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"How to Think About How to Live"

'The danger of the current impasse in philosophy is that it will lead to resignation, an acceptance of the modern status quo.'

By GARY ROSEN

"A Brief History of Thought" was a best seller in France, where Luc  Ferry—a professor of philosophy at the Sorbonne and a one-time minister of education—is a familiar combatant in intellectual debate. The book has now made its way across the Atlantic in translation. Think of it as a fine import, like an austere Burgundy or a fragrant Camembert—an acquired taste that, with some patience, will reward even a reluctant American palate.

Mr. Ferry aims to provide an accessible overview for nonspecialists. Philosophy, he stresses, is no mere academic exercise. It gives us the intellectual resources for living "in a better and freer way." "Virtually all of our thoughts, convictions and values," he writes, "exist and have meaning—whether or not we are conscious of it—within models of the world that have been developed over the course of intellectual history."

In brisk chronological chapters, Mr. Ferry tries to cover everything that he considers "truly indispensable in the history of thought." He starts with the "Greek miracle," particularly Stoicism; moves on to Christianity, with its radical transformation of key elements of Greek philosophy; traces the rise of modern humanism in the epochal insights of Rousseau and Kant; and concludes with Nietzsche and Heidegger, the glowering giants of postmodernism, whose critiques of religion and rationality still echo today.

Such a survey is necessarily selective. Students of the Anglo-American tradition will search these pages in vain for the great empiricists of Western thought. Aristotle wins only passing mention, and philosophers like Hobbes, Locke, Hume and Mill are nowhere to be found. 
There are also peculiarities in Mr. Ferry's approach. Describing each school of thought, he identifies first its theory ("deep reflection on reality"), then its ethics ("what ought to be") and finally, unexpectedly, its notion of "salvation." As Mr. Ferry sees it, the central problem of philosophy is our mortality, our existence as finite beings "limited in space and time." We die, our loved ones die, and we cannot keep ourselves "from thinking about this state of affairs, which is disturbing and absurd, almost unimaginable."

How to save ourselves? Not by a return to some "prior dispensation," Mr. Ferry insists. Nietzsche made impossible any simple embrace of the traditional "idols of metaphysics"—transcendent ideals like virtue, truth and beauty. The great risk, according to Mr. Ferry, is that this philosophical impasse will lead us to resignation, to simple acceptance of the modern status quo, especially "capitalist globalization," with its "devastating effects upon the life of the mind, on the political sphere and, fundamentally, on our existence."

All of this—Mr. Ferry's perch in the clouds, his existential preoccupations, his reflexive hostility to the market—makes it tempting to resort to familiar caricatures of the French intellectual. But it would be a mistake to think of Mr. Ferry as just another scribbler in a Left Bank café.

What redeems his account is his own openness, energy and charm as a teacher, qualities that burst through on every page. However difficult the questions he poses, his eagerness to find answers, to justify philosophy as a way of life, is infectious. And his darker concerns are instructive, particularly as a counterpoint to the cheerful pragmatism of American culture.

Mr. Ferry is not immune to Continental ideas of history's irresistible march, but he recognizes that the persistence of certain schools of thought is no accident. As he writes, "every great philosophical system epitomises in the form of thought a fundamental human experience."

This respect for the past is most notable in his sympathetic treatment of Christianity. Though no believer himself, Mr. Ferry understands the power of Christian love and humility, and he chides contemporary thinkers who ignore religion, not least because they fail to see the origins of modern ethics in the idea that "the moral worth of a person does not lie in his inherited gifts or natural talents, but in the free use he makes of them."

In his closing chapters, Mr. Ferry argues that the job of contemporary philosophy is to defend a new, chastened, fully modern humanism. This means, more precisely, to reassert the possibility of human freedom—of human choice—in the face of intellectual trends that would reduce us to mere creatures, determined in our actions by the happenstance of history or culture or by the imperatives of biology.

But how are we to manage this trick? How are we to rise above our fate when all the "idols" that might rescue us have supposedly been demolished? 
Mr. Ferry suggests that we find "new forms of transcendence," not in otherworldly abstractions but "in our humanity, in other beings who are in the same frame as ourselves." He calls this "the horizon of an enlarged thought" and illustrates it, with great finesse, by citing the novelist V.S. Naipaul's recollection of the insular immigrant community of his childhood in Trinidad.

As Mr. Naipaul put it, in his speech accepting the Nobel Prize for literature: "We looked inwards; we lived out our days; the world outside existed in a kind of darkness; we inquired about nothing." Though Mr. Naipaul found his way to the wider world, he never lost his attachment to—or appreciation of—the particular rites and beliefs of his origin. His distance from them, Mr. Ferry suggests, allowed him to understand their "universal human meaning" and to share it with others. 
This mix of local attachment and far-reaching imaginative sympathy is what Mr. Ferry recommends to his readers as they go out to seek wisdom on their own. It is, in the best tradition of French intellectual life, an invitation to engage.
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