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INTRODUCTION

To undertake to write a synoptic historical study is in one sense the humblest of tasks. To set out to analyse, summarize and synthesize the works of other philosophers is, indeed, so diminutive an endeavour as to risk not being considered ‘research’ in today’s novelty-hungry ideas marketplace. In another sense, though, someone could interject that it is hybris itself to attempt an intellectual history, however basic, to retrace for the first time the history of a specific but major, mostly-forgotten conception of philosophy in the West. What any such project cedes in depth it takes back in scope, and in spades. At every moment, the attempt of such a Primer to achieve such wide historical scope flirts with making its treatments of any one philosopher or philosophy too superficial by half.

Both considerations are valid. We have felt acutely these competing risks in the long process of putting together this book. In response to anxieties about both depth and scope, we can only provide our own version of the famous Newtonian bon mot. Whatever success our endeavour can claim, and whatever insights we may have achieved, comes from how we have been able to stand on the shoulders of giants. First and foremost amongst the giants is the French philosopher and historian of ideas, Pierre Hadot, whose work we will introduce specifically in a moment. But he is accompanied by many others, each of whom, like Hadot himself in our chapters on the Epicureans, Stoics, Platonists and Christians, has been our close interlocutor in the studies of the different figures we undertake in this book: W.K. C. Guthrie and Gregory Vlastos on Socrates; Julia Annas, Diskin Clay and Catherine Wilson on the Epicureans [2]; Ilsetraut Hadot, Pierre’s wife, on Seneca and the Stoics [esp. 3.4]; John Sellars on the Stoics [3.1] and then again, Justus Lipsius [6.4]; Juliusz Domański on the medievals [4] and the renaissance humanisti [5.1–2]; Ruedi Imbach on the medievals [5.3–4]; Christopher Celenza, Gur Zak and James Siegel on what counted as philosophy in the Italian renaissance [5.1]; Sorana Corneanu, Stephen Gaukroger and Peter Harrison on Bacon [7.2]; Amelie Rorty and Zeno Vendler on Descartes [7.3]; Ira Wade, Calas Duflo and Peter Gay on the lumières; David Cartwright, Christopher Janaway and Julian Young’s dissections of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics and ethics [9]; and scholars who have recently rediscovered Nietzsche as a student, teacher and exponent of philosophy as a way of life such as Keith Ansell-Pearson and Alexander Nehamas [10].

And all this is not to suggest that all of our interpretations of these philosophies are wholly ‘unoriginal’. Readers will see that our own critical perspectives never entirely disappear behind the accounts of the different thinkers and movements presented in this book; Socrates, the Epicureans, the Stoics, the Sceptics, the Neoplatonists, the Christian monastics, Scholastics and Averroists; the renaissance humanisti led by Petrarch, then Montaigne, Lipsius, Bacon, Descartes, the virtuosi and the lumières, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche and Foucault. The venture to open such a wide purview, and cover so many alternative ideas and practices of philosophy, also opens new, original synthetic vistas, and casts new framing light on individual philosophers. As we shall see, the very inventory of figures we have considered, with its inclusion of Hellenistics and Romans, monastics and humanists, as well as enlightenment philosophes, also reflects the originality of the ‘philosophy as a way of life’ (or PWL) approach that shapes and orients this study.

This much then by way of Socratic apology for Philosophy as a Way of Life: History, Dimensions and Directions. We need now to address just what is PWL, as we conceive it, and then introduce the key methodological and substantive claims of the book.

Pierre Hadot, PWL and spiritual exercises

If the idea of PWL is today emerging as its own subfield within metaphilosophy and the history of philosophy, it is above all because of the work of Pierre Hadot. Hadot begun his intellectual life in training as a Catholic priest. However, as he has frankly disclosed in interviews, his life was transformed by a series of extraordinary ‘mystical’ or ‘unitive’ experiences which he had in his early life, which he found could not be accommodated within his childhood faith (Hadot, 2009: 5–6). Hadot began to work on late ancient Neoplatonic as well as Christian thinkers, and in 1963 (1998), wrote a groundbreaking study on Plotinus, which we draw upon directly in Chapter 4.3 below.

