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Topic 2: Do the values that are called “human rights” have independent and universal validity, or are they historically and culturally relative human inventions?

General introduction


Especially today, in the epoch and age of globalization, when in our everyday life we are directly confronted with the Other, with so many divergences, people from different ethnic group, various societies and from divergent cultural and historical backgrounds, the fact of universality, previously taken for granted, is questioned, doubted. It seems as if Marx in 19th century had right, when he suggested that universal human rights, especially the right to private property, are just a product of bourgeoisie, a new middle class that had just taken power in its hands. By the middle of the 20th century, when the greatest anthropologists and ethnologists had already finished most of the important explorations, it seemed as if there is no solution to any kind of universal morality and ethics, as if there is no universal ground, fundament on which previously the most sacred norms and values, for instance the right to be treated like a person with its own dignity, combined with the right to freedom and the rejection of any kind of enslavement, the non-violability of human life (the right to live, the prohibition of murder, the right to choose your own life, etcetera). 

Nevertheless, philosophy almost always stood as an opposition to such approaches: it suffices to think of the greatest and most renowned projects of its history. Firstly, there is Plato with his allegory of the cave, which is followed by Kant and his answer to the problem of enlightenment, and last but not least, in 20th century Foucault tried to provide a solution to the same question, although in different and tough era of postmodernism, when it seemed like everybody renounced and denounced any kind of “universal” idea, the latter being dismissed as a meaningless or even superfluous “Great Narrative” – the time of which, as indicated by Lyotard, should have passed.  On the one hand, the backgrounds and theories of the three philosophers mentioned are of course quite distinct and unlike, but on the other hand, there is a common denominator: the tenacious emphasizing of the idea of freedom, either in the form of liberation from the material world, full of appearances and different ideological manipulations (Plato), from authorities and different “dispositives of power” (Foucault), or just the liberation (especially Kant, but also Plato), followed by a courageous use of reason. 

However, there is still a certain tension between the two approaches mentioned previously: science (anthropology, ethnology) and philosophy. Is there any hope for them to reconcile? Does the diversity of different tribes and civilizations, followed by the quite distinct practices, customs and values, really mean a kind of a final surrender of the ethical project of enlightenment, based on reason? And if not, what are the consequences of the “enlightenment approach”, based on reason? Is the project of above mentioned philosophers reasonable and well argued? My suggestion, further explored and supported in this essay, is that we cannot “redeem” the standard ethical projects, that there is no such thing as an universal value, objectively defined ground and foundation. Nevertheless, there is an important twist to be emphasized here: this “ethical melancholy” does not imply any kind of a return to a state before the introduction of law, before the “social contract”, the state of homo homini lupus, and so forth. Quite the opposite: the only way of acknowledging the actual “otherness of the Other”, of accepting him as a fundamentally different, non-symbolizable kernel of the neighbor, lies exactly in the abandonment of any form of ethical conviction, “Ten Commandments” option, etcetera. The true and sincere respect of/for the other is really grounded not in the usual recognition of common norms and convictions, but in the confession of the radical – ontological, not only epistemological – impossibility of such a project. 

The case of the anthropological equation “normality = ethics”: philosophy on the duck?

Firstly, let me quickly examine the standard “anthropological” argument, provided by Ruth Benedict and many others. They argue that there isn’t any ground, any foundation of morality, and that this fact accounts for the impossibility of any kind of a “useless” philosophizing about Meaning, Cause, End, etcetera, in the field of ethics. Let us take for example the fashionable presentation of some Polinesian tribes, where it is customable to murder the relative or a member of the society if she or he reaches the age of sixty. This means that there aren’t any people above this age. At first glance, it inevitably seems that this is the proof for moral relativism we were searching for. They murder other members of the society and that is why their tribe should be considered as an exception to the “universal rights” proposal. Their moral values seem to exclude any convergences with, for example, our Christian civilization, hence the refutation of moral universalism is easily supported. However, we should bear in mind the falsity of such an argument. Why? It is because they do respect the other, they do respect the universal rights, it is just due to their conviction, their perception of reality that they commit such a murder. They actually want to help to other people, namely, they believe that you continue the existence in afterlife in a state in which you left the life on the Earth. So: if you are old, the possibility of troubles with health is much bigger, you also become senile, etcetera, and thus it is more convenient to be killed before the “emergency” age of sixty. That is not the only fashionable case. Every single situation in which it first seems as if the historical and cultural relativity arguments prevail, in the end turns out to be a winner for the “human rights” supporters. Let us examine the case of leaving, escaping the primal, nuclear cell (in our culture called “family”), and a consequent achievement of the condition of freedom, of the state of being capable to choose on your own, to make your own decisions. This is usually called – especially in psychoanalysis and ethnology – the resolution of Oedipal complex: there is a Mother, combined with the child longing for the state of unity with his primal object, and the Father, the one who prohibits such a case. Malinowski tried to show how in certain Trobriand tribes this is not the case: there is no father, there is only mother with a child and his uncle, who from time to time gets involved in relationship, teaches the child about the values, customs, religious practices, etcetera. Due to this situation, Malinowski tried to show how Freud and Levi-Strauss were simply wrong, when they tried to argue that the case of “exchanging your primal cell for a personal freedom” is universal: in the example of Trobriand tribe, there is no father and apparently there is no resolution of the Oedipal complex as well. However, this is not the proof for the moral relativism: father is not a “personage of bones and flesh”, just the opposite, he is the symbolic function: the function of the father could be taken by “the fountain, the ghost, or a certain token,” as Lacan had aptly put it. This implies that the child who is subjected to his uncle instead to the biological father leaves his primal soil on which he was raised as well: so the idea of moral relativism is simply false, there are certain universal human rights, for instance the right of the freedom of the child (usually denoted as simply “the prohibition of the incest”), and so forth. Hence, anthropologists are simply mistaken here: they do not take their job seriously enough to come to the right conclusions. “Ontological constellation” of the human being is thus proved to be universal, there are certain values and ethical rules (injunctions) that simply have to be followed, no matter what the historical and the cultural backgrounds are. 

Universal and objective human rights, or just the randomly, aleatorly selected contingent universal truths and ethical positions, which are condemned to be “mere everyday habits”?


Still we have to discern and to point out what are the consequences of such ontology. What exactly are the conclusions to be drawn from it? To put it more succinctly and exactly: if there is an universal human nature, universal norms, which can be observed in every single civilization, tribe, or simply a social formation, what is the basis and foundation (explanation) for such an occurrence? Is it just random, is its existence just “apropos of nothing”, or can it be explained by some other means? Let us start from where it all began: the Greece and its philosophers. Aristotle distinguished between three general and fundamental forms of life. First, there is a totally vegetative form, cognizable in living beings such as trees and vegetables, for which it is normal to proliferate and reproduce. However, this form doesn’t have the access to the more sophisticated way of living, represented by “aesthetic” living beings, such as animals. They are a kind of an upgrade of the previous entities: they proliferate as well, but they also have the access to reality, although it is a bit truncated – as Heidegger had put it, they are more of a “In-der-Welt-sein” than plants, but less involved in the world than human beings. Hence, we are the third form: the entity which can reason, because it also has great tools at its disposal – one of the most useful is of course language, the point which was also emphasized by Aristotle. We have the language, we have the reason, and thus we are rational beings, animal rationale. So we have just arrived to the explanation which suffices for the rationalization and support of the above mentioned universal character of human rights: it is because of the intellect that human beings have the access to such a great realm, the realm of ethical universalities. As Plato would have it, we are the only living creature who has the privilege of cognizing and getting knowledge of the field of universal Forms (or Ideas). Ontology is thus from the very beginning of philosophy combined with ethics: the one who succeeded in getting out of the cave, and hence has the access to essences of every single thing, let it be an “abstract idea” or a “material thing”, has also succeeded in realizing his or her ethical potential. For Plato and Aristotle, the field of ethics is an objective reality, consisting of universal truths and beings, the very essences, “Ones”, supported by the great Cause of the epekeina tes ousias, pure being, “embodied” “is”. 


This great tradition was also supported and furthered by Immanuel Kant, German Idealist, who pleaded exactly for the approach of his Ancient predecessors. For him, there are two modes of existence, which both correspond to the idea, previously elaborated in his work Critique of Pure Reason. He argues that the human existence is divided into a pathological self, submitted to hypothetical imperative which only follows some kind of a personal interest, intrinsic happiness and satisfaction. Opposed to it, there is an a priori categorical imperative which follows only the imperative of Reason. The main one – throughout his work Kant listed many of them, approximately twenty – can be summarized in the following maxime: “Act so that every law you follow could be changed into the universal law”. Law has to be universalizable, it should not imply any of the contradictions. For example, if we wanted to lie or steal in a certain situation, this should not be allowed, for the act of lying and stealing is not universalizable, is not without contradictions. These are so called “negative actions”: if you performed them, they would lose their meaning, because they are based on their opposition. So lying can solely exist in the opposition to truth, and the same is with stealing, which – in its universalized character – is senseless, would lose its potential, because it is based on the notion of the private property. Following from these arguments, we could say that all of human rights are submitted to such universal law, if not to the first version, they are consistent with the second one, which is of course only somehow altered version of the first: “Treat a person always as an end in itself, not as the object of some other intentions, goals or aims”. So the freedom, for instance, included in the universal rights, is of course consistent with this imperative. 

