuition “whispets in the philosopher's
car,” says Bergson. And he adds: “What a strange force this intuitive power
of negation! How Is it that historians of philosophy have not been more
greatly strack by it? Js it not obvious that the first step the philtosopher takes
is to reject ceraln things definitively, when his thought is still faltering and
there is nothing definitive in his doctrine! Later he will be able to make
changes in what he affirms; he will vary only slightly what he denies.”
As a matter of fact, I never once thought of turning back on my
position on the monotheist creed. On the contrary, my negation. became
even mote radical over time, up to the point of annihilating itself, having
completely dissolved its object.

At first, the notion of God seemed to me most waithy of examina-
tion. At that time, patt of my role as a university professor was to be able
to explain the great theological philosophies of the world. Out of probity,
I made an effort to align myself with the spirit that underlies and drives
these theologies and to reconstruct their inner logic, However, this was
quite an alienating experience as [ had the patent feeling that doing so
meant wotking against my ttue self. '

Progressively, the meaning of the word God lost its meaning and
eventually I tired of using it. In the monotheist system, notions of “God,”
© oWorld” and “Man” are correlated. Once the notion of “God” is rejected,
the notion. of “World” cannot remain the same; a “World” is a whole
with a defined, unifying structure. Do all finite beings, including “Man,”
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form a “World?” For this proposition to be true, you need to postulate the
existence of “God” for structare and unity. All finite beings becorne then
a4 “world,” a single one, unique and ordered, hut also sational, reason-
able, and hatmonious. This is exactly how Plato, the Stoics, and Lelbniz,
among othets, wanted the “World” to be, as will be shown in the coming
chaptets. )

Tn cobtrast, once the notion of “God” is rejected, finite beings Do
fonger need be thought of as forming a unique wWorld,” though this does
aot mean that the notion of “World” becomnes useless. Hirstly, it -remains
useful as & phenomenological concept expressing the experience we have of
all that we can see avound us. Secondly, if all the finite beings no longer
need to be brought togerher in one unigue World, then we can consider
there are multiple worlds. We can do so because we accept phuralist cos-
mologies, a5 Anagimander first did in the sixth century BC, or because we ' {
consider each specics or even each individual as inhabiting “its own. wortld,”
and finally, because we corsider attists as “creating worlds.”

The notion of “Man” fares -no better than the notion of “World” o
against the disappeatance of the notion of “God? Indeed, in the mono- ‘
theist creed, the essence of man, the definition of what Man must be, and
how he should live in order to qualify for salvation are all cotrelated to .
the notion of God. With God, eternal life, or imrpottality, is promised to '
Man; without God, his is a mortal destiny, In. the monothelst creed, his
“nitude” on earth means he must expericnce death, though that death
wonld not be his Life’s end. 'The Loving God’s promise gives Sese to his
{ife for, without God, his “Gnitude” becomes truly finite; his life ends with
eatthly death, a8 though he were an aniroal or a tree. :

Put what of his being then? “For why,” asks Montaigne, “do we claim
citle to existence, on account of that instant that is only 2 flash in the
infinite course of an eternal night, and so Frief an interruption. of our
perpetual and natural condition?” Montaigne speaks here as if he were an
ntheist. It is possible he was an atheist, albeit an intermittent one, as we
will see in chapter VL. .

Peing and Appearances

To live during such a ghort period of time between the infinite past (when
we were not yet) and the infinite future (when we will no longet be): can
we really iefer to that as “heing”? Neither Plato nor Aristotle thought 50,
even though they needed the “forms” to be eternal so that they could be
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to “be,” as we will see in the next two chapters. Indeed, the lasting
g is more real than the passing one. If Man only lasts one day, he is

¢ shadow of a shadow,” states Pindar, the Greek lyric poet who lived
ing the fifth century BC,

ouise, i my daily life if [ observe a table in front of me I might be

ved to say: “The table is,” or “This #s.” That is because 1 only see things

their present and current form or shape, forgetting rhe two infinities—the

ast and the future. I do not perceive what surrounds me as integrated into
infinity of time. Hence, 1 accept it as a firm reality,

But, if | could see all things within the infinity of tine, they would
sear to me as fleeting, incapable of taking the forms of firm befngs. They
ould resernble “shadows and phantoms,™ states Philo, from the first cen-
ury AD. He adds: “In a procession the first ranks get out of sight as they
iove further. In a torrent the waves stream faster than our capacity to
erceive them. Similarly in life, things pass by, move away and although
hey seem fittm, not one of them remains fixed for a single moment. All
ee continuously.”