Hadot’s work, Plotinus, or the Simplicity of Vision (1998) is unusual for the attention Hadot pays to Plotinus’s life and experiences, as well as to his philosophical discourse concerning the different metaphysical levels Plotinus postulates, of the One, the Platonic Ideas, the Soul and material reality. Hadot claims that we cannot fully understand Plotinus’s philosophical discourse if we do not conceive of these metaphysical postulations as the expressions and corollaries of certain transformative experiences Plotinus had undergone. This holds not only concerning Plotinus’s claims about the civic or ‘purificatory’ virtues (courage, moderation, justice). It holds in particular for his seemingly ‘abstract’ claims concerning the Intellect and Ideas, and the One beyond being and language. Plotinus’s claims regarding these putatively higher realities, for Hadot, are the reflections of different ‘levels of inner life’:

Within this framework, the experience Plotinus describes for us consists in a movement by which the soul lifts itself up to the level of divine intelligence, which creates all things and contains within itself, in the form of a spiritual world, all the eternal Ideas or immutable models of which the things of this world are nothing but images. (Hadot, 1998: 25–6)

In other words, philosophy for the Hadot of 1963 is already envisaged as something that one does or even undergoes. It is not just something one thinks, or teaches to others, or writes. Plotinus, in fact, like Socrates and Epictetus, himself wrote nothing. We owe the work called the Enneads to his pupil, Porphyry. Philosophy involves in addition a kind of spiritual itinerary. Plotinus describes the task of philosophy as a process of self-transformation, in which one chips away at the unshaped rock of one’s character in order to shape a new, more beautiful form. It is also for him, in an abiding metaphor, the process of an ethical or spiritual ascent, in which the philosopher gradually comes ideally both to see and know new things, and to become thereby an ultimately wiser person.

In this early work, Hadot does not systematically use the key term ‘spiritual exercises’ that he will later coin. If we are not mistaken, the term appears first in 1973 in a piece on Marcus Aurelius’s conception of physics, the study of non-human nature, as one way that the Stoic can transform their ways of seeing and experiencing the world. Arguably the single most decisive text in Hadot’s evolution towards ‘becoming Hadot’ however is his 1962 piece (still untranslated, as of May 2020), ‘Jeux de langage et philosophie’ (Hadot, 2004). Hadot here argues that the famous philosopher Wittgenstein’s later conception of ‘language games’ could be used to develop a new understanding of ancient philosophy, one which would challenge the predominant focus (then as now) on reasoning and argumentation alone.

Hadot begun to ask in this paper about the puzzling differences between different ancient philosophical texts and the texts in which we write philosophy in later modernity. Some of these texts, like Aristotle’s lecture courses, are more or less like today’s papers, chapters or books. Yet others are consolations, meditations, dialogues, aphorisms, even poems. These would not make it past the editors of a philosophical journal today, let alone a team of reviewers. This is where Hadot boldly proposes to adapt Wittgenstein’s idea that everyone plays different ‘language games’ in the space of almost any ordinary day: we make promises, teach our toddlers, banter with colleagues, type emails, or bark or follow orders in the workplace. What if the differences of ancient from modern philosophical texts reflect the ways that the ancient philosophers were playing different language games than we do?, Hadot began to ask. What if the literary texts of ancient philosophy, with all their different genres, were the legacy of an older, quite different and wider conception of philosophical activity than our own?

The idea of PWL was then born, in Hadot’s work, from a hermeneutic programme. It responds to an attempt to make sense of the different kinds of philosophical text bequeathed to us the ancient philosophers. Hadot’s claim was that large parts of some texts (for instance, the Enneads), and the entirety of some others (for instance, Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations) make no sense if we hold our own metaphilosophical assumptions constant, and try to read these philosophers as only interested in what we do today as scholars: making arguments, discovering new knowledges or attracting external funding. By contrast, these texts do make sense if we suppose that many of those parts we find most strange, ‘merely literary’ or supplementary, involve the staging, prescribing or performance of what Hadot calls ‘spiritual exercises’ (1995: 79–125).