Kant – teleologician or still deontologist? Let’s ask Hume and why is the Lacanian ethics ultimate proof of its own impossibility


The question to be explored is now of course the one of teleology. Why do this philosophers mention and base their research and the whole project of Reason? Why, for instance, is for Kant Reason the ultimate ground of the ethical judgments? For knowledge is “justified belief” (Plato), so we have to explore this topic quite carefully, because if it turns out that there is no justification for the morality, the whole project collapses. There are two possible approaches of interpretation of Kantian project. First focuses on the inherent teleology and consequentialism of Kant. The representative of such an approach is for example Barbara Herman. She argues, among other things, that Kant secretly presupposes some end and justification of moral imperative, which means that it is not solely the law “for and in itself”, that we should not act only according to it, but solely because of it. She suggests that Kant secretly, implicitly presupposes several other ends and the aims of following a moral injunction: these are “humanity” or “human dignity”, “autonomy”, and the most prominent one, reason itself as a kind of a telos. If she is right, and if Kant is just Aristotle in another suit, then we unfortunately have to put him under the so-called Hume-s guillotine. The famous Scottish philosopher argued that no “ought” can follow from a mere “is”. We cannot support the ethics with the field of ontology, both exclude each other. Philosophers often tried to argue in the following way: “If man has an intellect, and he is the only being that can reason, then he should do it without any hesitation”. This kind of arguing is simply a mistake, for there is no rightly and adequately justified premise which could account for such a conclusion. 


However, there is also another interpretation of Kant, found in the seminar of French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, namely Ethics of psychoanalysis. He suggests that we should read Kant strictly as a deontologist. His symbolic law, argues Lacan, overlaps with the Real: this is for him the realm of non-symbolizable object, object which has no form, which actually does not exist in the traditional sense of being a “substance”. It is pure formlessness, no-thing. So, the point goes, the moral Law should be acknowledged as such only in case if there is no ground, no reason, no purpose. Quite the opposite: in case for the subject to be recognized as moral and ethical, his behavior should be caused by a pure absence of the cause. The only Cause worthy of its name is the Absent Cause, the lack, gap, breach at the place of traditional Good, Happiness (Aristotle), Enjoyment (Bentham, Mill), Reason (Kant), Selfishness (Rand), etcetera. Hence, for Lacan, the moral Law basically overlaps with desire in its pure state, desire, which is actually a desire for and of nothing: it is a pure drive, senseless circulation, and its only raison d’etre, so to speak, is its very continuation and duration: the object as nothing and nothing as the object, it is desire for the “desire itself”, a kind of a vicious circle, reminding us of the proverbial baron Munchhausen who wanted to jump out of the swamp by his own means, pulling himself out by his own hands. However, Lacan’s argumentation is nevertheless fueled by a certain “heteronomous” assumption, namely that only this kind of a moral Law, which is a desire in its pure state, suffices and meets the criteria of autonomous subject. And is not the supposition of “nothing as a cause” also a certain kind of relying on the same hypothetical ends and aims as previous philosophers? So that is why he should not be only refuted but beheaded in the same way as Kant and Aristotle, with the persecutor being of course famous Hume. 

Arriving at the conclusion: “What one cannot speak about, one must pass over in silence”


The general contra-argument to the apologists of universal human rights and objective reality, based on a certain feature or a trait of human nature (Reason, Emotions, etcetera), could be easily summarized by using the Wittgenstein’s doctrine. However, before that, we should make some premises and establish certain facts. The most important one is that any form of ethics, morality, and so forth, is in its very essence of the judgmental nature. We pass over our evaluations and criticizing, all the ethical judgments, in statements. This means that we should not look for a kind of an objective guarantee, but quite the opposite, we should examine the status of language as such. And Wittgenstein did it, although he arrived at quite terrible conclusions. His main point is that the language and its rules are essentially arbitrary, there is no ground, no foundation which could be ascribed to them. Let us list the arguments/premises and the conclusion:

1) If we want to speak about the nature of ethics (and of language, as it is its essential part), its ground and fundament (which is also the fundament of the rules of language) – to paraphrase: about the “logic of language and ethics” –, we should do it with statements, which are by definition “descriptions” of reality. 

2) Any description of reality must be capable of truth and falsehood

3) The statement about the nature (and ground, justification) of ethics and language cannot be false. If it were, it would have to be spoken and enunciated in some other language with different rules and grammar. However, no such meta-language exists (for the sake of time and space, I won’t go into the matter of the Russell’s objection), and thus the statement about the origin and consistency, if it were false, could be only a nonsense: for to fail to conform to the rules of language, it means to fail to speak anything at all, because only by the means of rules we can establish if something “makes sense or not” 

Thus the conclusion: there is not such statement which could express the foundation of ethics and the language itself.  Language is arbitrary and words can mean anything we want (or the rules) want them to mean. Hence the whole idea of accomplishing the task of exploring some eternal and objective reality, Forms, universal human rights, and so forth, is doomed to fail – because such entities do not exist at all!

This conclusion thus expresses not the epistemological incapacity of the subject (we cannot discover the pure ethical truths, because we are limited with our space and time, with the categories of understanding – synthetic a priori judgments -, and all these “impossible Ding-an-Sich” stuff), but the ontological lack as such, the breach, gap, and a rupture in the middle of reality: the absent cause, the fact that there is no such thing as Plato’s “essence of all essences”, no such space as epekeina tes ousias. The impossibility of attaining an everlasting definition of morality, of ethics, and the impossibility of discerning and differentiating different forms of behavior or acting as either false, right one, etcetera, is thus ontologically prohibited. This could be demonstrated also by the famous Godel’s theorem which states that that consistent theory cannot be complete, and that there is no proof for the “consistency of the consistency of the system itself”, or with the modern structuralist linguistics, which states that because of the differential nature of the sign, there is no such thing called Fundament, or the Prime Mover, but that the system is running precisely due to the internal inconsistency, due to the lack at the place of guarantee (meta-language), Origin and the Cause. As Lacan said: “There is cause only in something that doesn’t work”, the cause can be only called cause beance, nothingness as a form of foundation. 

Conclusion


However, as I have also already pointed out in the introduction, there is no need for the melancholy, despair, or other existentialist feelings (such) as forlornness, and so forth. The great idea of Enlightenment can be saved: human beings can act in a free, autonomous and ethical way , but only on one condition – that they have abandoned any kind of the ethical idea, any kind of “independent and universal validity” of the ethical standards and statements, on condition that they have faced the lack and the abyss of nothingness, the pure angoisse as their own identity and the identity of the world as such. This means that we should come to terms not only with the arbitrariness of the existing elements (notions such as “ethically valid”, etcetera), but with our own identity as a pour-soi, nothingness, which is the only universal thing on the world: only nihilism, to put it provocatively, leads to equality.

Experiences prove again and again that only those who acknowledged the lack in their own functioning, the fact that there is no ethical standards which could reconcile us with our fellows and other members of society, which could help us to narcissistically confirm ourselves, can lead to a peaceful and calm society, where people are respected, as Kant would have it, not as means but as ends in themselves. This was, for instance, empirically proved by the Flemish psychoanalytical group. They examined quite some social workers, people who are considered as quite charitable, who like to help to others, who somehow devote the whole life to the Great Ethical Idea, et cetera. This people were of course considered as the altruistic topic of the society. However, they also often suffered from “burnout syndrome”, combined with aggression related to others and also to themselves (in form of self-mutilation, self-criticism, and so forth). Paul Verhaeghe and other members thus showed that these people practically weren’t altruistic at all: all they were trying to do is to help the others in order to gain recognition, in order to be loved, accepted – in one word, in order to affirm their own narcissistical superiority. Altruism is thus in most cases just the disguised form of egoism. These people weren’t actually caring for the Other: they cared for themselves. At the moment they didn’t receive the confirmation expected, they resigned, and also, above all, physically attacked the people whom they took care of.

The conclusion to be drawn from these facts is thus the following. The only way to save the realm of ethical – I mean in practice – , to establish a peaceful society, where it is not only the difference that is respected, but also – and especially! – real Otherness – meaning the standard Goffman’s definition of “real difference” as a “unexpected and non-desirable, repulsive” difference –, is to suspend, to undermine the notion of the ethical, and to pay attention to its arbitrary character. Only those people, who are actually acquainted with and have the experience of Kundera’s unbearable lightness of being, can act as the real citizens of the world, acknowledging not only the equality, but also otherness as such. Only these people can actually live freely, without any guarantee and external authority which would have to decide instead of them, and also devote themselves to others without expecting anything in exchange. Hence the paradoxical conclusion: there is not such thing as universal human rights, it is true that every ethical statement is contingent and arbitrary, however, on the other hand, only with acknowledging these facts we can actually come to the “existence worthy of man’s dignity”, the aim of all ethical projects. Quite contradictory, only the suspension of ethics can lead us to all the goals, projected and expected by great philosophers, such as happiness, internal ataraxia, ethical life, and Kant’s idea of the eternal peace. Perhaps this is where Sartre stood on his highest intellectual stand-point: freedom, meaning absence of any Go(o)d, is itself the solution to the problem, which reminds us of Kazantzakis and his concluding paragraph from Report to Greco: the only solution to the human race is the solution of the solution from the very idea of solution itself; a statement, which can be perfectly and/or especially applied to the field of Ethics
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1. “Der Philosoph behandelt eine Frage; wie eine Krankheit” (Wittgenstein)

“The philosopher’s treatment of a question is like the treatment of an illness”

Introduction

In my essay I would ponder a few questions pertaining to the problems that arise when we try to investigate the Wittgensteinian phrase quoted above more closely. My work should be regarded as a mere preliminary draft of topics that were further advanced by some philosophers, such as Rorty, Derrida or Heidegger. I am aware that I am not able to comprehend all complex, yet important and vital matters that have recently became the object of interest of, to speak generally, postmodern philosophers. To put it bluntly, my concern is going to focus on the sentence taken from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein says clearly that he considers philosophy not as a body of doctrine, but as a kind of an elucidatory activity, the art of clarifying notions used in our ordinary as well as scientific language. He compares the vocation of a philosopher to that of a doctor. He ascribes the rise of philosophical problems and philosophical issues to a slip of the tongue of a group of wise men (and women also) that thought that they grasped reality, but, in fact, their eyes were catching mere “forms”, they were seeing the mere surface of things (as would Nietzsche say). Wittgenstein entirely transforms our conception of a “philosophical problem”. Philosophical problems are not perennial tasks posited by fleshless and shut-off universal mind (that is, of course, easily accessible to philosophers); on the contrary, they are symptoms of a disease hidden in the innermost parts of human beings. The disease of philosophy stems from language mistakes, misunderstanding other people and misinterpreting the world we live in. Philosopher, as Wittgenstein claims, should not solve philosophical problems, but replace them, put them in a proper context and understand them as symptoms of a latent illness. As the outcome of such philosophical movement almost nothing remains from the traditional view of what philosophical problems are. Wittgenstein expresses it distinctly: philosopher is to treat problems or to manage, cope with them, just as you manage to repair your hammer, do well your job or have good relationships with someone else. As we come closer and closer in revealing and deepening the sense of Wittgenstein’s phrase, three questions arise. Firstly, on what account may we say that philosophizing resembles the process of curing illness, namely the illness of philosophy itself? Then, what do we exactly mean by abandoning philosophical problems (or even the notion of a specific philosophical issue in general) or by re-shaping philosophy in a new way, that is, changing it so that it would not be a knowledge and theory-building any longer, but rather, using a Freudian phrase, a talking cure, or, according to Wittgenstein, a treatment? Finally, how re-thinking the very essence of philosophy may influence our further lives? Would they be the same? How could we describe the task of thinking in a post-philosophical age (are these names proper, or are they misnomers)?