As we limit time to a present ﬂanked by a short-term past and future,
‘we are thus able to say: “This is,” “I am,” etc. This occurs because we only
‘succeed in living and acting in a “narrow” notion of time; the timeframe
of the short lives and of the world we inhabit; Howeves, let us now try
to exempt Gurselves from the need 16 act and consider.our lives as brief
moments in an infinite time. The time frame of the Whole of reality —
Natute, as I call it—can be thought to be infinite in both space and time.
Are we then still able to define ourselves with the words we wse in the
atomic time of our daily life? What ate we then!? Neither beings, nor noth-
ingness: just appearances which do not refer to a being and which simply
glide and flee, destined for oblivion. . )
Neither appearance-of (a being), nor appearance-for (for a being--a
subject): such is the Pyrrhonian notion of Appearance. This concept is
namned after Pytrho, the ironic philosopher considered by some as one of the
fathers of Skepticism. In the monotheist creed, Man is the only being not
destined to die. However, if Man has no destiny, then. he merely appears for
an instant until death extends its inevitable reach over all living things. All
finite beings are then subsumed into the notion of Appearance. This whole
of finite beings, the Whole of reality, is infinite since there is nothing-else
but this infinity, multiple and without unity. As will be shown in chapter
V, this can hark back to the boundless universe of the Epicureans except
that, in Nature, as [ see it, there would be no substantial entities such as




6 PHILOSOPHIZING AD INFINITUM

atoms, the infinite void, and gods. As long as our thinking limits itself to
what appeats to or before our eyes, we considet such entitles as fictions.

Duties toward Shadows

But if human beings ate only shadows, and if independently of what they
do they quickly vanish, what becomes of our duties? Do we have duties
voward shadows! There was a time when T thought that the reality of a
being was implied by the anconditional character of the moral imperative
that could be applied to that being. By “real,” we can understand as we
have just seen, either “that has the semi-reality of shadows” or “that has
the full reality of what will surely last.” _

Since we do have unconditional duties towaxd particular beings, at
feast in particular situations, I concluded that these beings were fully real.
I now understand they might have only a semi-reality. But that does not
change our dutles toward them in’any way. We can thetefore claim to
have duties toward “shadows” Indeed, ontology should not interfere with
motality; they play a different game, Ontological nihilism such as the Pyr-
thonian philosophy only leads to a depreciation of beings, not of the duties
we have toward them, or of the values we hold.

Wheze Pyrtho, Heraclitus, and
Parmenides Meet-

Was it possible for me to stick to the Pyrthonian philosophy of Appearance, =

~ to such ontological nihilism? In order to answer this question, 1 should
" first state that my method is neither reflexive (examining myself), nor

deductive (concluding from ideas to things), nox dialectic (limiting itself .

- to the ideas game), nor eclectic (supposing a minimal agreement between

different philosophies), nor intuitive (leading to the heart of things). My

method is experimental, or father “experlential.” So 1 continuously confront
all there is, the Whole of realivy with all that is offered to my experience. Here
we should distinguish. between two forms of experlence: on one hand, the
nattow forms of experlence such as those of the worker, the attist, or the
scientist, and on the other hand, the global philosophical experlence. The
fatter does not omit anything but rather takes all the aspects presented to
us into account.
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This leaves us with the following question: Can the notion “the
le of reality” facilitate the experience one has of that reality or are
pockets of cesistance? T think that it cat, and that there is not one
gle pocket of resistance.
It is not by chance that { have tried to pull Pyrthonism toward Hera-
¢'s philosophy and theteby bring rogether Heraclitus and Parmenides.
ed, to defend as 1 do with Pyrrho the angument that there is nothing
« than vanishing appearances s equal to defending ¢he eterpity of this
ement. What there is now is not what there was yesterday, but whatevet
e is, to claim that where 16 remains always (ue. wThere is” is the way |
slate the “esti” of Parmenides, the Ante-Socxatle philosopher who holds
¢ the reality of the world as “Opne Belng,” an unchanging, un-generated,
estructible whole. - :
© Parmenides’s dlightly younger contemporaty, Heraclitus, claims what
ould be seen. as just the opposite. For Heraclitus, everything s “in flux,”
§ exemplified in his famous aphorism “pantd shei” which means “everything
ows, hothing stands setll” :

With “there is,” Parmenides and Heraclitus join forces to give eternity
ts rights. Indeed, when. 1.say “there is,” no motion of time Is involved: “there
& demands no specification. —

To test it, let us introduce the notion of time. Let us ask outsclves
if, one day, one may haye said or may say in the future: “There is nothing.”
This would be contradictory. « “There is nothing’ cannot be said ot thought"™
says Parmenides. “There is,” on the othet hand, can be equated to “nei-
ther these was, nor will chere be, because it is now”®: the idea of “now'’ Ot
“nun, ™ used hete, excludes the succession of moments in time and refers to
an “eternal present’: a prescnt i, nio way bordered by a past and a future,

We can therefore say that everything bappens in the world within.
an eternal present. Herachtus's panta’ rhei, “Gyexything flows,” implies an
eternal present, just as Parmenides’s nun.