What are spiritual exercises? Hadot addresses this question in a 1976 presentation that profoundly affected Michel Foucault, and which became the paradigmatic ‘Spiritual Exercises’ chapter in Philosophy as a Way of Life (1995). They are not philosophical arguments, inductive or deductive. But they can involve restating and recollecting such arguments, their conclusions or implications, and applying them to new situations. Nor are they physical exercises, like training to run distances. Yet they can include a physical component, and some exercises involve consciously chosen physical hardships. Nor are they, despite some anxiety from critics, necessarily religious or wholly rhetorical. Yet, many such exercises draw upon the artful use of language to frame philosophical claims in the most striking, and therefore the most memorable, forms. Hadot gives different definitions of ‘spiritual exercises’ across different texts, and Foucault in his wake proposes a variant term, ‘technologies of (the) self’ (Foucault, 2005). In each case, what is at issue is a cognitive, mnemonic, imaginative, rhetorical or physical exercise consciously chosen and undertaken by an agent with a view to the transformative effects the undertaking of this exercise will have upon the practitioner’s way of experiencing, desiring, emoting, or thinking.

To repeat, the ancient philosophers didn’t undertake or write down such exercises to discover new knowledge, publicize arguments or advertise conclusions. They prescribed and practised them in order to transform themselves with a view to approaching the wisdom and virtues of the sage (sophos or sapiens). For Hadot (2020a: 185–206), the ancient philosophical discourses concerning the wonderful attributes of the fully wise or enlightened person (the figure of the sage) are therefore another genre of ancient philosophical writing attesting to the ancients’ conception of PWL. Even when wisdom was conceived theoretically, as knowledge of the first principles of the sciences, including metaphysics (as in Aristotle’s Metaphysics I), the text still asks about its attributes by considering the qualities of the wise man. Many ethical texts, for instance Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations (especially book V), address ethical questions concerning the virtues, happiness and the good life by dialoguing concerning the persona of the sage.

Hadot himself, and commentators working in his wake, give different categorizations of the spiritual exercises (Harter, 2018; Sharpe & Kramer, 2019). For our purposes here, acknowledging that different possible divisions are present in the literature, let us say that there are twelve species of exercises. Our list includes three more or less purely ‘intellectual exercises’, a term Hadot sometimes introduces (2020: 35, 58–9) to describe pedagogical exercises which are still widely promoted in philosophy courses today:

1.    There are practices of meditation, wherein the exercitant undertakes not to free their mind of all content, as on one Buddhist model, but to recollect specific metaphysical, ethical, physical or logical precepts so as to apply them in their daily lives or, in Epicureanism, to recall pleasant and forget unpleasant experiences;

2.    There are practices to cultivate philosophically informed kinds of attention to the present moment, to the different features of things, to the distinction between what is and is not dependent on us, or to the task at hand;

3.    There are contemplative exercises wherein one is enjoined to call to mind and savour the wonders of the cosmos, nature, the Ideas, the One or God;

4.    There are practices of premeditation, in which the exercitant prepares themselves in advance for difficulties, and for the inevitability of their own and loved ones’ deaths;

5.    On the other hand, there are exercises of retrospective self-examination of one’s conscience, thoughts and actions, for instance at the end of the day, as in Pythagoreanism and some Stoics;

6.    There are also exercises of reframing one’s way of seeing, neither to focus on what is immediately present nor on the cosmos as a whole, but to recontextualize one’s particular concerns and experience in the context of the larger cosmos or whole:

a.  whether in space, by envisaging oneself and one’s surrounds as if from above (what Hadot [1995] calls ‘the view from above’);

b.  or in time, by depicting what one experiences sub specie aeternitatis, as a passing minute in eternity or the eternal recurrence of all things.

7.    There are exercises to tame one’s passions, including meditative recollection of calming precepts (1), practices of self-examination (5), but also including (in some philosophers like Aristotle and Bacon) conscious practices of opposing a tempting passion (say anger) with its opposite (gratitude, generosity, serenity or sadness). As an important subset of these exercises, philosophical texts of consolation for grief such as those of Seneca, Cicero and Plutarch should be mentioned here;

8.    There are exercises in training oneself to fortitude, or training the mind to deal with pain or quell desire, including prescribed abstinences and fasting, but also some of the more spectacular public exercises of Diogenes the Cynic (like begging for money in the open from inanimate statues [DL VI, 23, 49]);

9.    There are established practices concerning students’ relationships with teachers who are also, in Ilsetraut Hadot’s term (2014), ‘spiritual guides’; these include forms of counselling, confession, frank speaking and writing (as, for instance, in Marcus Aurelius’s letters to his teacher Fronto) as well as, in the Epicurean school, practices of examining oneself in the presence of a friend, who doubles as a critic and counsellor.