Philosophy as a talking cure
What do we say when we claim that philosophy have to be regarded as an illness? I would strongly argue that re-articulating the task of philosophizing in our epoch does not necessarily mean the abandonment of philosophy or even its destruction. It is vital to emphasize the distinction between destruction and deconstruction or, as I would like to call it, replacement. Destruction means devastation, abandonment and going away in a search for something else. Replacement, on the contrary, is not precisely abandonment, but rather a re-articulation. It designates not devastation, but a move towards something different. It also implies that something is replaced by something better, although not destroyed; by contrast, it could now be fully understood. Philosophy is, therefore, not a mistake, but, using a Kantian terminology, a “transcendental illusion”. Mind has inevitable tendency to posit some questions that it is not able to answer. Then it creates new beings (that exists only mentally) and claims that they are true. People think that they do comprehend external reality, but, in fact, they are deeply immersed in illusions and dream images. Philosophy, according to Wittgenstein is not a mistake (in an ordinary sense of this word), but rather a phenomenon that is essentially ascribed to the unrest human nature. It has its own place in the drama of human life, but its present situation is simply false. Human intellect deludes itself. The task of philosopher, as Wittgenstein claims, is to show the right place for the claims of philosophers to attain an absolute knowledge or, to speak more cruelly, philosopher have to show that they are not doing what they wanted to. It could be voiced more easily (I presume) in a Freudian vein. Wittgenstein project reveals some deep affinities with (specifically understood) Freudian psychoanalysis; there is a kind of a latent (unconscious, one may say) bond between those two thinkers. As it is widely known, Freud claimed that symptoms of neurotic patients, day- and night dreams, spelling mistakes, sexual activities are to be perceived as full of sense. Merleau-Ponty in Phenomenology of perception states it clearly: Freud widened the sphere of sense, pointed at the fact that human life is full of sense. Thus scientific methods do not give a full justice to the very nature of human beings. They should be closely connected with methods of understanding, interpreting. Philosophy (as a symptom) is not condemned to fall in oblivion in few decades. The task of “philosophers” is to give a new sense to those activities, just as psychoanalyst cures his patients by leading them to discover a latent sense of their hardships. From this point of view, we can consider postmodern attempts to re-articulate the project of philosophy as a kind of talking cure that is building new stories about philosophy, its aims and its place in the human world.

Beyond metaphysics

In XXth century’s thought we could find a lot of attempts to redefine the task of thinking. I would argue that a real self-reliant thinker simply could not use language which he (or she) was born into. Thus, in my opinion, philosophy has a structure of revolution or as would Harold Bloom say a shape of agon between strong thinkers. But, however, there is something specific in contemporary attempts to revive or abandon philosophical tradition. Philosophers (not all, of course) ceased to believe in the power of philosophy and started to doubt the sense of philosophizing and the place of philosophy. Despite the fact of doing so, they do not leave the field of philosophy itself. They are still philosophers (in a wide sense of this notion), that is, they are still the lovers of wisdom, although any of these words should not be understood traditionally, neither “lover”, nor “wisdom”. It is said that Heidegger dropped traditional philosophical controversies and began to think differently or, more concisely, more widely, more deeply and further. Even though he himself claimed the end of philosophy, as well as the end of humanism, he did not abandoned philosophy for something else. As every revolutionary thinker he was deeply convinced (at least before his “turn”) that he revealed the underlying premises of Western philosophy and he was not a traditional philosopher, but, to say so, a philosopher in a deeper sense; he was more philosopher than all his predecessors. He did not leave the field of philosophy. Philosophy is, according to Dewey, the criticism of criticisms; I think it would apply to Heidegger’s early works. His criticism embraced not only the philosophical problems, but also the way of posing questions and the notion of philosophy itself. Referring to his attempts to overcome metaphysics, we are able to perceive properly work of such philosophers as Derrida, Wittgenstein or Rorty. Re-articulating the notion of philosophy does not imply the abandonment of philosophy in general. Philosophy necessitates to be incessantly questioned by subsequent generations of philosophers. It is already assumed when we talk about philosophy as not so much critical, but as a radical thought. According to the etymology, “radical” means reaching to the roots of things, deepening and going further and further in the light shed by the main affect of philosophizing that makes all its “problems” possible, namely the love of wisdom.

Philosophy and the life-world

If philosophy were a truly radical activity, some would raise claims that there is something that is not considered in philosophy. Moreover, it could not be perceived properly, because it enables the whole project of philosophy. Again, as Derrida would express it, the condition of possibility of something is the cause of impossibility the same thing. Philosophy aims at clarifying everything outside its borders, but is intrinsically and inevitably unable to manage with its problematic status. To express it in a Hegelian vein, philosophy is to be systematic (for Hegel it meant rational), but it is not able to explain this relentless demand. In general, philosophy aims at attaining Truth (by this we assume that the desired Truth will be Absolute, the Only One, Universal etc.), but one no-philosopher may ask, using a philosophical language of Plato, whether are philosophers trying to establish a connection between the sublunary world of change and happenstance and hyperuranium topos, that is, the celestial sphere of immutable ideas. In other words: why the truth at all? According to Nietzsche, we should put the will to truth in question, but, as he claims, only versuchsweise; we are only making attempt to re-evaluate the basis of philosophy. It implies what I mentioned in the previous paragraph: philosophy itself necessitates its replacement, that is, forceful and ruthless criticism.

All themes considered in the paragraphs above are neatly put together and somehow summed up in the philosophical papers of an American neo-pragmatist, Richard Rorty. In his famous Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature he refers to Heidegger and Derrida as well as to Dewey, Wittgenstein and contemporary analytic philosophy. He perceives Western philosophical tradition as a specific cultural activity, the aim of which was to adjudicate any disputes amid other cultural discourses. Philosophers, according to Rorty, regarded themselves as impartial judges that have to hold control over the manifold of human activities. This ideal was embodied in the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant. The thinker from Konigsberg described his philosophical enterprise as a court trial with universal Reason as a main judge, advocate, defense counsel and defendant. Critical philosophy was aimed at establishing transcendental conditions of knowing the objects of all possible experience. “Transcendental” means there: universally and apriori determining the variety of human cognition. Transcendental conditions do not refer to particular objects or experiences, but to world in general. Transcendental philosophy was divided into several disciplines to search for apriori conditions in such spheres of human cognition as scientific reasoning, ethics or aesthetical experience. Rorty calls this type of philosophy the foundational discourse. In his view, philosophy (from Plato to Heidegger) was at pains to attain absolute knowledge. Moreover, Cartesian quest for certainty (characteristic of modernity) created a new paradigm of articulating the task of philosophizing, that is, this task was to judge everything else, adjudicate claims to knowledge made by other cultural activities (such as ethics, aesthetics, politics), establish borders between those and give them proper names and proper values. Rorty rejects this vision of philosophy and in his multifarious papers he attempts to give a new image of philosophy, which would not be a body of doctrine or an absolute knowledge, but an activity; a creative cultural activity, engaged in the realm of everyday life, creating new vocabularies for our self-descriptions and trying to better our lives in liberal democracies (although not by pointing at the loftiest strivings of men and describing future utopias, but through leaving some space for slow development; using the title of one of the Rorty’s papers: not movements, but campaigns). Rorty emphasizes the contingency of our beings and shows the role of irony in our public lives. If we call the philosophy of Descartes the philosophy of borders, we should name Rorty’s discourse the philosophy without borders.

How re-thinking the very essence of philosophy may affect our lives? Would it be important at all? How to lessen the danger of being entangled in the problems and traditions we have apparently detached from? Is not our attempt to re-evaluate philosophy another great illusion? I would argue that re-thinking the place of philosophy is essential in our times. Theodor W. Adorno said that the truth of psychoanalysis lies in its excess, in its exaggeration. Why there are philosophers in the hollow age (to paraphrase Holderlin)? Philosophy is something more that is normally needed. So why should we, saying metaphorically, abstain our philosophical appetites, rather than indulge them through creating brave, all-embracing systems, new interpretations and breath-taking visions? Do philosophical thought have to abandon its attempts to reach the Absolute? I am convinced that philosophy needs a treatment, not necessarily that offered by a great doctor of human souls, Wittgenstein, but perhaps that of re-thinking the history of Being (Heidegger), or that of putting everything in the context of experience (James), or, maybe, that of analyzing disciplinary regimes (Foucault) or metaphysical discourses (Derrida). Especially when we look at the previous century, the age of catastrophes, we are more likely to agree with those thinkers who offer us a more reasonable, moderate and silent way of philosophizing. I am convinced that all those senseless but somewhat necessary illnesses that affected humanity in the previous century are deeply rooted in the ground on which our culture (that is, European, but, for me, the legacy of Europe is a universal one) was built; and philosophy, although it is not the only one to be blamed, is not entirely innocent. I think that the will to truth, Cartesian quest for certainty, and, finally, technology that stems from the project of philosophy (see Heidegger’s papers on technology) are not out of suspicion, they have to be all re-thinked and somehow cured. Thus, I would side with Wittgenstein, Rorty and Heidegger (to mention only a few). The task of thinking (as Heidegger calls it) is not something neutral that could be objectively solved as philosophical problems are usually solved. Philosophy should be cured, not as a mistake of human race, but as a cultural activity that may cause effects that were not properly considered or planned. I named it, therefore, the replacement or a talking cure. I think this interpretation of Wittgenstein’s phrase is justified, or, even more, it is necessary if we want to continue the vivid tradition of philosophy, if we want to address an Adorno’s question: is the philosophy possible after Auschwitz? And, perhaps more important, which philosophy is possible? Would it be a result of overcoming or repairing previous mistakes or something completely different? I think that predictions pertaining to the questions about the very essence of philosophy are self-fulfilling, so it would be futile to refer to some universal criteria that will be accepted by all of us. Nevertheless, I hope that re-thinking the task of philosophy is the requirement of our times. And it is still the task ahead of us.
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Topic 2. –Do the values that are called ‘human rights’ have independent and universal validity, or are they historically and culturally relative human inventions?

