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Urgence de la philosophie Thomas De Koninck Université Laval



Roughly half of my address will be in English, et l'autre moitié en français, conformément à l'usage de notre Association. J'alternerai, en m'excusant d'avance auprès de celles ou ceux que cela pourrait gêner. J'ai un ami qui déplore le fait qu'on a tendance à s'occuper constamment de choses urgentes au détriment des choses importantes. Ce n'est évidemment pas en ce sens réduit du terme qu'il y a «urgence de la philosophie», mais bien plutôt au sens fondamental de ce qui presse en raison de sa nécessité et de sa portée. Notre association s'est donné pour tâche entre autres de promouvoir la cause de la philosophie dans l'éducation, et en choisissant ce thème je m'inscris dans la tradition de mes prédécesseurs, dont Steven Davis, notre président sortant. Ce thème de l'urgence de la philosophie a d'autre part déjà alimenté les réflexions d'un colloque anniversaire de notre Faculté de philosophie de l'Université Laval il y a une quinzaine d'années, mais il me semble plus urgent, si je puis dire, aujourd'hui, et je crois utile d'y réfléchir à neuf, de manière différente, avec vous. Mon exposé se découpera en trois parties. I- «The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness» You will recall Whitehead's denunciation of what he very aptly called the «fallacy of misplaced concreteness», which happens each time we mistake our abstractions for concrete realities. As Whitehead put it himself, «the disadvantage of exclusive attention to a group of abstractions, however well-founded, is that, by the nature of the case, you have abstracted from the remainder of things. In so far as the excluded things are important in your experience, your modes of thought are not fitted to deal with them. You cannot think without abstractions; accordingly, it is of the utmost importance to be vigilant in critically revising your modes of abstraction. It is here that philosophy finds its niche as essential to the healthy progress of society. It is the critic of abstractions». Cette observation revêt aujourd'hui une pertinence accrue. Les problèmes de société et les problèmes politiques s'avèrent de plus en plus complexes, globaux, «contextuels» au sens de tissés ensemble, cependant que le déploiement des connaissances va dans le sens opposé, suivant des labyrinthes de plus en plus spécialisés, de plus en plus fragmentés, détachés du tout. Paradoxalement toutefois, de moins en moins de personnes sont préparées, par leur formation, à faire face à ces problèmes globaux. On sait pourtant ce que risque de donner au niveau collectif l'écoute exclusive d'un expert -- en économie, par exemple, mais quel que soit le domaine – expert qu'on ne comprend souvent du reste plus guère. One of the chief difficulties that confronts education, besides, is the fact that it provides qualities that prove essential later in a career, whereas they are seldom seen as such at the initial stage. «(...) Necessary technical excellence can only be acquired by a training which is apt to damage those energies of mind which should direct the technical skill. This is the key fact in education, and the reason for most of its difficulties» (Whitehead). It can be argued, furthermore, that the immense expansion of humanity's technical capability demands a renewed and sharpened sense of ultimate values.