In addition to these ‘spiritual exercises’, which engage what Hadot calls ‘the entire psychism’ of the philosopher (1995: 82), Hadot sometimes talks of more purely ‘intellectual exercises’ (2020: 35, 58–9; cf. 1995: 89–93, 101–9). By these, he means specifically:

10.  dialogic exercises, from the Socratic elenchus aiming to refute and change interlocutors’ views to highly codified rules governing ‘dialectical’ exchanges (notably in Platonism and Aristotle) between interlocutors, in order to discover independent truths, but also to train the intellects of inquirers;

11.  prescriptions concerning how to listen to spoken discourses, how to read written texts and also how to remember what one reads or hears, including forms of what Michel Foucault (1983) called ‘self-writing’;

12.  exercises also taught in the rhetorical schools concerning how to develop different kinds of discourses, with different goals, to different audiences (rhetoric being considered one of what became, following Plato and Augustine, the ‘liberal arts’ befitting the educated person), as well as – significantly – how to memorize ideas.

As a result of the practice of these exercises, in conjunction with the education in the technical philosophical discourses of the schools, ancient philosophers were throughout antiquity a distinctly recognizable, somewhat ‘edgy’ cultural type (Hadot, 1995: 97). Many ancient texts of philosophy, starting from Plato’s dialogues, have a strongly biographical component. They are portraits of the philosopher in dialogue with different people and highlight what in Socrates’s case is called his strangeness or atopia (Hadot, 1995: 58; Domański, 1996: 19–22). Or else, they are collections of salutary or salacious anecdotes and sayings of philosophers (like Diogenes Laertius) interspersed with summaries of philosophical doctrines. The aim of these texts is to inspire emulation, as well as to edify and inform readers about technical dogmata. From Aristophanes to Lucian, the philosophers were subject to lampooning because of their manners of dress, their tell-tale beards, their unusual habits and exercises, their ways of talking, as well as because of their pretentions to wisdom and virtue. Whilst anti-intellectualism, like the poor, will probably always be with us, it is fair to say that after the eighteenth century [8.1], the ‘philosopher’ has ceased being such a distinct and influential cultural type as to attract its own genre of parody.

A key distinction Hadot recurs to in order to assist readers in grasping the idea of PWL is the distinction between philosophical discourse and philosophy itself. Philosophical discourse involves codified, more or less systematized teachings, which may be written down (2002: 172–236). Philosophy itself is the ongoing practice or way of life of a philosopher, involving spiritual exercises to shape a manner of living in light of the tenets of different philosophical teachings. For long periods of antiquity, it was undertaken by students within competing, recognized schools (Academy, Lyceum, Stoic porch, Epicurean garden), under the pedagogical and spiritual guidance of teachers. Philosophy as such an exercise in the art of living, to use a Stoic term, requires training in philosophical discourse, since the content and justification of different spiritual exercises turns on such knowledge. Yet to only learn philosophical discourses, and the arts of speaking and arguing skilfully, holds a permanent danger. This is the temptation of sophistry, as Hadot mostly presents it: the ability to win friends, fame and power by impressing people with one’s rhetorical and argumentative skills, with no commitment to living according to a systematic, normative philosophical teaching.

Hadot’s historical works on ancient philosophy therefore increasingly involve a criticism, not of modern philosophy or ‘modernity’ per se, but of the way that philosophy since the medieval period has in his view forgotten its ancient calling, as the cultivation of a bios or way of life. This critique is made explicit in the final part of Hadot’s long study, What Is Ancient Philosophy?, but it is developed in a number of other places (2002: 253–70). Modern academic philosophy, Hadot suggests, has become solely the learning, teaching and writing of philosophical discourse, wherein closed groups of professionals, most working on texts closed to all except other such professionals, discuss these texts with each other in fora closed to outsiders. If a philosopher chooses to live according to some ethos, this will usually be an ethos unrelated to his professional work. Moreover, according to an anecdote from Kant with which Hadot concludes a public lecture on his work on PWL:

To an old man, who told him that he attended lessons on virtue, Plato responded: ‘and when will you begin to live virtuously?’ One cannot always theorise. One must finally aim at passing from thought to exercise. But today we take someone who lives what he teaches to be a dreamer. (at Hadot, 2020: 42)