On human rights.

That which is taught at high school is easiest to me.


“We hold these truths to be self-evident,” said the drafters of the American Declaration of Independence, conveniently sidestepping the need to logically justify the many “God-given Rights” that are “inalienable” they rattled off from there. “Self-evident” or not, many such “human rights” have been declared since—peace, freedom, equality, pursuit of happiness, property, all desirable, lofty, and honorable. All these rights have also been proclaimed as universally valid and independent from humans, and the belief in these rights is certainly ubiquitous.


But as much as the leaders of the liberal movement tried to universalize human rights and grant them to all humans, there have always been opponents, and not all of them evil, megalomaniacal despots. Jeremy Bentham, for one, declared human rights to be “nonsense on stilts.” As wonderful and possibly useful the idea of independent and universal human rights is, the burden of proof is still on the claimants to prove such a set of mandates, invisible and impalpable, truly exists in this world. 

For the purposes of this essay, I will define a human right with independent and universal validity as the following:

1) a right that is guaranteed by a superhuman authority, such that it is beyond mortal reproach (independence)

2) a right that is universally inalienable, meaning it cannot be violated

or

    a right that is universally present, if not effective

(if a right is inalienable, the first condition is automatically satisfied. If a right is only present and not effective, it is impossible to prove. Also, as humans are not universal, a right that is not independent is not universal either.)

In this essay, I will attempt to examine the claims that such rights exist. I will first search to see if an authority exists that can proclaim those rights. And then I will move on to look for any specific rights that are independently and universally valid.

The Big Three

--three possible candidates and their shortcomings

The first possible superhuman authority is God. God, at least in the Christian sense, is omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent, and so is in a perfect position to grant man the basic rights needed for a satisfying life. He is also above mortal reproach. In fact, the Scriptures show God doing exactly that: granting us life, freeing the Jews from the Pharaoh, and exhorting us to respect each other’s property and life (with threats of punishment, of course). Then, human rights undoubtedly exist and are universal, so long as God guarantees it, and so long as God exists! Sadly, the task of proving or disproving the existence of God is outside of my competence, and it would be utter arrogance to try to do so in the space of 4 hours.

However, one thing must be said. If God guarantees us basic human rights, those rights cannot be “freedom, equality, property” and so on, at least not as we normally think of them. Because if God so wills that we shall always be free, always own what we earn, and be equal to our brethren under God, how is it that his omnipotent, omniscient will is perpetually being violated? All over the world, there are wars, starvation, rape and pillaging, oppression, thefts, detainment and taxes—it is inconceivable that what God explicitly guaranteed would not happen, can happen, and the only possible conclusion is that our current conceptions of universal human rights do not come from God. But there are still some rights that could have come from God, but more on that later.

A second candidate is the “eternal law” that is said to be written within men. Often attributed to God, (but not always) this law is within all men, and it is the voice of conscience that tells to love our neighbors, to be good, and respect each other’s rights. This law is the ability to distinguish between right and wrong, present in all people “whose soul is not corrupt and his heart not stony.” To a man with this “law” within him, the feeling that a certain deed is wrong should “fly like a black flag above, reading ‘PROHIBITED.’” (these are the words of the court in Jerusalem that tried and executed Eichmann). Then, the argument can be that it is this law that guarantees us the universal rights that we believe is ours—it is this very law (written upon out very being as Thomas Aquinas said) that forbids we violate each other’s various rights.

But this argument, too, runs into a stone wall. The first is that this law, too, is constantly violated. As listed above, this law, if it exists, is not universally effective. Its only bearing on our behavior is the meek suggestions is gives in the form of a conscience, and the punitive power of the judiciaries that sometimes uphold this “law” that they claim exists. The “law,” then, is not universally effective—it can only be universally present. But if it is only present, and never manifests itself in any concrete way, we might as well say it does not exist.

And it very well may not exist. While it is true that most sane human beings have a conscience, and that this conscience often restrains us from performing the most evil acts, history shows this “law” has at least once been overthrown, and turned on its very head so that it the voice of conscience “written upon our very being” was turned to a voice of evil. I speak, of course, of the Jewish Holocaust. Although Hannah Arendt describes the Holocaust in a book subtitled the “banality of evil,” the evil she describes is not banal at all, but actually terrifying and fascinating in the sheer extent of its corruption. The Nazis of Nazi Germany, the account goes, believed in only one good—the voice of the Furher. And it was blind obedience (“obedience of corpses”) to this Furher that drove the officers of the SS (including the infamous Eichmann) to massacre an entire people they personally had no hatred for (with some exceptions). But not only did these Nazis commit such evil, they did so believing it was the highest good, and in those rare moments of mercy and humanity, where they could not resist sparing a Jewish brother-in-law or a Jewish friend, they did so with the deepest guilt and in defiance of the voice of their conscience, a voice that demand they make no exceptions, and kill as they were told to kill. In fact, it was only when admitting he had spared some of his victims that the infamous Eichmann was “truly apologetic” during his trial. In this way, the Furher was successful in rewriting that “eternal law” in his own image, and so denied the “law” its independence and eternality. (This may actually be the greatest victory, and the most heinous crime of the Nazis) When the sense of right and wrong within man can be so easily changed, by a single voice within one decade, we can no longer say that this sense is any “eternal law” that is independent and universally valid. We cannot even say such an “eternal law” exist—at best, it died some time in 1941 when Hitler killed it.

The third candidate is rationality and reason. Emmanuel Kant believed that our morality must stem from out rational reasoning. Moral actions, he said, must arise from a rational sense of duty, such that we will treat all men as ends instead of means, and such that we will only behave according to principles that we would reasonably have be universalized. If this is true, and if our rationality demands that we do not cross certain boundaries when dealing with other humans, and if rationality is universal and independent from human desires, we can argue rationality is the authority that grants us universal human rights. Rationality demands we respect human rights, and these rights will be guaranteed so long as men are rational.

But this argument is not perfect either. The most visible flaw to this is that there is no universality in rationality. By that I mean equally rational minds cannot be expected to always reach the same conclusions about what is moral, and so human rights as mandated by rationality cannot be universal. Take Kant’s principle of universalization.  Kant claimed that one must act according to principles he would have universalized, and that no rational being would want to live in a world where all people would have the right to kill him and take his property. However, psychologists have found that many criminals and sociopaths (not mutually exclusive) not only think people should have such right but also that they already do. It is the belief of these people that one has a right to what one has the ability to, and so one who can kill and steal has the right to kill and steal. 

Sadly, it is hard to say these criminals and sociopaths are being irrational. If these people truly enjoy living as predators, and they truly can survive and thrive in a predatory world, they are being perfectly reasonable when they say they desire all people to have the right to kill and steal. They are simply wishing for a world they would be perfectly at home in. Selfish, inhuman, barbaric, and malicious, you could say these people are, but irrational they are not. Their thinking is merely being influenced by the fact that they are well-suited to the jungle, just as the thinking of others, those who do not want everyone to have the right to murder, is influenced by their unsuitability to the jungle. And that two equally rational minds can reach two different conclusions is a damning proof that rationality cannot be depended upon to provide us with universally valid rights.  Kant may have wanted a “deontological” ethics universal and free from the constraints of individual situations, but no man can be free from what he is, and the rational conclusions a man reaches will always be influenced by what he is. (Kant anticipated this flaw, and so added that we must treat all people as ends, not means. However, I am not commenting on the Kantian systems ability to create a suitable moral code. I am only arguing that even if everyone is rational, we will still disagree on what rights are guaranteed to humans.)
Possible Universal Rights 

--although you may be dissappointed

So far, we have failed to find an authority outside of ourselves that could guarantee us the rights that we believe (or wish) we have. God, if He does guarantee us any rights, never granted the human rights as set forth on the Declaration of Independence. Also neither the “eternal law” and rationality are independent or universal. But there is still the possibility that there are certain rights that are truly, physically inviolable. These rights are such that we never had to fight for them, and that we cannot imagine life without. These rights have many of the qualities of conventional human rights, except they are never discussed, precisely because they are inalienable. I will describe two such law that are worthy of having been guaranteed by an omnipotent being as they are inalienable and absolutely essential. (These rights, while inalienable, has yet to be connected to any authority, which might as well just be the laws of physics.)

--The right to the better

The right to the better is similar to the right to the pursuit of happiness, but much more basic. Whereas there is constant talk of oppressive regimes denying people their right to pursue happiness, is simply impossible to deny a man his right to the better. The right to the better means the right to choose, from among the limited choices given a man under any circumstance, the one choice that he likes best, which seems better than any other. Can you think of anyway you could deprive a man this right, to make him choose what he likes less? You could put a gun to a man’s head and force him to do whatever you like, but still you will be powerless to make him make what he believes is the worse choice. So long as he has a choice that seems better than death, you cannot make him accept your bullet. But once no better choice remains, you and your gun will be powerless to do anything other than kill your hostage. Likewise, you could also crush a worm under your heel and still you could not stop the worm from squirming, writhing, futilely but still valiantly trying for the better, because all your cruel force can only affect the body of your victim, and unless you can also control your victim’s mind, the right to try for the better forever remain his—Coercion and oppression is not to force a choice but to limit the range of choices, and so the ultimate choice is always belongs the coerced. Even the suicidal, who choose to die rather that face life, are trying for the better. They are escaping life, and jumping into a void which they think is better! So long as a man retains his mind, so long as he thinks and so remains a man, he will try for the better. So long as he lives, the right to the better choice is his.