Getting to See the “Real Force”

What diversity there is within this infinite constantl What diversity in this
“There ist” We have oply to open our eyes: a multiplicity of beings and
appearances reveals itself to us. We will call them “beings” if we look at
dhem in narrow time and “gppearances” if we choose to do so in infinite
time as seen above. Howevet, this diversity, this multiplicity cannot be
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called disparate. What we sce is an asrangement, a “world” {cosmos) in
the phenomenological sense.

Tt would of coutse be pointless to ask why “There is” rather than
“There is not” it bas always been and always will be so. A more natwal
and rational question is to ask “Why is it ‘so’ rather than differently?”
Aristotle observes: “For all men begin, as we said, by wondering that things
are as they are.”®

When we do wonder about it, we quickly note that no finite being
can exist without an external soutce, Rain presupposes the cloud. The
day presupposes the sun. The plant presupposes the seed, The animal has
parents. All these beings cannot bring themselves alone into existence, ot
organize themsetves in a world (a structured unity). Not even this world
can justify itself. Should we then say this world conforms to an eternal
model? We would thereby only shift the problem to another level.

So which creative force engendered this world? Observation and
analyses of this world can give us a cue—on the condition that we are
not blinded by some obsessive myth. The monothelst faith can prevent us
from seeing what we have before our very eyes. We are told an Almighty
being has created the world from nothing, and we must believe it, as absurd
as it may seem, We ate so blinded by this myth that we still would not
understand it, even if we were to have real evidence reproducing all aspects
of the world right before our own eyes. In order to truly see the real force,
we first need to reject as imaginary the unsatisfactory “explanation™ the
absurd myth of “creation out of nothing.” :

When we finally succeed in tejecting this myth, then the real force.
naturally reveals itself to us. To sing the real force, to sing the renewal of
nature in spring, the poet Lucretius uses the words power, force,’ or even love
(Venus). The Ante-Socratics called this real force “Phusis,” which translates
to Nature, always denoted with a capital N.

As the “real force,” Nature can be said to animate the world. But it
does this discreetly “in the background,” as it were. Heraclitus says “Nature
(Phasis) is wont to hide itself”'° Heraclitus uses the word phileo," meaning
“to love,” but also “to be in the habit of, to be wont to."2 We can observe
this over time as Nature shows or hides itself according to the seasons: it
is & habit, the altering of the seasons being undefined. This power of life,
Nature, hides itself and becomes invisible during the “dead” season. But
after death, life; after life, death and so on. Each of these two opposites is
needed. Nature keeps them together as they take turns to appear. A law of
harmony governs the course of things but, as Heraclitus notes, “the hidden
hatmony wins over the visible harmony" the invisible governs the visible
and holds its key.




BLASHBACK Q

Nature as Phusis, Nature as the
Whole of Reality

yth claims “God ereated the world,” thereby implicitly acknowledg-
that the world is not everything. What is there beyond the wotld then?
¢ consider “God” as a cultural notion incompatible with our ingenuous
ence of reality, could we then consider Natate as all that is “beyond”
world, as what encompasses the world we know and the multiplicity
ther worlds and universes? If we do so, could we extend “Phusis,” the
al force,” “Naawe as what underlies the world” to an all-encompassing
ure? Could Nature then be considered to be “the Whole of vedlity,” “the
ly being that truly " which does not flow away while all finite beings
! no more than its fleeting manifestations?

We can only answer this question by plowing through with an mgenu-
s experience of reality and by contemplating it with renewed attention.
This is precisely the purpose of this book. In the following chapters, 1
Il attempt: to define my philosophical position by differentiating it from
hose of the philosophers who are dearest to me. ‘Hopefully, a certain idea
Nature will emerge from these chapters: Nature as infinite in time and
pace, as Infinitely creative and in which Man, if he does not get bogged

own with rigid concepts or blinded by contrived and decepuve myths and
Ieeds can also bﬁ Cre-atlver
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WITH THE “OLD SAGE’
AND WITHOUT HIM

Milestones
-,
This last chapter, with and without Lao Tz, constitutes for Conche an
opportunity to synthesize somewhat his key ideas on Nature, It is an open
infinity because it is nothing but contifuous creation, tirelessly breaking up
into innumerable worlds that are not at all eternal, but are born and petish.

