Introduction

To change life. To change, at least, one life. Few books have this
effect. And yet, after reading the English translation of Quest-ce gue la
philosaphie antigue? [What is ancient philosophy?], this is what a young
American, who was not a philosopher but a historian, wrote to Pierre
Hadot: “You changed my life.” This reader anticipated a question that I
asked Hadot in these interviews: “BE:}!'DHC]. their great erudition, are your
books not protreprics, that is, books that aim to turn [rrepfiﬁ in Greek)
the reader toward philosophical life?” There is a discrepancy between the
two projects—on the one hand, to inform the reader of a set of facts that
show, without much possible argument, that for the Greeks phﬂosophy
was not the construction of a system, but a choice of life; and, on the oth-
er, to c[iscreet[y “turn” this reader toward philosc-phy understood in this
sense. It is a discrepancy reflected in the difference between the French
title of Pierre Hadot’s book, Exercices sperituels et philosophie antique (it is
hard to imagine a less carchy title, but the book has sold well), and the
title of the English translation, published and pref:aced by Arnold David-
son, one of the interlocutors of the present interviews: P:'aﬂﬂsa_pfﬂy as a Way
qf_-[.{fé'. This unfaithful title is not completely mis[eading, however. Here,
Hadot explains what might be called the indirectly protreptic character of
his three great works of erudition on ancient philosophy: Exercices spiri-
tuels et philosophie antique (1981), La Citadelle intérieur [The inner citadel]
(1992), and Quest-ce que la philosaphic antigue? (1995). Rather than tell-
ing people to “do this,” he SAYS, involcing Kierkeganrc].’s “method of indi-
rect communication,” one can, ‘thanks to the c].escriptic-n of the spiritual
experience lived by another [ ...], let the reader glimpse and suggest a
spiritual attitude, let him hear a call . .. " (Chapter 9). These three books
do this with irreproachable erudition that is always clear and is never un-
wielc[y, and the call has been heard, as is proved by the letters Hadot re-
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ceived. Perhaps the present book goes slightly beyond these discreet sug-
gestions. It is no longer a What Is Ancient Philosophy? although the Greek
and Latin philosophers often come up for discussion. “The main prob-
lem that poses itself to the philosopher,” Hadot remarks—not program-
matically, at the beginning of these interviews, but right at the end, as it
he were summing up his views—"is ultimately to know what it is to do
philosophy™ (Chapter 8). To this central question—What s it to do phi-
faﬁapb}'?—[—lador ulrimate[y gives only one answer, but an answer that is
modulated in rather diverse forms, as though variations on a theme. These
answers are inscribed, first of all, within his intellectual and moral “itiner-
ary," which is retraced in the first two interviews and revisited in the ques-
tions raised in subsequenr interviews. Here, the questions raised are those
of how one should read and interpret ancient philosophy; what is peren-
nial about it, and what might no longer be acceptable today; what value
judgment may be pronounced today on those “experimental laboratories™
that constitute ancient philosophy; and, in a word, how rhey may help us
to live better today.

Hadot's first response was quite precocious: he was practically still a
child when the sky—rhe starry sky—granted him an unforgerrable, inex-
pressible experience (where the idea that what is most important cannot
be said already appears) that he subsequent[y rewgnized as what Romain
Rolland called the “oceanic feeling”™ “I was filled with an anxiety that
was both rerrifying and delicious, provc-ked by the sentiment of the pres-
ence of the world, or of the Whole [7ou7], and of rnyself as part of this
world” (Chapter 1). “T think that I have been a philosopher since that
time,” Hadot says some sixty years later (Chapter 1). Thus he did not wait
for his encounter with ancient philosophers (he studied Thomism first, a
systematic philosophy if ever there was one) to discover that philosophy
is not the construction of a system but a lived experience. Today, Hadot
identifies Rolland’s “oceanic feeling” with Michel Hulin’s “savage mys-
ticism,” which he mentions several times in the conversations presented
here. To the mysticism of negation and separation that as an adult had so
fascinated him in Plotinus (aphele panta, “remove everything”), he prefers
a mysticism of welcoming: “welcome all things.” When one reads the su-
perb anthology Hadot chose to conclude this volume, one understands

that the “oceanic fee[ing, experienced several times throughour his life,
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has not ceased to nourish his philosophical reflection. This is the only
theme whose origin he does not find in ancient thought: in admirable
texts, the ancients ﬂpressed their amazement at the cosmos, and their
lively awareness of belonging to the great chain of being that puts us into
solidariry with stones, trees, animals, men, and the stars; but if they fele
this sense ofﬁsion with the Whole, they did not say so.