Are you disappointed? Maybe you think this is no right at all. But you must agree there is nothing more universal than this right. And if there are any other universal rights, it must be like this. It must be categorically inviolable and always true, just as total energy will always be conserved, and just as an apple will always fall to the center of the Earth. And you must admit that if a right is truly inalienable, we would never worry about losing it. Also, imagine life without this basic right. I cannot. To live without the right to try for the better is to live without a mind. To be without this right, one would have to be a zombie, an automaton. Such deprivation, thankfully, is right now possible only in the worst SF films.

Here is another such inviolable right

--the right to a past

We have the right to a past. Sartre has claimed that we are defined by our actions. We are an amalgamation, a conglomerate, of all we have done so far. And so it is up to us to decide who we are by the choices we make throughout our lives (here again we see the important of choice). Hobbes, in a similar vein, argued that our identity is our memory. So long as we retain our memory, we retain a single identity, and I will still be who I am no matter what happens to my physical body. Whether Sartre and Hobbes are completely right is outside the boundary of this essay, but from these claims it is hard to deny out past plays an important part in defining ourselves. My preferences, my beliefs, and my ideals are all decided by but I have done, heard or read in the past, and I can hardly be influenced by future events. Like this, much of what we are is decided by bygone events.

And so our identity is largely protected by our inviolable right to the past. The past is immune to mortal manipulation. Spilled milk cannot be gathered again, but it is even harder to make it so the milk was never spilt! Stephen Hawkings’ claims that a time machine is possible notwithstanding, the part of our identity that is defined by the past is forever ours. 

And what if this right to a past was violated? What then? In this case, George Orwell’s 1984 offers an incomplete picture. In the dystopia created by Orwell, the past is a political tool, freely manipulated by the Party to assert its omnipotence. Within the walls of the Ministry of Truth, the Party’s slaves scurry back and forth, finding, burning, and rewriting documents of the truth to change the perception of the past as they see fit. In the end, there survives no proof that the past happened the way it did, and there are only documents stating exactly what the party claims. In this way, the Party is proven to have been never wrong, and the very character of the world and all its inhabitants is redefined to fit the party line. In this way, the right of a man to define himself by his past is limited, as he can no longer refer back to the past and with certainty discover himself in his past actions. As the Party saying goes: “He who controls that present controls the past. He who controls that past controls the future.” 

But even this Party is unable to completely control the past because its control over the present is incomplete. Each man and woman living in the dystopia remains an individual, and the Party cannot change each individuals past, and so they retain their identity. Also, the truth of the past remains inviolable, for the Party can only distort records of the past, meaning the influence of the past that does not depend on records, persists. So in reality, our right to our past shall remain inviolable so long as no single power gains such control over the present. And no Earthly power can completely severe our connection to the past.

Conclusion

My findings are rather disappointing. I have found no satisfying authority to serve as a basis for universal human rights, and without a satisfying authority, there can be no independent, universal right. God, though he could, obviously does not guarantee us the rights commonly claimed to be ours. The “eternal law” was robbed of its “eternality” by Hitler, and so can no longer be universal or independent. Rationality was also found to be itself subject to the influence circumstances and so unable to mandate universal rights. And even if these authorities do somehow proclaim that man has certain universal right, these rights are such that they are only present, and not effective. Then, such rights are useless to us, and not only because we can never prove its existence.

Paradoxically, I still have found there are certain “rights” that are independent and is universally inalienable, although I could not find an authority to connect them to. But these rights are, to say the least, unconventional. These rights are truly immune to mortal reproach and inviolable, but because they really are inviolable, they serve no political purpose. It is a comfort that we have such rights, but it is no help to the good people fighting for the rights of political prisoners and others supposedly deprived of their “universal human rights.”

So in summation—

Are there independent, universal human rights?

--Yes

Are those rights as conventionally defined?

--Maybe some of them, but if those conventional rights exist, it has never shown itself.

Then are those rights that are not conventional inalienable?

--Yes, they are truly inviolable and for that reason politically useless.


Caveat


Now it appears human rights as conventionally defined are perfectly alienable, and the only inalienable rights are taken for granted. But that does not mean we should stop fighting for human rights, even if they are “historically and culturally relative human inventions.” Even if they are mere inventions, they are beautiful inventions necessary for a life that is better than death. In fighting for this right, we need not appeal to any superhuman power or look for any universality or independence. We need only recognize that our conception of a human, dignified life requires the civil guarantee of such rights of  freedom, equality, and property, and fight for a life that is human and dignified. And if our fight still calls for something “self-evident” and “inalienable,” we can recall that we have an absolute right to the better, and that it is forever ours to try for a better, more human life.
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ON THE PROBLEM OF FIRST PHILOSOPHY

1. A question is imposing itself


They say that in our time we have a philosophy that cannot be supported, because the fields of science have delimitated themselves radically from field of philosophy. If we search for an answer to one of our question, it is more likely to receive an accurate one from a certain science field, therefore eliminating the necessity of thinking in a philosophical manner. As Heidegger stated in the “What is metaphysics?” held in front of all of the professors of the Freiburg University (so mostly in front of scientific minds), the domains of science are completely separated from each other. Philosophy has always been the basis of human thought but given the present situation it is of no interest for us nowadays, and as Aristotle thought (in the first book of “Metaphysic”) philosophy is the basis of the sciences but it isn’t more important than any science. Of course, this affirmation causes trouble in some ways. Firstly, from a historical point of view, in Aristotle’s time, the word “science” (and the Greek word “episteme”) meant something else. Comparing it to Heidegger’s quote, back then the fields of science were interconnected, and a proof to this is the whole body of work from Aristotle, because one man who “managed” to be a philosopher also managed to put the basis of sciences. The other problem raised is that we cannot be sure in what way philosophy can stand today as the basis of science. It has even been stated by Bertrand Russell that philosophy is the middle stage in human thought, between the mystical character of theology and the scientific imperative of science. These two problems are subsumed to the problem of adapting philosophy to the technocratic times that we live in and making it viable for the man living the end of postmodernism.


If philosophy is not viable for the “recent man”, we say that it has lost its primate. “Loosing its primate” means that we find ourselves in a situation in which we cannot have a prime philosophy, a “philosophia prote” as it appears in Aristotle’s text that coined it. By loosing it’s primate, philosophy betrays it’s true character and it’s freedom which is always in a relation to the viability of the answers proposed by it and (also very important) the questions put by it. To give an example, Karl Jaspers stated that Schopenhauer and Nietzsche are the two big exceptions in philosophy and one who tries to philosophize in the style that they did is going to fail. This, of course means that they belong to their time and the only thing left to do is to interpret and extract the best out of them. Every time we come across them they are followed by historical facts and we cannot “look” at them just like we cannot see a comet without its burning tail. But are these two philosophers the only ones that are (if we may say) “stuck” in their time? If we assume that they are the only ones we betray what we have stated earlier that today philosophy cannot find itself a primate, because if the other philosophers are not “stuck” in their time, it means that any one of them has a present availability. Of course, we mustn’t make the mistake of acting like we’re contemporary to all of the philosophers and as Gadamer says we must be an “active historical conscience”. This means not treating the comets’ tail like a limit that must be transcended in order to understand a philosophers’ thought, but actually accepting the limit and using it to make the horizons “fuse”. So if the philosophers are mostly stuck in their place in history and hermeneutics is the only way to find a primate for philosophy, we’re going to look back at each one of the “philosophia prote” and decide if it is suitable for these times. We’re not going to regard the “linguistic turn” as a prime philosophy because it makes philosophy depend on science in some manner and we’re trying to delimitate ourselves from science and meanwhile give a basic problem for human thought in our times. Wittgenstein states, in a very existentialist style, that treating a question is like treating an illness and so we’re going to look back at what from what illnesses did the philosophers “suffer”. Treating first philosophies as “maladies” may seem nihilistic but the word appears right since all the great philosophers were driven into searching for answers and questions by something that comes from their intimate being. The “question” is sacred to philosophy and not surprisingly one is imposing itself before we start: “What is the illness of our time?”


Also, before we start we have to clearly state the method we’re going to use. Each time we put a concept into question we’re going to use arguments from other philosophers that maybe thought after the philosopher in cause. This is for three reasons: because we’re trying to “fuse horizons” from our point of view, from our time and culture, without pretending to be contemporary to every philosopher; because each important philosopher that came after a certain one influenced it’s time and therefore, in some ways, our time (to give an example, after Aristotle we cannot speak of “water” being the essence/substance of Being, and so on); because we cannot claim the power to destruct these important philosophical systems in a (somehow, because of the given circumstances) “simple” analysis. 

 2. The substance


When philosophy has a primate it means that something primates in its field, that the “prote” is ruled by one concept. At the dawn of philosophy, as we know, the philosophers questioned themselves on what persists although everything seems to be perishable. Thus the first prime philosophy is generally accepted to be “ontology”. We’re going to take one of the most important philosophers, and that is Aristotle, who engaged in finding and knowing the “ousia”. Now, the term “ousia” was translated in two different ways and that’s because of the Latin filter: it is either called “substance”, or “essence”. Heidegger argues that it actually means being (Sein) and all these, of course, cause trouble and that’s why keeping the original term is not just out of “snobbism” (if we may put it like that) but out of the need to access the core of Aristotle’s thought.