It is remarkable that Hadot’s work has become popular in a period wherein the marginal utility of philosophical discourse is widely questioned, as universities increasingly reconceive their educational mission according to corporate imperatives. The rise of PWL is certainly in part due to Foucault’s uptake of Hadot’s work on the ancients in Foucault’s last lectures and books on the history of sexuality and ‘technologies of the self’ (Chapter 11). The advent of modern Stoicism is unthinkable without the internet. But this rise also speaks to a hunger amongst students and the educated public for something like Hadot’s more humanistic (as against scholastic or academic) vision of philosophy (see Chapter 6). The recovery of the ancient sense of PWL speaks to concerns of life, death and the everyday as well as to perplexities of the mind in the theoretical empyrean.

Our approach in this book would be impossible without Hadot’s work.

PWL as historiographical approach

PWL thus begun its career as the response to a hermeneutic conundrum. How can we understand the seeming inconsistencies and strange literary features of ancient philosophical texts, without dismissing whole parts of (or entire) texts, as well as many figures the ancients considered philosophers, from Diogenes the Cynic to statesmen like Cato of Utica (cf. Cooper, 2012)? In a revealing Preface to Richard Goulet’s Dictionnaire des philosophes antiques, as well as his February 1983 inaugural address at the Collège de France, Hadot makes the claim that if we are to understand the intentions of an ancient text, we must situate it within three interesting contexts:

In the context [cadre] of the school in which and for which it is composed, the perspective of the students for whom it could have been addressed. Moreover, it is in the school after all that the writing has been conserved, classed in a corpus and commented upon with the aid of traditional rules of interpretation. One must also consider that this form and content could be determined by political concerns: for example, one could draw a portrait of the ideal king in order to advise or criticise a sovereign … And finally, one must never forget that theory is never totally separated from the spiritual practice, that philosophical works aimed above all to form as well as to inform, and that philosophical discourse is only a means intended to lead to a mode of life which is not different from philosophy itself. (Hadot, 2020: 51–2 [trans. & italics ours])

As readers can appreciate, the combined effect of:

1.    PWL’s expanded willingness to consider forms of writing as philosophical which today we might dismiss as merely literary or inconsequential; and

2.    Hadot’s post-Wittgensteinian directives to consider texts (2004) not as self-standing artefacts, but practices and cultures

means that Hadot’s work has opened an entire set of new vistas for understanding the history of Western philosophy. (This purview indeed does not exclude new comparative philosophical vistas, on the contrary [see: Fiordalis ed., 2018; Sharpe & Kramer, 2019].) To use a metaphor we will recur to below (see Figure 0.1), this methodological approach to reading philosophical texts opens up a new grid of visibility, relative to other ways of understanding the history of philosophy. The idea here is simple: if how we understand philosophy, and what can count as philosophy changes, then what we will include and exclude in any history of philosophy will also change.

The term ‘philosophy’ today still carries a normative, as well as a descriptive charge, if only amongst career professionals. Like everybody else, as Montaigne would advise, we are inclined to understand the philosophy of different times on the model of how we presently understand what ‘we’ are doing. There are nevertheless potential problems associated with this metaphilosophical assumption, whether one begins with ‘analytic’ or ‘continental’ expectations. Ruedi Imbach has commented upon these problems in connection with the philosophical texts of the medieval period. But Imbach’s comments can be applied more widely, to include the texts of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, the Italian and European renaissance, and the French enlightenment. Imbach notes that we tend today to think of philosophy as a body of impersonal, conceptual discourses, embodied in written texts, to be interpreted in more or less complete abstraction from their social, institutional and biographical preconditions. To ask questions about where and when any ‘great philosopher’ was situated, how the author might have understood his work in relation to contemporaries and how his contemporaries understood it is a task to be assigned to intellectual historians, historians of philosophy or historians of ideas. Imbach calls this a kind of ‘Platonist’ image of philosophical activity, as if philosophies spring from disembodied minds, if not gods (Imbach, 1996: 87; Plato, Soph. 216a). The texts that are worth mentioning in the history of philosophy, on this model, are the great texts that contribute something ‘original’, at the level of discourse or argumentation. So, we leap, very often, from Aristotle to Aquinas or to Descartes, then to Kant and Hegel, omitting all others. This ‘imperialism of originality’ (Imbach, 1996: 87) might also today be termed a para-Heideggerian image of philosophy, with debts to Nietzsche’s idea of monumental history in the second Untimely Meditation [see 10.2].