According to Conche, Lao Taw's Tao, which is “perpetual mutabil-
ity,” is close to Heraclitus’s panta rhei (“everything moves”) combined with
Anaximander's Phusis, the source and principle of birth and growth of
individual beings, which deploys a generative force. Now, Natute constantly
creates forms that themselves do not or barely evolve. Among them, man
is incomplete and knows it. So, to be in accordance with the natural
innermost depths of his being, with his Tao, man has to reduce the level
of obligations in life as much as possible and to escape, if possible, from
the contingent dutles arlsing from fixed forms as well as from making any
commitment that can be avoided. -

This imples that to live aceording to the Tao we do not have to
“Gulfll ourselves,” 1o be socially “recognized,” to become “real,” “fixed.”
The Tao. Te Ching allows the artist and the philosopher to live according
to Nature, to place their confidence in the flow of things, to be led by
inspitation, unlike the man of action who attempts to master Nature and
the. course of things through calculation. The “man of Nature” simplifies
his life and can live with the feeling of how tiny we ace in the immense
and infinite, and of the urgency of living without doing anything other
than that: living and nothing more.

The man. of Nature is no owdinaty man—the one, who, by reflection,
can return to natural simplicicy—is the philosopher whose infinite activity
(which diffets from action because he does not build anything) frees him

123
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from enticements and fixed forms. The philosopher’s activity is a particular
application of the method of “non-action” {um wei). 1t consists of being
open to realities and to allow them to reveal themselves, to meditate.

Such activiey requires, fisst, to be free from anxiety (ataraxia), This
serenity is a wisdom which is not the aim of philosophy but its condition.
Second, the preoccupation with the self must be absent.

The philosopher’s quest for trath gives mesning to his life, while
passionate affection (distinct from passionate Jove) opens him to infinity
and gives the life of the one he loves and his own a shated lightness and
an overtone of happiness.

Post-Bergsonian Nature: The Pre-Socratic Infinite!
On the day after the death of Bergson in 1941, Jean Wahl wrote: “Right
from the outset, this 20¢h century philosopher modestly but unquestionably
involved himself in the dialogue that had taken place twenty-five centuties
carlier between Zeno of Elea and Heraclitus. By his critique of the idea of
nothinkaess, it could be said that he is continuing the ideas of Parmaenides,
By his theory of movement, he is a Heraclitean. Maybe one day we will
see that the prestigicusness of Plato, the consummate ark of Adistotle to
write down and delve deeper Into common sense ideas, the severe Cartesian
meditation, the Kantian idealism, and the Hegelian dialectic, have all been
50 many ways to separate the mind from the real, . . . Bergson very often
draws us to himself. It would be a lovely dream, and is not an impossible
one, that the post-Bejgsontans coneur with the Pre-Socratics”
Concurring with the Ante-Socratics® and therefore recognize, through
the “real,” the Phusis of “Nature,” is exactly what happened to me.
Anaxipandet already understood the essential fact about Nature: that

it is The Incomplete. 1t is “he infinite” {to apeiron): an infinity which is, .- i

in a sense, closed in on itself and without an exteriot, because thete Is
only itself, yet this infinity is open, because it is nothing but continuous
creation. It is the gemerator of inthumerable wotlds, which are as much
coexlsti11gfbecause.they are “in infinite number, in infinity, whichever
way you turn™-—as they are successive to and succeeding each. otber in
infinite time, some created, others destroyed; and which can have no end-
ing, said Aristotle {explaining the position of Anaximandet}, “because the
generations and the destruction. of worlds necessarily presuppose move:
ment,” which will “always exist.”
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Nature is that which has always been there. This is also the thinking
¢ Heraclitus. In his eyes, it has always been made up of the workd (cosmos)
« what “was, is and will be.™ This is to make Nature finite, to diminish
ts power. Nature did not create itself, that is to say permanently structure
tself into the world, but unceasingly and tirelessty Trilds itself and becomes
finite by forming itself into a multiplicity of worlds, This means that it
preaks up into innumerable worlds that are not. at all eternal, but are born
and perish. It is like a perpetual labaratory of endlesy and multiple trials
because it is not only one order (cosmos) that is born of Nature, bt all
systems of the order are born of it at one time or another.