Or rien ne peut mieux que la philosophie répondre à ce besoin pressant de formation globale. Revenons un moment au paralogisme du concret mal placé. Qu'est-ce que le concret et l'abstrait? On rappelle depuis au moins Hegel que «concret» vient de concrescere, «croître ensemble». Qu'est-ce à dire? On parvient à l'abstrait en isolant un aspect du concret. In rerum natura, l'arbre ne peut exister sans air, terre, rayons solaires, sève et le reste; son devenir n'a de cesse qu'à sa mort; il s'autoconstitue, pour ainsi dire, ses parties produisant les autres et réciproquement, comme l'a admirablement fait ressortir Kant: «Un produit organisé de la nature, écrit-il, est un produit dans lequel tout est fin et réciproquement aussi moyen»; un arbre, par exemple, ne produit pas seulement un autre arbre, mais il «se produit aussi lui-même comme individu»; dans un «produit de la nature, chaque partie, de même qu'elle n'existe que par toutes les autres, est également pensée comme existant pour les autres et pour le tout»; c'est pourquoi «on la conçoit comme produisant les autres parties (chacune produisant donc les autres et réciproquement), ne ressemblant à aucun instrument de l'art»; dans le cas, en effet, d'un artefact comme une montre, en revanche, «une partie est certes là pour l'autre, mais elle n'est pas là par cette autre partie». Le tout concret vivant est ainsi irréductible à ses parties: la branche coupée de l'arbre n'est pas plus une branche qu'une main séparée d'un corps humain vivant n'est une main; le tout est dans la partie: chaque fois celle-ci présuppose la totalité; de sorte que si l'on tente de considérer la partie en omettant le tout, on considère aussitôt tout autre chose. Toute abstraction, toute réduction, confine à l'irréel dès qu'on la prend pour du concret. Dans la vie ordinaire aussi bien: saisie dans son immédiateté spontanée, notre vie quotidienne est souvent abstraite, par manque de référence à quelque sens global. Le «particulier» isolé est forcément «abstrait». Rien de plus abstrait et désastreux, par suite, que le pragmatisme à court terme; une des leçons de l'étude intelligente de l'histoire — politique, notamment, où c'est écrit en plus grosses lettres, dirait Platon — réside dans le répertoire qu'elle offre de désastres causés par des visions étroites érigées en impératifs immédiats, soi-disant «pratiques». Mais j'ai bien dit «pragmatisme à court terme». Rien n'est plus «pragmatique» en réalité que les «idées». So-called «practical people» might usefully be reminded of the fact, famously restated by John Maynard Keynes in the last lines of his The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money(London, 1936), that «(…) the ideas of economists, and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back. (...) Soon or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which are dangerous for good or evil». Hence that, as again Whitehead pointed out, one should above all beware of «inert ideas», that is to say of «ideas that are merely received into the mind without being utilized, or tested, or thrown into fresh combinations». Intellectual education is useful because thought is useful. In order to make one's students aware of this, it is of the utmost importance that the teacher be ever conscious of this usefulness. The understanding to be sought is an understanding of «an insistent present. The only use of a knowledge of the past is to equip us for the present. No more deadly harm can be done to young minds than by depreciation of the present. The present contains all that there is. It is the holy ground; for it is the past, and it is the future.» II-Le sens de la philosophie/The Meaning of Philosophy What does one mean by philosophy? Socrates' great voice speaking to the Athenians who will condemn him to death is a useful first guide. «(…)In your annoyance you will take Anytus' advice and finish me off with a single slap, and then you will go on sleeping till the end of your days, unless God in his care for you sends someone to take my place» (Apology, 31 a). Well before Socrates, Heraclitus blamed the majority of humans for leading a life of sleep, cut off from the reality of



this world in which they live as in a dream. They are «oblivious of what they do awake, just as they are forgetful of what they do asleep» (DK 22 B 1, tr. Kahn). Fragment 89 adds: «The world of the waking is one and shared, but the sleeping turn aside each into his private world» (DK 22 B 89). Even though sleep may be quite pleasant, no one would really wish to sleep all the time. No more so than to be out of one's mind, demented. And few would doubtless care to belong to the dead of which Einstein speaks when he writes : «The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion which stands at the cradle of true art and true science. Whoever does not know it and can no longer wonder, no longer marvel, is as good as dead, and his eyes are dimmed (...).» These three opposites of life – sleep, madness and death – are the three opposites of philosophy, noted Aristotle in his Protrepticus. Indeed for us humans «to live is to be awake». «The natural love for wakefulness is a love of the truth» (Brague). The point suggested is that human beings have not properly lived their lives, their liberty, so long as they have not asked questions, wondered, marveled – woken up quite simply to the real world. When saying that most humans are asleep even in the light of day, Heraclitus is already stating that they are not in the real world. Or, to quote another