Trying to gain knowledge of the “ousia” implies some problems and this practice was contested by Descartes. Descartes states that we cannot know the substance (latin translation) without it’s predicates, because every substance shows itself with a number of characteristics. Therefore “ousia” remains unknown without it’s characteristics and this leads to a problem: in the relation between ousia (what is) and parousia (what appears), if “ousia” shows itself only by characteristics and never in its pure form, then “ousia” throws itself into forgetting by giving priority to what appears, to parousia. This is why Hume and Kant consider “substance” as merely a category of the intellect responsible with a type of understanding the world and don’t give “ousia” the necessary credit. Also, Heidegger introduces his lecture “Time and Being” (so the Heidegger after the Kehre) by saying that we perceive what surrounds us but never in the world we can find Being. Extrapolating, if Heidegger considers “ousia” as “Being” (in the simple sense of the word “to be”) when interpreting Aristotle, then “ousia” is never to be found and thus we cannot have a true and rational knowledge of it. As Nietzsche thinks we must say goodbye and release ourselves from the task of trying desperately to know the “substance” which he considers to be one of the great diseases (not illnesses as we argued!) of philosophy. The illness of Aristotle regarding knowing the “ousia” is therefore not justified and cannot stand as a contemporary primate for philosophy, after postmodernism, or the “great process of loosing sense” as Baudrilard calls it. 

3. The “causae”


At the beginning of the Dark Ages, after Christianity caught on, Toma d’Aquino considered theology as the first philosophy. In his “Suma theologica” he tries from a metaphysical position to go (in a very Aristotelian way) from cause to cause until he reaches the first cause which is obviously “incausatum”. Therefore, the “causae” is the concept that primates in theology as first philosophy. Every time we speak of “cause” we correlate it with “effect”. Now, the problem raised by this is that in modern times we cannot know which one of these two is more important. That is because if the “cause” explains, the “effect” demonstrates. Also, Hume explained that we say 1 is followed by 2 simply because we’re used to. Applying this to the relation between “cause” which is “one” and “two” which is the “effect” of “one” maybe by multiplying, then “cause” and “effect” loose their specific order. The task of searching for the “incausatum” is not justified since He created the man, and therefore man is an “effect” of His act of creation. His act of creation being the cause, we imply that the “incausatum” has this relation of cause and effect in His actions, in His way of being. 


After reading Hume, Kant says that his thinking took a spin-off exactly because he didn’t agree with what Hume thinks of the relation stated above. But this denial of Kant doesn’t either justify Toma, because Kant considers “cause” and “effect” as depending on the intellect. Plus, “cause” and “effect” speaks of something temporal, but (1) the temporal is not a characteristic of the “incausatum”, and (2) Kant considers time as an a priori form of perception. Rationality is a tool given to us by the Divine Spirit, says Toma, but he also says that in order to understand the - for example - Orders of Angels (how he did) your intellect must be illuminated by the Divine Spirit. The malady, the illness of Toma who spent years writing his “Summa” and going from one cause to another is not justified to reign in today’s philosophy and cannot sustained a primate in philosophy.

4. The noetic


We’ve talked a lot about Kant and Hume giving arguments from their works, and now we’re going to briefly discuss the problem of the noetic. After Descartes wrote “Meditations of First Philosophy” it came the era of philosophy as the theory of knowledge. Even if Kant is the “king” in classical theory of knowledge, he was preceded by Descartes, Locke, and basically by the philosophers “devoted” rationalism or epiricism who fought over the problem of the true source of knowledge. After that, Kant came and settled the conflicts by saying that neither reason nor experience are solely a true source of knowledge. This is why we will use him and his philosophy when talking about this type of first philosophy. The prime philosophy being the theory of knowledge, the philosophers analyzed the Ego that “cogitates”. Therefore it is the reign of the noetic, and everything revolved around the Ego that perceives the world, in a type of “open solipsism”. We can call it like this because the Ego, preponderantly in Kant’s philosophy returns to itself to see its limits of knowing and after this it agglutinates things like “time”, “substance” and basically the whole reality. 

Firstly, an objection comes from Husserl criticizing Descartes’ “cogito ergo sum” by saying that it is illogical and useless to say “I think”. To give an example, to say “I think” means that your intellect is an empty room and Husserl argues that all of our actions (like the one to “think”) are intentional: you think something, you feel something, you are always like a reflector, not like an empty room looking at itself. But this may not be a strong argument to why the theory of knowledge cannot be adapted to our times. The real problem of the Ego that thinks itself is that if every time we are “intentional”, then the Ego turning to itself implies a problem. When we “think” something, we are the subject that thinks and what is being processed by our thinking is the “object” of our thinking. For the Ego to turn to itself and think itself he must make an object of itself. But if he’s thinking the thinking mechanism, then he’d have to put itself on a position outside itself, and not to control itself. If he’s outside himself and cannot control what he’s thinking (also because of the a priori structures), if he inevitably puts things in categories, then when he is trying to think itself he is basically missing. We are saying that he is missing because he gets lost trying to think his own structure, and what results from the thinking process cannot be trusted since he cannot control it. In the XX century this is considered a paradox, and it has been demonstrated (also using the Turner machine) that a formal system is always incomplete because it cannot demonstrate itself. Therefore the Ego agglutinates and transforms for example “time” and “space” into his structures, denying them as real in a very solipsistic manner. It is clear now the “illness” of Kant who tried to think the thinker while the Ego that cogitates is basically missing cannot be put into practice in our times and thus we are left with no other possibilities but one (or so we know by now). 

5. The possibility of a new First Philosophy


Philosophy, as we stated earlier, needs to define its field so it can still exist nowadays. But defining its field doesn’t mean finding problems but rather letting problems appear to us, if we may put it in Husserlian terms. We’re just going to expose a possibility created by some contemporary philosophers, rather than trying to search for one (given the circumstances). One possibility lies in contemporary phenomenology. After the “death of metaphysics” and postmodernism, in some philosophers works a new problem was raised: the problem of donation (in French), or “givenness” – how it is translated officially in English. The primate of philosophy can be ruled by the problem of donation because it comes from the tradition of post-heideggerian phenomenology that states that Being is always something that it (is) given (or “es gibt”, to be more precise). If we’re talking about phenomenology then we’re talking about the analysis of the phenomenal that is permanently given to us. There are a few directions concerning the problem of donation, and I’m going to briefly expose two of them:

a. Jean Luc-Marion’s philosophy talks about givenness by analyzing the relation between intention and intuition, and saying that there is a permanent donation of phenomena. Some of the phenomena (“phainomenon” means “to appear” in Greek) might be so strong that they simply overwhelm the Ego with their absolute characteristics, like the case of religious revelations.

b. On the other side there is Jacques Derrida who thinks that the phenomenal donation is always present, but we never get the full phenomena, the true one – for example the “eidos” of a phenomena. We only deal with phantoms of phenomena, Derrida claims in very postmodern view, and that nothing is given to us in its true form, not even Language or Time. For example, Time is not given to us in the form of Eternity, we get bits of it that we measure.

To end it, we must conclude and recap a little bit by saying that philosophy, for its true nature to be fulfilled, needs to have a primate. On the other side, we cannot deny the historical “hole” that we’re in, and after the great loss of sense we need to reconquer philosophy (even metaphysics) on new grounds, even if it means getting a few generation of philosophers “ill”.
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Verhalten sich die Werte die sich heißen „Menschenrechte“ relativ zu den historischen oder kulturellen Verhältnissen, oder haben sie eine selbstständige und universelle Gültigkeit?
Alle Ethik ist nur im Menschen möglich
Im Rahmen des Diskurses um die ethischen Werte des Menschen wurde mehrmals die Frage nach einer absoluten und selbstständigen Gesetzgebung gestellt, eine Frage die  recht problematisch wird, da sie die Notwendigkeit einer Beziehung zu anderen, besser zum „Anderen“ voraussetzt.

Es war Kants große Intuition diese Frage, die sich nach der „Logik“ etwa so formulieren lässt: „was sollen wir tun?“ auf eine sehr viel wesentlichere zurückzuführen, die Frage nach dem Menschen.

Jedes Verhältnis zum „Anderen“ beginnt also mit der Frage nach dem „Eigenen“. Ein Gesetz als Regel dieser Beziehung muss sich der eigenen Fähigkeiten, schließlich der eigenen Urteilskraft bedienen. Diese Urteilskraft ist allerdings nicht außerhalb des Menschen zu suchen sondern innerhalb.

Warum das Urteil keinen außermenschlichen Raum erlaubt:

Was meinen wir eigentlich mit Urteilskraft? Das Urteil ist eine qualitative Aussage die sich ganz deutlich von einer Überzeugung herleiten lässt. Diese Überzeugung entspringt der Wahl des Menschen: stehlen ist schlecht. Allein deshalb ist „Gesetz“ nur in einem menschlichen Raum möglich. Kurzum, jedes Gesetz hat einen rein menschlichen Wert. Will ich ein Gesetz abseits dieses Raumes erstellen, so wäre dies nichts mehr und nichts weniger als der Versuch, einem Tauben den Klang zu erklären. Klar, ich könnte eine Schallwelle erzeugen, diese auf eine glatte Oberfläche leiten und abwarten, dass sich auf der feinen Sandschicht, die ich darauf streue die berühmten „Chladinischen Wellen“ bilden, doch wäre dies dann noch streng genommen ein Klang?

Die Wahl schließt auch ab sofort jede Möglichkeit einer Unschuld aus, da sie das Bewusstsein impliziert. „Ich habe das nicht so gewollt“ ist nur die Aussage eines Apologeten der Geschichte. Treffen wir eine Wahl, so ist die Gesamtheit der Fälle die daraus schließen könnten zumindest hingenommen, akzeptiert: ich muss annehmen, dass der Ziegel, den ich vom obersten Stock fallen lasse, meinen Nachbarn trifft. Müssten wir einen „außermenschlichen Raum“ definieren, so wäre dieser eben die Unschuld, doch diese ist nicht der verklärte Zustand eines „status naturae“ im Sinne Rousseaus, sondern der Raum jenseits der Grenze, die das für den Menschen Denkbare vom Undenkbaren scheidet.