5

Lao Tzw's Perpetual Mutability: Heraclits’s panta thei
Combined with Anaximander’s Phusis

By his cosmology, Heraclitus Is the uncestor of Plato’s followers. However,
by his panta rhei, “everything moves” he is the prime example of all the
philosophies of movement, from Montaigne o Bergson, -before and after.
Furthermore what is the Tao, according to Lao Tzu, but “perpetual muta-
bility itself,"® that is to say Feraclitus’s river? Yet it must be added: with
certain characeetistics of Anaximander’s Phusis, because the “Path” (Tao),
which is infinite in that it is ungualified, undetermined, and conceptually
incomprehensible, is also the source and principle of birdi and growth
for individual Deings: differentiating themselves and becoming finite, it
thus deploys a generative force, Te—a word that is generally translated as
“\Jistue” Nothing prevents this “Virtae” from showing itself in innumer-
able worlds.

¢

The Tao: Liberating the Incomplete Man from Fixed Forms

Yet, “What is man. in Mature?” asked Pascal. Then he removed the word
Nature, and replaced it with the word Infinite. The infinite: the Incomplete.
The Phusis being all-enveloping, man is not, any more than the other
beings, outside Nature, He is even more in accord with the essence of
Nature than those species that are fixed, Bees ace the same as they were at
the time of Virgil, but man is something else. “The very depths of Nature
[der Kewn] are st the heart of man,” said Goethe; just like Nature and life
jtself—whose evolution cannot stop at fixed forms—man is incomplete. He
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Is the being whose essence, I say, is that 'which is most in accord with the
essence of Nature and life, the most nataral and living being, However,
man knows that he is incomplete and possesses the ability to always break
with what is stagnant. It reasonably follows that man is spirit.

Life is incomplete, but it constantly contradicts this essential incom-
pleteness, not by the creation of forms, but by the fact that these forms
last for millennia without any vatiation'and are fike impasses. Man knows
himself to be incomplete. However, society is the place of ixed forms, and,
by means of the State and its institutions, demands from the individual,
under threat, subjugation to these forms so that the individual is nnceas-
ingly dispossessed of himself, of his creative essence. Fixed forms do not
evolve, or barely evolve.

-Hence, at various times throughout histoty, there are processes of
substitution of old fixed forms with new forms such as wats, coup d’états,
and revolutions. The individual, who owed respect to a code, institutions,
laws, and important people, now owes respect to a different code, to new
institutions, to other laws, to other important people. He is told he must
go to wat. He goes and he dies without having had the time to experi-
ence a reality of his own. Existence is necessarily a. compromise between
society and the self. One cannot completely escape from the pressure of
fixed forms (which Plato, with his theory of Ideas, wanted to make absolute
to establish his authoritarianism), and live a purely natural life, but one
must strive to be in tune with oneself, with ene’s Tao. It is necessaty to
teduce as much as possible, the level of obligations in life and to escape,

if possible, from the contingent duties coming from fixed forms and from
making any commitment that can be avoided. .

Living in harmony with the course of things, the flow that unceas-
ingly institutes and causes them, that is to say being in agreement with
the natural innermost depths of our being; that is the advice of the “Old
Sage,” whete he coneurs with the Greeks and Montaigne, However, the
latter wrote of the difficulty of coming back to Nature, through the batbed
wire of artificial forms: “Nature is a gentle guide, but no more gentle than
wise and just. T seek her footprints everywhere. We have confused them
with artificial tracks and for that reason the sovereign of the Academics
and the Peripatetics, which is ‘to live according to nature,’ becomes hard
to limit and exptess; also that of the Stoics, o neighbour to the other,

"which is “to consent to Natute.'” The ieference to the Academics and
Petipatetics is somewhat misleading here, because for them, “nature” means
the very nature of man, of reason. For the Stoics, the same applies, i only
because reason, before being human, is the immanent logos of all things, and
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unlike human reason, not susceptible to error. The ¥picureans do not see
in Nawure anything like logos, which signifies destiny, finality, providences
the nature of things comes from an original chance happening. Yet, it is to
this Nature, which is now created, that it is necessaty to conform, hecause
what it asks, through the needs that express It, i, essentially finished, while
the destres society gives tise to are insatiable,