Hadot's first real contact with ancient philosophy was indirect. It
was through Montaigne that he encountered the famous Platonic defini-
tion: Philosophy is an exercise in dying. “Perhaps I did not understand it
properly at the time,” Hadot says today, “but it was in fact one of the texts
that led me to represent philosophy as something other than a theoreti-
cal discourse” (Chapter 8). This text, fecund precise[y because it tolerates
several interpretations when taken absolutely and out of context, gradually
migrated to the heart of the reflection of Pierre Hadot, both as a scholar
and as a man.

Yet it was not this Platonic phrase from Montaigne that led Hadot
to discover that ancient philosophical discourses were not the construc-
tion of systems, but of what he called—upon reflection, and without wor-
rying about going against fashion (which has never been a concern for
him)—“spirirual exercises.” On the contrary, it was the observation of a
rypical Frenchman, who had been raught since junior high school to write
a well-structured essay, without repetitions or redundancies, and with a
clear outline. He noted that ancient philosophical discourse did not meet
these criteria of order and clarity: Aristotle and Augustine had poor com-
position skills, while Plato’s dia[c-gues contradict one another. Hadot is
obviously not the first to point this out, but he derived an important con-
sequence from this observation. Here, in a way that is perhaps more ac-
cessible than in his previous works, Hadot shows that these incoherencies
can be explained if one admits that ancient philosophers were speaking
(and, secondarily, writing) for a specific audience or listener. They sought
not to inform, but to persuade, transform, or produce a “formative effect.”
In short, the ancient treatises are, almost without exception, protreptics,
and at the same time these discourses, whether c[ialogues or not, are also
“thought experiments” or exercises in “how to think,” for the benefit of
the listener and sometimes with his or her collaboration. It is because
philosophy was above all a way of life for the ancients that they called
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the Cynics, who had no theoretical discourse, phﬂosophers, as the}' did
personages of every kind—women, simple citizens, and politfcians—who
wrote nothing and did not teach, bur lived as philosophers. They admired
Socrates for his life and his death more than for his doctrine, which was
not written and was immediately taken over and modified by those who
used his name. In the present conversations, Hadot gives brief indications
on the resurgence of this theme beyond the Christian Middle Ages. He
also emphasizes the temptation, for all philosophers, to believe that doing
philosophy means constructing an impe::cab[e, and pref'erab[y new, theo-
retical discourse. “The more or less skillful construction of a conceptual
edifice was to become an end in itself” [Chapter 3), and “the phi[osopher
always has a tendency to be content with his own discourse” (Chapter 8).
This slope is especially slippery in a country in which the formal philo-
sophical essay opens the door to many an honorable career.

The interpretation that Pierre Hadot, roc[ay armed with a long famil-
iarity with the ancient texts, whether of the Platonic or the Stoic tradition,
gives of Plato’s text on the exercise of or training for death departs radi-
eal[y from any fascination for death, from the Christian memento mori,
and from any exegesis that claims death is preferable to life. For Hadot, to
train for death is really to train for life, that is, to transcend “the partial
and biased self” [le moz partiel et partial], to elevate oneself to a “view from
above,” to a "universal perspective.” This trfple theme, which is u[timate[y
one and the same, is constant[y taken up like a leitmotif in the course
of these interviews, for it finds an applicarion at every level and in all of
life’s situations, for all the human brotherhood. Tmnscendfng “partial and
biased self” means first to become aware of our belonging to the human
community, and of our need to l{eep the good of this koinénia constant[y
in view when we act. Hadot, fol[owing others, has no difﬁculry in show-
ing the importance of this theme, not on[y in the discourse of ancient
philosophy, but also in the practice of the philosophers, from Socrates to
Plotinus, and of all those who, without being “professional“ philosophers,
have been inspired by their precepts. Was it known that the Scaevolas,
adepts of Stoicism, proved themselves to be honest magistrates? Or that
Mucius Scaevola, as governor ofa province, did not fill his poekets, as was
customary, but paic[ for his trips with his own money, and demanded the
same integrity from his subordinates? Or that when the Stoic emperor
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Marcus Aurelius, who was accountable for millions of subjecrs, learned
of the deaths of child trapeze artists, he went to the trouble of command-
ing that these exercises should henceforth be protected by nets? Or that,
defending the Roman borders against the Sarmatians somewhere in the
Balkans, he asked himself about the legitimacy of that war? These prin-
ciples and examples would be useful in today’s democracies, without there
being any need to “update” them.