Daraus folgt, dass ein Gesetz ohne Menschen, schlicht sinnlos ist, denn „was wäre das Glück des Rechts, wenn es nicht die gebe, denen es scheint?“, würde ein moderner Zarathustra sagen. Wir bewegen uns in einem menschlichen Raum, der in unseren Urteilen zum „Nächsten“ auch ein gesetzlicher Raum wird.

Beziehung ist Verantwortung:

Darin ist jedes Urteil Verantwortung, eine Verantwortung vor der „Öffentlichkeit“, doch in erster Linie eine Verantwortung gegenüber meines „Nächsten“. Der „Nächste“ ist jener Andere, welcher sich mir stellt und „mit mir ist“, er ist das mir ausgesetzte Gesicht (Levinas), für welches ich zur Rechenschaft gezogen werden kann, gerade weil die Möglichkeit jeder Beziehung von der Unschuld als Voraussetzung absieht. Doch dieser Nächste ist nicht ein weiteres „Ich“, zumindest für mich ist er dies nicht. Das bedeutet, dass sich dieses Verhältnis zu ihm stets „aufbauen“ nie „ableiten“ lässt. Es ist nicht möglich von meinen Überzeugungen auf jene des Nächsten zu schließen.

Eine Beziehung wird also stets nach dem Zusammenspiel von Überzeugung und Erfahrung vorgehen. Ich muss meinen „Nächsten“ kennenlernen und mir bewusst sein, dass meine Überzeugung als Grundlage des Urteils stets jenen „rein menschlichen“ Wert aufweist, von dem weiter oben die Rede war. Dies bewirkt eine normative Handlung, die unser Verhältnis regelt. Das Ergebnis dieser Handlung ist das „Gesetz“.

Warum die Entdeckung des „Du“s ein induktives und nicht ein deduktives Gesetz vorsieht:

Das Wort Gesetz erschließt uns schon um welche Art der Norm es sich handelt. Bei einem Ge-setz setze ich eine Grenze, die meiner Überzeugung nach das Recht vom Unrecht scheidet. Dies bedeutet keineswegs, wie Spengler uns erwidern würde, dass es dabei zu einem „Kampf um die Regelsetzung“ vor dem „Kampf um die Regel“ käme, da jedes Recht auch gleichzeitig Pflicht ist. Diese Gegenseitigkeit ist es, die unsere Pflichten mit den Rechten des „Nächsten“ gleichsetzt.

Eine solche Dynamik verschiebt die Auffassung unseres Nächsten. Während wir in einem System von Grundsätzen, welche alle von der „Idee des Menschen“ herleiten nur ein unpersönliches „Es“ haben können (oder ein „man“), ist die Erfahrung unserer Mit-Menschen eine Ermittlung hinsichtlich des „Du“s. Das „Du“ ist sehr wohl ein Anderer, doch es ist der Andere mit dem ich unmittelbar (im wahrsten Sinne des Wortes) konfrontiert bin. Selbst der Grundsatz eines Menschenrechts, kann also nur das Produkt der Erfahrung sein, die wir vom „Menschen“ haben und nicht der Idee, die wir von ihm, oder über ihn (aber niemals durch ihn) ableiten.

Man stelle sich einen taubblinden Menschen vor, gefesselt in einem leeren Raum mitten in der Wüste; er verfügt über keinerlei Empfindung. Könnte er die „Idee des Menschen“ behaupten? Wir wissen es nicht, all diese Überlegungen liegen jenseits der Grenze unseres Zustandes, unserer „Geworfenheit“ und sind nur für diejenigen verständlich die sich selber darin befinden. Doch diese könnten es uns nicht erklären.

Das positive Recht:

Die willkürliche Setzung der Grenze zum Schutze des Staatsapparates nennen wir nun „positives“ Recht. Wir beobachten, wie verschiedenen Kulturen zu verschieden Zeiten, andere Grundgesetze verfasst haben, die als „gesetzte Verfassung“ schließlich für das Staatssystem grund-sätzlich waren. Ausschlaggebend sind selbstverständlich historische Ereignisse (siehe da, Erfahrungen) und Ideologien (Überzeugungen) welche fortgespinnt wurden und aus den vorherigen Erfahrungen durch zusätzliche Überzeugungen die „Kultur“ herauskristallisiert haben.

Nun gilt es aber zu untersuchen, ob auch jener privilegierte „corpus“ von Geboten, die wir „Menschenrechte“ nennen, demselben Wandel unterworfen sind.

Das Menschenrecht:

Analog zur vorherigen Definition können wir sagen, dass das „Menschenrecht“ die Grenze setzt, welche das Recht und Unrecht für den Schutz des Menschen unterscheidet. Insofern war die erste Frage eine Frage nach dem Menschen, oder besser nach dem „Eigenen“. Die Erfahrung des Nächsten scheint nun nie unvoreingenommen: die Eltern sind die Götzen des Kleinkinds, der Ausländer ist der Fremde in der Heimat. Doch Vor-Urteil ist eben ein Urteil a priori, ein Urteil, das die Begegnung mut dem Nächsten, mit dem „Du“ nicht einmal voraussetzt.

Die Begegnung ist das Ergebnis eines einseitigen Paktes auf den „ich“ mich einlasse: ich bin gewillt das „Du“ zu erfahren und bewusst zu verzichten. Wie in einem Staat der Vertrag den Kompromiss zwischen den Überzeugungen darstellt, so ist dieser einseitige Pakt, eine einseitige Verneinung meiner persönlichen Möglichkeit: ich werde dich nicht töten, weil ich darauf verzichte. Dieser Satz ist keine Schlussfolgerung, er ist die Erfahrung. Somit ist das „Menschenrecht“ niemals „kulturbedingt“, da die Kultur (und mit ihr das positive Recht) ein Produkt gesammelter Erfahrungen ist, das Menschenrecht jedoch die Erfahrung selbst darstellt.

Ein „einzig für den Menschen universelles Recht“:

Anders verhält es sich mit der zweiten Frage, ob nun dieses Menschenrecht einen absoluten Wert habe. Ab-solut bedeutet losgelöst, doch wovon ist das Menschenrecht losgelöst?

Das Menschenrecht verhält sich zum Menschen, wie eine Funktion zum Argument. Ist Mensch das „x“, so kann das Menschenrecht nur „f(x)“ sein. Die Idee eines himmlischen Menschenrechts ist sozusagen kontradiktorisch, da nun entweder der Himmel oder der Mensch das Recht definieren. Die Theologie vermutet eine Übereinstimmung der Beiden und man kann sie auch glauben, doch nichts kann über sie ermittelt bzw. gesagt werden. Daraus folgt, dass die Erfahrung des Menschen eine rein menschliche ist, so wie der Raum in welchem ethische Urteile entstehen ein rein menschlicher ist. Jeder Bezug zu einem göttlichen Überrecht, einem Ideal ohne Form ist somit sinn-los. Das oberste Prinzip wäre nur ein Name ohne Bedeutung, d.h. ohne konkrete Anwendung und das Recht ein Recht für Erleuchtete, meinetwegen für „Archonten“ oder „Übermenschen“, doch nie für den Menschen. So sagte bereits Popper aus gutem Grunde, dass „jeder Versuch das Himmelreich auf Erden einzurichten, stets die Hölle“ produziert habe.

Abschließend können wir feststellen, dass das Menschenrecht ein einzig für den Menschen „universelles Recht“ ist: niemals wird es ein anderes Wesen geben, welches die Sonne Sonne und den Menschen Menschen nennt, weil dies beim Menschen so zutrifft und ähnlich gilt dies auch für das allgemeine Recht. Wir sind unsere Welt, doch gerade weil unsere Welt uns gegenüber relativ ist, ist sie für uns absolut.
[image: image6.png]o

international
philosophy

Umpiad

Aenens 2010




Tibor BACKHAUSZ
HUNGARY
Bronze Meda
Topic 1

“The philosopher’s treatment of a question is like the treatment of an illness.”

(Ludwig Wittgenstein: Philosophical Investigations)

When we read this quote, it strikes us not only as surprising and appropriate, but also as an analogy that grasps the real nature of the conflict between the analytic philosopher and the question.

The aim of this essay is to find out what this quote tells us about this conflict by completing and analyzing the analogy.

With comparing questions to illnesses, Wittgenstein implicitly draws another analogy:
 an analogy between the philosopher’s worldview and a living organism.

Many philosophers, especially philosophers of science have come to the conclusion that science in general and philosophy in particular is an ever-increasing, ever-developing organism, continually changing its basic paradigms to expand the boundaries of knowledge. This view, taken most famously by Thomas S. Kuhn, is in some sense optimistic. But this particular case is different. This time it turns out that the human worldview is not only a living organism, but a vulnerable organism. This view hints that Wittgenstein is in fact pessimistic about philosophy.
(This pessimism embedded in Wittgenstein’s texts, both in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and the Investigations. Basically, he saw philosophy as a symptom of our lack of expressive power to treat questions of life, existence, pain and beauty in a rigorous way.)

But we need not share Wittgenstein’s pessimism, in fact I attempt to show in this essay that this vulnerability to the question-disease is something we should accept or even embrace.

The Nature of Questions

We must first examine: what is a question?
(There some inherent philosophical beauty in the above sentence: it asks, and itself provides the answer, with itself as an example. We will return to this self-questioning and self-assertion later.)
In the everyday life, most questions are used when asking for information, and are marked by tone and intonation in speech and a question mark in writing. To these questions, an answer is expected.

But in poetry, for example, rhetorical questions are intended to remain unanswered. The questions relevant in philosophy go further than that. They too remain unanswered most of the time, but they make us feel an answer would be necessary.

The result is that philosophical questions make us feel the lack of the answer.

So philosophical questions actually make people feel unsure, knowing less than they thought they knew. Just like an ill person who feels weak. And both conditions can get worse.

In philosophy, one defeated by the questions is lost. If he cannot answer important questions, he will sooner or later find himself in a widespread theoretical, that is, moral, aesthetical, epistemological crisis.

I will call this crisis the question-disease.

Socrates and the archetypical question

The ancient Greek philosopher Socrates, basically the spiritual founder of classical Greek philosophy, was known as the gadfly of Athens. This was because he walked up to people and bothered them with questions, like a gadfly bothers the animals by drinking their blood (note that the gadfly is a parasite, almost like an illness).