The Tao: Renouncing to Fulfill Ourselves to
Be in Accord with Nature

Lao Tzu does not theorize on the system of Mature, Like Montaigne, he
eticks to the evidence of the conflict between two kinds of living—depend-
ing on whether we like to find flfilment or not in relation o values or
ideas linked to fixed forms. O rather, let us say that in one of these ways
of living, we have -to fulfilt ourselves, become real, in the Hegelian sense,
meaning by “real” that which s fixied, This can be done if and in so much
as we obtain social recognition, qualifying by means of a fixed form. This
yealizavion makes it possible to exist in the collective memory and repre-
sentation, not to say' in history. In the other way of living, we consider
that we don’t have to “fulfill ourselves,” if that means becoming settled,
because nothing is fized, apd that we have, throughout days and houts, afl
¢he true reality of what constitutes life. o
Certainly, there is no sodiety without fixed forms, and there is no
individual outside saciety, By means of education, society prepares the child
to maintain or even perpetuate forms. Becoming an adult and a man of
his time, he fulfils himself in forms defined by the spirit of the era. As he
lives ot in the immense time of Nature, but in. a shiunken time, where
ephemeral reafities establish chemselves like beings, he believes hirnself to
“be real, forgets the disappearance of things and nothingness, He has the
satisfaction of being “recognized’—a satisfaction that could be considered
unsatisfactory because L is obrained at the price of alienation of the self,
but he is not aware of such alienation, and in trath there is not much
alienation any more, the individual having exhausted himself with regard
¢o what is different, unspeakable, and unique. This is why the satisfactions
given by achievement and social promotion. repress the obscare fear of
missing out on life.
Returning to natural simplicity, following the “Tho,” presypposes a
minimum commitment to fixed forms. The word Tuo is composed of a
Lot which means to walk step by step, one step at a time. Te, “virtue,” is
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composed of elements of “perfect honesty” and “heart.™ Living according
to the Tao is to be in accord with things, advancing in conformity with
things. Everyone has his or her Tao, which can already, by privilege of
birth, be attuned to the Tao. Halderlin writes: “There are two ideals of our
existence: a state of extreme ingenuousness, in which our needs themselves
ate in concord, both with our abilities and with everything related to us,
solely through the orpanisation of Nature, without our intetference; and
a state of highest culture where the same would take place through the
organisation which we are able to give to ourselves,™

The Artists’ Way of Non-Action

The Tao Te Ching allows us, thanks to the power of thought, to establish a
state of organization of our being in its refations with itself and rthe world,
similar to that which Nature herself produces spontaneously in the case
of certain privileged individuals. These privileged natures are the artists,
while the first are philosophers. . .
“Follow your inspiration,” said Bergson to Raissa Maritain. Such i
in any case, the advice that the artist gives to himself. Because he is abou
to create, he finds himself on the margins of society and fixed forms. I
he consents to a paid profession, it is only to earn what is necessary fo
life and work. Literally, the artlst “wotks without acting” {wei wu w
Chinese for *non-action”), because, contrary to the entrepreneur who sef
an objective for himself and then uses means to obtain it, the artist caf

not know in advance what the work will be, He advances step by stefi

inmovating where necessary, incapable of rationalizing lis steps, What €
does Nature berself do? We can say that she actualizes eterpal essenc
that, for example, she causes bees to be-botn by regulating the eternal Id
of the hee? What does the word bee signify? This would be impossible
know before Nature ereated them. '

Just as Rimbaud’s The Drunken Boat could not exist anywhere, fid
even in the head of the poet, before the poet had written down the wor’gs
What is at work in the artist is nothing other than Nature herself, indégﬁ
nitely incomplete, infinite creator, and pushing blindly the future forws
The man of action is the opposite of the artist, because he wants to ki
in advance all things concerning his actions, in order to move for At
in complete safety. He wants, as much as possible, to avoid risk, whicl{
precisely what the artist cannot avoid. To master Nature and the coursé

i p e ——— e e e —me
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things by calculation is the dream of the man of action; nothing pleases
him more than the progress of science and technology. The artist places his
confidence in the flow of things, allowing himself to be led by inspiration.

The Philosophers’ Way of Non-Action

What is left for he who refuses action and achievement in the world, and
who, however, is not artistic in any way due to lack of natural talent? It
oply temains for him to live poetically, following the example of the “Old
Sage.” This presupposes that one passes from a state of dependence on fixed
orms to a state of straplicity. The individual depends through his roles and
functlons on a society that encloses him in set obligations, which have
. been defined without him, and also by what is tide, dignity, grade, mark
of bonor, etc., all things that hold him captive like so many enticements,
Who says “enticement” says “lure,” who says “lure” says “desire.” We must
#id ourselves of the desires that enslave us, “Have few desires,” Lao T
advises us. Bpicurus explains: Hemit yousself to desites without which we
cannot live as human beings—and which are, in fact, needs because we
have to eat, dress ourselves, find shelter, and have friends. Just as we cut
off the useless branches of a tree, we should cut the strings that keep us
attached to social forms and fashions, that throw us into the future and -
that prevent us from living fully in the present because they make us inat-
tentive to others, '

The Cynics had already noted that we clutter our lives with inpumer-
able things that we do not need. Having pruned what is of no use to happi-
-ness is to be like uncut wood, not like wood that has been cut and worleed.
This is the origin of Lao-tsew’s advide: “Return to the state of uncarved
wood.”? Then what about the individual who has thus simplified his life?