great philosopher, much closer to us in time, Wittgenstein: «The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice something – because it is always before one's eyes.) The real foundation of his enquiry do not strike a man at all. Unless that fact has at some time struck him. – And this means: we fail to be struck by what, once seen, is most striking and most powerful» (Philosophical Investigations, I, 129). If this is true, to philosophize is to be wide awake. But awake chiefly to what? The very name «philosophy» suggests at least the beginning of an answer -- we transliterate the Greekphilosophia in our modern languages and never really translate it – by describing the philosopher as a «lover of wisdom», of sophia, of ultimate questions. So soon as we say ultimate, we bring out again the idea of totality. It can be argued, in fact, that our most fundamental freedom is the search for the whole truth regarding ourselves and all that exists. This basic, most profound, character of sophia is probably best shown by considering the forms its denials invariably take -- the stronger they are apt to be, the more manifest our point. A classic example, always worth reflecting upon, is to be found in Socrates again, whose condemnation and death refuted the age-old ridicule levelled against philosophy as nothing butClouds, the title of Aristophanes' attack, since they proved the matter to be a most serious one for the state. In suppressing, by more or less sophisticated means, the likes of Socrates, totalitarian regimes (and their like) have, throughout history, evinced their chief weakness, unwittingly paying witness to the great power of the search for truth. How else explain that questions of the type: «What is truth?», «What is justice?», «What is a human being?» «What is language?» -- should appear so threatening? The accusation against Socrates spoke of impiety towards the gods of the state: Socrates' cause was thus religious freedom too. Quite fittingly, for it is the freedom to raise ultimate questions and here it coincides with philosophy. I call this the most fundamental freedom because the truths it seeks do govern all humans, and each and every human being, whether ignored or attended to. Philosophy, so understood, is man's most fundamental freedom. Socrates was right: no one lives without it, least of all the statesman, whose targets invariably imply an ultimate target, all too implicit and uncritical though it may most often be. Les propos suivants de Husserl dans son grand livre sur la Crise des sciences européennes, vont dans le même sens, avec de nouvelles applications toutefois. «Dans la détresse de notre vie – c'est ce que nous entendons partout – cette science n'a rien à nous dire. Les questions qu'elle exclut par principe sont précisément les questions les plus brûlantes à notre époque malheureuse pour une humanité abandonnée aux bouleversements du destin : ce sont les questions qui portent sur le sens ou sur l'absence de sens de toute cette existence humaine». La science n'en est en réalité nullement responsable. Husserl ne le prétend du reste pas. La science au sens moderne du terme n'a pas à répondre à ces questions «ultimes et les plus hautes». Car «ces questions atteignent finalement l'être humain en tant que dans son comportement à l'égard de son environnement humain et extra-humain il se décide librement, en tant qu'il est libre dans les possibilités qui sont les siennes de donner à soi-même et de donner à son monde ambiant une forme de raison. Or sur la raison et la non-raison, sur nous-mêmes les hommes en tant que sujets de cette liberté, qu'est-ce donc que la science a à nous dire? La simple science des corps manifestement n'a rien à nous dire, puisqu'elle fait



abstraction de tout ce qui est subjectif». Supposing, however, you disapprove of such views as I have just expressed. I imagine your denial would assume the non-violent and the more -- in fact, the only -- appropriate form. You would express your disagreement in words; arguments and counter-arguments would stream forth. Let me briefly notice three important points here. 1/ First of all, the fact that your argumentation and mine -- anyone's for that matter -- must invariably occur in words: not in mathematical or symbolic language of any kind, but in ordinary language. However inadequate one may feel human speech to be when used to describe «technical», highly specialized, «scientific» views, even then no other means are available to communicate actual thoughts. One does, by way of metaphor, or, at best, by analogy, speak loosely of the «language of science». The type of discourse used by mathematics and physics, and by all those sciences that model themselves on them, is one of signs and symbols, of course, and words too are signs. But the analogy stops there, for words and mathematical symbols greatly differ. How and why is a most interesting question which would take us too far right now. But whatever the explanation, there is no avoiding the fact that in the last analysis only words will do. «Science, wrote Heisenberg, is rooted in conversation», and he agreed with Niels Bohr when the latter reportedly told him: «if we want to say anything at all about nature -- and what else does science try to do? -- we must somehow pass from mathematical to everyday language». Now if this is true even of language concerning nature, all the more so when human beings deal with themselves and their world. As Iris Murdoch put it: 
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