These questions were seemingly trivial, but it turned out that not even those considered the wisest could come up with a satisfying answer.

The general form of the Socratic question is: “what is X?”

where X is any word we think we can define but in reality, we can’t.

These questions upset Socrates’ contemporary society. Their worldview, which they thought was simple and natural, turned out to be vulnerable to the Socratic question-disease.

It is worthwhile to note on thing: that these questions weren’t complicated: they were as simple and natural as the worldview itself. But they had no answer within the limits of the pre-Socratic world. (Wittgenstein’s reaction to this phenomenon is stating that “the limits of my language are the limits of my world”)
This “disease” attacked at many point at once. Once one part of the accepted worldview, like the definition of courage as “standing firm in the battle”, falls, many other weaknesses in the worldview appear, and Socrates is eager to question those too.

Friedrich Nietzsche, in his early work The Birth of Tragedy describes how the simple and reasonable questions of Socrates have destroyed the ancient world whose philosophy was marked by the pre-Socratic philosophers, and whose Dionysian feeling of life was expressed in the dramas of Aeschylus.

The analogy is: once the hard questions have gotten into the foundations of our worldview, that worldview is bound to die very soon.

Is there a cure?

If a question is an illness, can we cure it or not? Of course, we know simple questions can be settled with proper reasoning. But can all questions be settled in that way?

The early, optimistic Wittgenstein stated in his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that if a question can be asked properly, then it can be answered.  

But later he himself has realized that the answer is quite clearly: no. Not all questions can be answered.

So just as there are incurable diseases, there are “incurable” questions: these questions, once asked, will necessarily undermine our worldview.

A mathematical analogy, while only covers an aspect of the general problem, has the advantage that it can be proved:

This mathematical analogy is Gödel’s first incompleteness theorem:

A recursively enumerable system of axioms containing a model of the Peano axioms cannot be both consistent and complete.

In non-technical language, it means that if 

1) the system is comprehensible

2) the system is capable of expressing basic arithmetic ( as defined by Peano )

then we basically have a choice: either the system is inconsistent, that is, it contains a contradiction, or it is incomplete, in the sense that it contains a statement which can neither be proved or disproved. So that the question “is this statement true?” has no answer.

We see that, even in mathematics, which is much simpler than life, we cannot escape the question-disease. So we cannot escape in the much more complex philosophical world either.

But by examining how Gödel’s undecidable sentence is constructed, we can see how these questions emerge in mathematics. Gödel, in fact, found a way of numbering formal statements and formal proofs. Then he formulates an arithmetic statement that asserts in a tricky way that it itself has no proof. This sentence cannot be proved to be true, because then it would be false, and cannot be proved to be true because then it would have no proof.

While self-reference is not allowed in logic ( to defend against paradoxes like “this sentence is false” ), Gödel found a way to circumvent these defenses, and use self-reference in disguise.

( This is where “what is a question?” returns to us: it is beautifully self-referential in disguise )

We might be tempted to consider this undecidable statement to be true. But by this act, we created another system of axioms that will have a new undecidable statement.

 ( we have a completely different path: to accept contradictions in our system; I will return to that later )

The evolution of questions and answers

In philosophy, the above argument would look like the following:

Whenever Socrates asks a question, and other people come up with an answer, Socrates asks another question, mostly because the answer contained another vaguely defined notion. So when the defensive side seemingly solves the problem, a deeper question points out another problem. With even deeper questions and even deeper answers, we “descend” from aesthetics to ethics, from ethics to metaphysics, from metaphysics to epistemology, from epistemology to the study of consciousness, and so on perpetually. 

With an illness analogy, with the corresponding philosophical notions in parentheses:

If someone ( the society ) is seriously ill ( internal moral conflict ) due to bacteria ( hard questions ), the doctor ( the philosopher/scientist ) will give me antibiotics ( answers ). It destroys most of the bacteria, but some might remain, and begin to multiply again (a few unsolved questions give rise to many others). These new bacteria will now be resistant to the antibiotics administered, because they are descendants of the few survivors. New antibiotics ( new answers ) have to be invented and applied.

The result is that bacteria will co-evolve with the antibiotics. A resistant strain of bacteria forces application of other antibiotics and new antibiotics force natural selection between the bacteria to produce a resistant strain.

Likewise, new questions force new answers, the new answers will give rise to new questions because the answers are incomplete (contain other undefined notions, for example). This coevolution is similar to T. S. Kuhn’s theory of paradigms, but there, not an accumulation questions, but accumulation of contradictory evidence forces the change of paradigms. One cannot be sure whether evidence will support a theory or disprove it, but in philosophy, one can be sure there always will be new undecidable questions, like the ones guaranteed by Gödel.

Three choices

When attacked by questions, we are inclined to defend our worldview, defend what we believe in. But from the mathematical example, we know that it is impossible. 

 Mathematicians have since then learned to cope with Gödel’s incompleteness theorem in their profession by adopting a skeptical point of view, that says nothing about philosophy. But when practicing philosophy, we must decide how to relate to these incurably hard questions.

There are basically three positions a philosopher can take:

1. Philosophical Fortification

With some simplification, this is the side of the early Wittgenstein. In the Tractatus, he tries to construct a defensive system, one that can withstand being sieged by questions like “what is the meaning of life?”, one that can answer meaningful questions, and can dismiss questions it can’t answer as faults of the language.

He tries to convince that it is not wise to wander outside this fortress, as a philosopher. We shall enjoy what is sublime in music, but we shall never attempt to examine it philosophically.

Besides Wittgenstein, it is the side of all great philosophers who attempted building philosophical framework. Closest to Socrates is Plato, whose system of Forms was intended as a way of settling these questions by placing transcendent notion in another world.

But, with the analogy of fortification, the story of the Tower of Babel comes to our mind. The aim is to build, a great “fortress”, one that forms a complete system, and more or less applies to the human experience. But, as in the Biblical story, the builder-philosophers disagree on how the fortress should be like, and sometimes they do not even understand each other: both Wittgenstein and Heidegger have been trying to build a strong and complete system, but their words, methods and goals are completely different.

In summery, these philosophers are naively, desperately, or heroically trying to do a task they cannot accomplish, like Sisyphus of the Greek mythology.

2. Irrational neutrality

This is the option we did not discuss in mathematics: we may choose to accept a contradicting system of axioms, thereby invalidating logic, even in everyday life. While this viewpoint avoids the conflict between the question-disease and the living organism, it leads to an absurd stance to life. If we accept these, we must place our trust somewhere else. For example, Nietzsche’s Übermensch asserts his own truth and values, and if strong, he will not fall victim to Socratic questions, however reasonable they might be. If he decides not to ask a certain question, like pre-Socratic Athenians refrained from asking Socratic questions before Socrates’ time, he will simply not ask it from himself, and will not listen to anyone who does.

Or, we can be like the Abraham described by Kierkegaard in his Fear and Trembling: we must have extreme faith to compensate for our loss of reason. His reason says that he shouldn’t sacrifice his son, but for him, this reason means nothing. To him, it is God’s word that is absolute alone.

3. Welcome the Question-Disease

This is what the archetypical Socrates does. It is important that Socrates did not attempt to answer his questions. He was in the state of constant self-questioning, a living question mark. In spite of this, we don’t know his real, internal answers to his own question.

His fellow Athenians considered his questions offensive only because prior to Socrates, they found comfort in not being questioned. Socrates, by contrast, found and exhibited wisdom in and by the act of asking hard questions.

The Organism and its Cancer

We shall complete the analogy with some final observations.

If philosophy is a living organism that is vulnerable to questions, who takes which part?

Those who choose the first option, try to fortify those organism’s defenses to be as strong as possible. They are like the immune system of the organism. It cannot provide full protection, but it really lengthens the lifetime of the organism.

In the former examples, I used the analogy of a bacterial disease, but the question-disease is rather like cancer. While bacteria form an external threat to the organism, cancer is an internal.

Although, the immune system combats both, cancer is much harder to treat because while bacteria can be easily identified as alien to the organsim, and thus targeted specifically, cancer is almost impossible to destroy the cancer without destroying the organism with it. This makes most forms of cancer incurable in the real world, unfortunately.

The moral of Gödel’s theorem is that the undecidable question is born from the system itself, like cancer cells are from the organism itself. Every system carries in itself the seeds of its eventual demise.

The simple and natural thought of the pre-Socratic Athenians fell to the simple and natural question of Socrates.

In the French Revolution, the “do the common good” idealism eventually fell to the the question “what is the common good”.

In these times, liberal democracy is struggling to answer its own hard question: 
what to do with those who reject liberal democracy?

This was already formulated around the middle of the 20th century in Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its Enemies, but became very apparent in the late 20th century and into the 21st century.
As the undecidability is born within the system, it cannot be eliminated without damaging the system. In the philosophical world, this is like how it is impossible to dismiss “what is courage?” without dismissing courage itself. This is why Socrates was so effective in destroying the Greek era of thought which we call, not by coincidence, pre-Socratic.

Conclusion

Now that we see the sides of the conflict, and know which side has which role, we might be asked: which side shall we support?

This must be a personal decision, depending on one’s personality traits and talents. If one has an inclination to strive to be build a well-founded and strong system, even if he knows he cannot achieve perfection, he should go with the first option. Most analytic philosophers have chosen this path.

If one finds that he has no need of formal reason at all, he can go with the second option, departing from the standard philosophical questioning process, and wandering past reason into deeper and more dangerous areas of human existence, like Nietzsche and Kierkegaard did. 

The third option is certainly the most interesting. It requires us to ask, not to answer.

So one might think it is mindless process. It can surely be done without thinking. In today’s western society questioning other peoples’ notions and values became an standard tool of rebellion. But we must keep in mind that Socrates was exhibiting wisdom, not rebellion. That was the reason he was executed: his contemporary society couldn’t see the difference between questioning out of wisdom and questioning out of rebellion. It seems that our society can’t see that difference either.