He is as man has always been—the man of Nature, I mean. Regard-
less of place, era, family and social structures, institutions, that is, regardless
of fixed forms, he has to deal with night and day, the sun and the stars,
the phenomena of the atmosphere and the necessity to eat and protect
his body, in. short, the human phenomenon par excellence: meeting the
other. This man would be said to be an abstraction; in fact, he cannot
abstract himself from. his social group. So be it! Yet in societies like ours,
where the individual has several degrees of freedom, it is possible to create
a situation where the structured social ties are so stretched that there is
" meaning to speaking about a return to a natural way of living—the man “of
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‘nature” being then a product of civilization because we can be relatively
indifferent to soclal reality, to what fills the pages of newspapeis or even
1o notable upheavals, In as much as it concetns the ephemeral, is only
passing, and will soon. be forgotten, Thus, we can live less with a historic
conscience than with a feeling of how tiny we are in the immense and
infinite, and so, of the urgency of living without doing anything other
than that: living and nothing more.

The objection could be made that this condition, where man is
stripped of all the things that make up the action of life, would leave him
in a void and in boredom. We could quote Pascal about “diversion.” Let
us listen to the sublime author: “Nothing is so intolerable for man as to be
completely at rest, without passions, without business, without diversion,
without study. He then feels his nothingness, his forlornness, his insuf-
ficiency, his dependence, his weakness, his emptivess. Jmmediarely, from
the depth of his heatt, will come boredom, gloom, sadness, grief, vexation,
despair.”!

This objection is based on a misunderstanding, It is true that if the
ordinary man finds himself “without passions, without business, without
diversion, without study,” he will be hored and in a void, but-we don't
have concern for the ordinary man. Until the end of time, men will desire

powey, riches, honors, and consideration and will need to rival, criticize, |
dominate, defy one another, and quarrel, etc. They will continue to go to.;
q Y : g

war, to destroy, and to kill. If the Tao Te Ching has some’effect on the
ordinary man, it is the sign that he was not an ordinary man.

“The one who, by reflection, can return to natural simplicity, is th
philosapher, insofar as he is capable of achieving the state of what Holdert
describes as “that of the highest culture.” Not to be haunted by any desi;
for honots, power, consideration, or gloty, to geard“against any form of riva
ty or confrontation with others, condemn the use of arms, armed revolt
insurtections, or war, not to patticipate in any, violent undettaking at th
risk of bringing upon oneself public blame and legal sanctions, which |
titne of war strike paclfists, to know that we can, “without going beyond ]
doorstep, know the wotld,"? to have no ihterest in ourselves, nor “prival
ends, " 0 11ve ina h1dden and ANoNymous way w1t‘n those who rnakc

peace and “selemty"”—thls is what the philosopher can do. It is not tl:ja
this serenity is the aim. It is correlative to the activity of the philosophef

L. Y
k :'\' , oy
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which, by itself, frees him. from all that has just been said. If the ordinary
man is powerless to free himself from enticements and fixed forms, it is
hecause he is not capable of this passion for reason, which is what the
philosopher is rade of. Pascal reflects upon the man who, without passion,
without business, without activity, only finds emptiness and boredom, Yet
to philosophize is an activity, and is singularly absorbing because the task
of the philosopher is an Infinite task.

When I say “activity,” I do not say “action.” The authots of systems
have assimilated the philosopher to a2 man of action. They conceive the
search for truth as an enterprise whereby, through analyses and demonstra-
tions, we arrive at a result. Descartes wanted to rebuild philosophy, fike a
building that would be the work of a single aschitect. Philosophy, however,
is nothing like a building, “Beware of prejudices,” said Descattes, Undoubt-
edly he is right, but it is also necessary, sald Bergson, to be wary of “habits
formed in action, [which,} when they find their way up to the sphere of
speculation, create fictitious problems there™

What sort of activity is that of the philosopher whe follows the
Taol We cah say it consists of a particular application of the method of
“non-action” (wu wei), This method is universal and makes it possible, in all
ateas, to be efficient. without conflict or violence.. The way the philosopher
applies it to the domain of knowledge consists of this: to be open to reali-
ties and to allow them to reveal themselves. Most likely not knowing the
Tao, Bergson is close to the idea of “non-acting” by his intuitive method
of coincidence with the *actual flow of the xeal.” Ler us leave the word
intuition to Bergson. Let us content ourselves with the word by which we
ordinarily design the activity of the philosopher: the word meditation. ‘To
meditate is to be waiting, like lying in wait, for thoughts that are gaing
to surprise us, bringing sudden clarity. “We will pever succeed in hayv-
ing thoughts, they come to us,” said Heidegger, with great accuracy!? We
anticipate, with variable probability, the result of an action, and it is for
this reason that we act. Yet we don’t anticipate thoughts. The philosopher
is, in this regaed, similar to the artist. Thought is “work of a poet,” said
Heidegper.'8