For Pierre Hadot, fo[[owing the ancients, and especiaﬂy Aristotle,
this rule of the overcoming of the “partial and biased self,” and the “view
from above” or the “universal perspective,” is also incumbent upon the
scholar: “Whoever studies a text, or microbes, or the stars, must rid him-
self of his subjectivity” (Chapter 4). Both in the practice of democracy and
in scientific work, “one must rid oneself of the partialiry of the individual,
impassioned ego to elevate oneself to the universality of the rational self”
(Chapter 4). On this occasion, Hadot challenges the fashionable idea that
all discourses are of equal value, that all interpretations are equally subjec-
tive, and thar it is 1mpossible not only to attain objecriviry, but even to
attempt to do so. Let there be no mistake, however: when it comes to the
historian—in particular the historian of philosophy—adopting a univer-
sal perspective by no means implies that one interprets texts as though
rhey were outside time, pl:u:e, or the society in which they were produced..
Hadot explains the path that made him switch from an atemporal and
atopical conception of philosophical discourse, which he says is too wide-
spread, to one that takes precise account of its insertion within history
(Chapter 8).

For the ancients, this self—overcoming and universal perspective
concerns not Dnly the scholar and the politician, but the entire human
race. The Greeks were the first to conceive of the unity of the human
community, incluc].ing slaves, and to prc-c[aim themselves “citizens of
the world.” When asked about the meaning of this “universal perspec-
tive,” and about its relation to Kant's “universal law” [Chapter 8), Hadot
underlines their resemblances: in Kant, “morality creates itself in the
unexpecrec]., and, in a sense, heroic [eap that brings us from a limited
perspective to a universal perspective” (Chapter 8), or again: “from a
self that sees only its own interest to a self open to other human beings
and to the universe” (Chapter 8). This is indeed the heritage of Socrates,
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who said to the Athenians, “Who more than I has forgotten his personal
interest to concern himself about you?”

Three other themes are intertwined with those that have just been
mentioned, and they are admirably expressed—much better than could
be done in these few lines—in the small collection of texts that closes the
volume. Hadot initially encountered the first theme in his high school
leaving exam, when he wrote an essay on a text by Henri Bergson that de-
fined philosoph}' as “the decision, taken once, to look at the world ;miw.:ja;
in and around oneself.” He found this naive perception in the ancients, for
example, in Seneca’s text that he cites, but also in painters and poets closer
to our time. Another connected theme is the feeling of the importance of
the instant, consrantly expressed by the Stoics and the Epicureans (this is
the real meaning of the Epicurean Horace’s carpe diem), but also by cer-
tain modern authors, such as Montaigne and Goethe—the present alone
is our happiness. This wealth of the instant is tied to what Hadot calls “the
pure happiness of existing"—wonc[er, but also, for the moderns, anxiety
and even terror before the enigma of existence.

As one can see, these themes are interlinked. The “oceanic feeling”
is the cutting edge of what Hadot calls cosmic consciousness: to experi-
ence the importance of the present instant—the only time and the only
place we can grasp in the immensity of the times and places of which we
are a part—means to live each hour as if it were the last, burt also the first
(Chaprer 10), as rhough lc-oking at the world ur1:1ive1y',” for the first time.
And the consciousness of belonging to the world is also inclusion in the
community of humankind, with all the duties that derive from this sta-
tus. Shall we say that Hadot has yielded in his turn to the temprtation to
construct an impeccable system? By no means. Metaphysics and ontology
are entirely absent from the present volume. Plato once tried to prove to
us rationally that virtue is more advantageous than vice, that it is in our
interest to do good. There is nothing like that here. Nothing is proved to
us. Happiness is not promised; in fact, nothing at all is prc-misec].. We are
simply told that roc[ay, as in the time of Socrates or Marcus Aurelius, a
certain number of principles that guided the everyday life of these philoso-
phers might also produce for us a life that is “more conscious, more ratio-
nal, more open to others and to the immensity of the world” (Chaprer 7).
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This is, then, a book written for everyone. Does this mean it holds
no interest for people who make a living teaching philosophy? I do not
think so. A mix of coincidences and predictable consequences has given
this book three voices, united by Ffiendshfp. Arnold I. Davidson is profes-
sor of philosoph}' at the University of Chicagﬂ; he is the person primari[y
responsib[e for introducing Pierre Hadot to the United States, and for
arranging for his works to be translated into English. For some time he
had had the project of conducting interviews with Hadot. When Heélene
Monsacré, our editor—aware of my very old frfendship with Hadot and
his wife—asked him to accept to answer my questions, the four of us
decided that Davidson and I would share the rask. We were well aware
that our questions, our interests, and our spheres of competence were not
the same. Davidson is a true phﬂosopher, very much up to date in all
contemporary philosophical prob[erns. For my part, in my seminar at the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, I evoked themes that were
on[y marginally phﬂosophical, such as the critique of astrology, prayer,
and Stoic determinism. The result is that, like ancient phﬂosophfcal
discourses, this book contains, if not contradictions, at least repetitions,
themes approached from different points of view—one could almost say,
answers that are adapted to the listener, whether a “profane” or a “profes-
sional” philosopher. Its unity is closer to that of a senata than to that of a
philosophical essay. Thus it is clear that the question here is not about the
construction of a system, but about philosophy as a way of life.

Jeannie Carlier