The PWL research programme initiated by the Hadots and others however challenges these Platonic or Heideggerian images of the history of philosophia. If philosophy is conceived as implicating a way or ways of life, as we have been seeing, then its history will involve more than ‘the great thinkers’, their books, arguments and myriad imitators. Alongside the great innovators, Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, Aquinas, Bacon, Descartes etc., there are the lives and histories of schools, commentators and revivers of old ideas, the development of teaching and writing cultures, and the ongoing philosophical pedagogy and practice of less well-known figures (Hadot, 2020b, 43–54).

To adopt such an expanded perspective is not to give way to a nominalist relativism, or so we will argue (Conclusion). A PWL approach need not, although it may, accept that whatever anyone at any time thought to call ‘philosophy’ should be considered equally philosophical. Nor is a PWL position committed to the idea that all ‘philosophy’ is equally good, important, serious, rigorous or influential. Nevertheless, to entertain a PWL approach is to be open to the ways in which what people have called philosophy at different periods in the history of Western thought has changed. Accordingly, it is to be awake to how much of what thinkers in other cultures and historical periods counted as philosophical challenges our present institutional, pedagogical and intellectual presuppositions, even as these periods disappear from visibility in many contemporary syllabi. It is to be open therefore to the reality that what we presently count as philosophical will change in future periods.

Adopting a PWL perspective also enables the historian of philosophy, or the student of philosophy, to ask different questions concerning this history than other approaches can so much as frame. When, for instance, did the conception of PWL cease to be the predominant one in the West? Because of what reason or combination of intellectual, institutional, social, political or religious conditions did this change occur? Did this ‘fall’ occur all at once, or are we rather dealing with a complex, staged, contingent, reversible history or histories? How did philosophy as PWL inherit from, transform, anticipate, cross-pollinate with, and critique different forms of religion and religious practices at different points in philosophical history? What transformations and modulations of the idea of PWL are possible, and have been embodied, in the history of Western thought? What possibilities does the intellectual recovery of the very idea of PWL present for contemporary philosophy, faced with the increasing marginalization of the discipline within the corporatized university?

For now, let us say that one of the greatest potential boons of the research programme opened up by PWL hails from the way that it opens us to the plurality of forms in which philosophy has been conceived, written, institutionalized and undertaken. PWL as an historiographical approach also enables us to open and read anew, as philosophical, the works of profoundly influential authors in several crucial periods that most later modern histories of Western philosophy pass over. There is first of all the Hellenistic and Roman periods, whose philosophies exerted continuous cultural influence until the eighteenth century. These have widely been the victim of a ‘classical’ prejudice hailing from nineteenth-century German scholarship, which reads these periods as periods of philosophical derivativeness and decline [see 9.1, 10.1]. The contrast here is usually with the putatively more systematic thought of Plato and Aristotle, despite the difficulties posed by these two thinkers’ unusual (by our lights) written outputs.

Then there is the period of the Italian and Northern renaissances (c. 1400–1600), in which the works of antiquity, principally including those of the Sceptics, Epicureans and Stoics, were recovered, and thinkers like Petrarch, Montaigne and Lipsius undertook to reanimate (and renovate) their conceptions of the philosophical life. Finally, there is the period of the enlightenment (c. 1720–90), known under one of its monikers as the ‘age of philosophy’ (Wade, 1977a), yet now almost completely sidelined (excepting the university-based, critical philosopher, Immanuel Kant) in understandings of philosophy today (Wilson, 2008).

The present book accordingly contains chapters on each of these periods, and one of its claims to originality consists in this profile of inclusions. Other philosophers, of course, could have been considered, and it is worth mentioning several giants: the humanist Erasmus (cf. Dealy, 2017), the sage-like Spinoza (1982), Lord Shaftesbury (cf. Sellars, 2016; Gill, 2018), and the poet-philosophers Goethe (cf. Hadot, 2008) and Camus (cf. Sharpe, 2015a), in this place.1 We should also add one further qualification under this heading of PWL as historiographical approach.