The Requirements: Ataragia and
Absence from Self-Preoccupation

What is required so that thoughts come to us? First, the soul must reach
“freedom from anxiety” (ataraxia), serenity, a sort of negative happiness
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that we can call “wisdom”—a wisdom that is not the aim of philosophy,
but its condition. Then and correspondingly, preoccupation with oneself
must be ahsent. “The self is detestable,” said Pascal. Howevet, we shouldn’
attach so much importance to ourselves that we hate owselves. We will
avoid the trap of Cogito, which, by enclosing thonght in self-reflection,
separates it from things, depriving it of all immediate relations. Above
all, it is necessary to empty oneself and put aside all cultural acquisi-
tions—be they beliefs or preconceived ideas—so that there are only things
themselves, their elusiveness, their infinity and their immensity under the
horizon of eternal Time.

All of this is undesstood undet the inspiration of the “Old Sage” I
have therefore called this chapter: “With the ‘Old Sage’ and awithout him,"
because Lao Tzu, like Socrates before him, is unique. He reaches the pleni-
tude of wisdom and lacks nothing, like a god. Tuned like an instrament: to
the flow of things,”” he is in sympathy and communion with all beings; he
shines for them like a benevolent jewel and is a blessing to themi by his
very existence, Yet, even if the philosopher can perceive something from
this height of wisdom, he is himself down in a valley. For, if he has been
able to breal away from or treat as nothing his soclal attachments—I do
not say “family”--if he has delivered himself from any dependence on fixed
forms like trends and fashions, thete still remains what he was not able
to reduce to nothing within himself, and which comes from the fact of
not simply being a human being, but a masculine or feminine human being,
and—in our hypothesis—a “man” (vir, or in Greek, andr).

The Philosopher and His Loved One:
A Shared Tone of Happiness

Yet, in this respect, the philosopher is astonishingly similav to the ordin
man we mentioned ealier. He has within himself an ordinary side, by whi
he simply needs to love a woman and to be loved by one. The kiss th
Lou Salomé gave to Nietzsche at Monte Sacro without thinking or at 1€
- without attaching any importance to it, was for Nietzsche the opposite
an insignificant event, because whatever brings joy or sadness-—accordit
to whether or not it happens only once—and can put more sparkle ity
living, is not insignificant. , 7
For the philosophet as such, the quest for truth gives meaning t

losopher is also a human being. Holderlin’s oak tree, Titan stripped o ‘1#
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hains of social dependence, is the image of the sage, but the poet adds:
f my heart did not attach me to communal life—this heart which cannot
ve up love—how I would like to be an oak tree!”®
" Is this in good faith? Who would want the barrenness of a life without
love? Neither the soul of a poet nor the soul of a philosopher—if at least
the philosopher must really live and be more than a thinking sleepwalker.
Real love implies the infinite, because everything else pales in com-
parison, Are we not then falling into the “Either-or” (the Enten-Eller of
Kierkegaard)? There is on the one hand, joy, the joy of marvelous moments,
and on the other hand, the responsibility of the philosopher and the duty
of a choice. But we have distinguished the closed infinity of passionate or
emotional love, that of Tristan and Iseult, and the open infinity of passion-
- ate affection. If “crazy” love excludes all other interests, passionate affection,
. far from excluding other interests, enfolds them in. its infinity. The mutual
belonging of affectionate lovers does not prevent each one from having his
own activities; and one can devote himself to philosophy, with the other
not evenhaving access to it.

Yet love gives each of the two lives a shared lightness, a shared tone
of happiness. What about the loving embrace? The lovers live the tension
of the inapproachable proximity that is both painful and marvelous. As for
the philosopher, he reflects on these words of Halderlin:

The deepest thought loves the liveliest life;

it is after taking a glance at the world that we understand the
high virtue;

and the sages, very often

finish by clinging to beauty.2!

All of this, we understand very well, must remain somewhat mysterious.
Any conclusion would be contrived. Life ends at death, which is not a
conclusion.




NIS I 1] 10 I'l‘-_" ana ale Iring De r--i; :

H un latell of nature, inclusive of

1 1
afernal,

HAIGNE

W o) ’
sl Conche i
in Paris. Lau

ISPC rfs and

ISBN: 978-1-4384-5189-3

Il so000>
g H"
451893 |

9781438