The contextualist dimension of Hadot’s conception of PWL, its emphasis on the need to understand the institutional, political and ethical conditions of different ways of philosophising means that it can in principle be applied to any and all forms of philosophy (Hunter, 2007). This could include forms of philosophy that most certainly do not conceive of their activities as taking aim at transforming students, except intellectually, and at shaping particular ways of living, beyond the language of ‘career pathways’ which we today apply to any and all professions. Intellectual historian Ian Hunter (2007, 2016) has done the most to promote such a research programme. In our conclusion, we will return to engage with the questions posed by Hunter’s provocative work, but it should be clear from the start that the choices of which philosophers we have included in this Primer is limited to those who directly avow some vision of PWL, or form of therapy, or self- or other-cultivation.

Our analytic ‘tennead’

In order to introduce a continuity of analytic approach in a work covering such diverse philosophers as Socrates and Nietzsche, Epictetus and Descartes, Seneca and Voltaire, we have developed the following ‘grid’ or ‘table’, to which we will be recurring throughout this Primer. Drawing from Hadot and those who have worked in his wake, the table isolates some ten features of philosophical activity which a PWL approach casts into visibility. Isolating these ten, numbered features of philosophical activity has allowed us to generate a series of discrete comparisons and contrasts between the metaphilosophies of the different figures and schools we analyse. Here as in our listing of the spiritual and intellectual exercises above, we acknowledge that this division is contestable, and that other tabulations are possible. The joints where one cuts between different features of PWL, and so their enumeration, might differ. Nevertheless, there is heuristic value in working with this tabulation of ten features of philosophical activity a PWL approach focuses us upon as we proceed, and then in the summative Appendix which closes this Primer.

Figure 0.1 ‘Tennead’, ten features of philosophy in our PWL approach.

[image: image/jpeg]

Numbers placed in brackets and typed in bold (1, 2 … ) in the text refer to these ten features of PWL (by contrast, bolded numbers in square brackets and with decimal points [3.1, 4.3 … ] refer to the book chapters and sections). The three levels of the tennead diagram (1, 2, 3; then 4, 6, 7; then 8, 9, 10) respectively represent the pedagogical-practical level of philosophy, the level of philosophical writing and communication, and the normative level.

Standing alone and central is number 5. It describes the founding premise for any conception of PWL, insofar as the latter maintains that philosophical discourse, through teaching and intellectual exercises, can change people’s deep-set beliefs. This change in turn enables lasting ethical or spiritual transformation, insofar as philosophers maintain that human beings are rational animals. This is to say that humans act on the basis of reasons. Even when we act irrationally, we seek justifications for our actions. Even when we emote, our passions are based on beliefs about the world and our place within it.

It is on the basis of such reasoning that Socrates famously announced in his defence speech in the Apology that all he had aimed to do was to ask Athenians to cease caring so much about fame, power, money and wealth, and to care for their own psychai (Apo. 29e-30c). Such a ‘turn inwards’ (to use a provisional description which would need careful qualification) towards a focused philosophical attention on one’s own beliefs, attitudes and affects is basic to any and all conceptions of PWL. The Epicureans, for example, did not avow Socrates as one of their inspirations, looking rather to the pre-Socratic atomists and to Democritus. Nevertheless, the same conception of the dependence of our desires and perceived needs on our beliefs, or empty beliefs (kenodoxia), enables Epicurus to present his philosophy as medicinal and eudaimonistic, and Lucretius to celebrate Epicurus as a deity who had not simply conquered external monsters, like Hercules, but internal or ethical monsters, which pose a much more immediate threat to many more people’s well-being (De rer. nat., V, 39–59).

Some version or analogue of this Socratic call for the philosopher to attend as much or more to his own beliefs about things, as to things themselves (as in Epictetus’s famous claim that it is not things [pragmata] but our opinions about things [dogmata] which trouble us [Ench. 5]), seems to us minimally constitutive of any PWL approach. We find it carried out in a variety of different, at times competing theoretical vocabularies.

The pedagogical-practical level

1.    Philosophy as pedagogy: a PWL approach stands back from looking only at the textual achievements of philosophical writing by qualified experts, to see philosophy as a pedagogical reality. Before philosophers are qualified
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