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ABSTRACT

Dialogue for us is not just one of the driving forces of social creativity; it is not something about which we talk, it is something within which we talk, we think, we are being defined, and – most importantly – exist. Initially it is discussed the modern (mis)understanding of Descartes’ ideas (according to which the individual derived from Descartes’ conception of the self as a private, self-reflexive subject which could think, act, and exist in isolation), and we interpret the Cartesian ‘cogito’ as a provisional ideal, a means to a new social order, a ‘passage’ strategy to a community of subjects (whilst later thinkers opposed the individual to the community, creating ‘ubiquitous’ conflict), not an end in itself. Then, it is attempted a dialogical interpretation of Heraclitus’ and Plotinus’ commonness of logos, which affirms that thought, in its most genuine sense, cannot be accomplished in isolation but is an essentially joint act. 
1. Cartesian Selves.

“We obviously have a mutual control over our body” says the disembodied voice of Edwina Gutwater (Lily Tomlin) to lawyer Roger Cobb (Steve Martin), who, while struggling to get out of his building, at the same time seems to want to go back into the building.

“Our body? It is my body. I’m not sharing my body with anyone!” Shouts the lawyer furiously.

This scene, from Carl Reiner’s film “All of me” (1984), depicts a number of widely held ideas of a Cartesian-dualistic flavor about the nature of the self:

a. the self is something within us; it is ‘inside’,

b. the self is something immaterial or spiritual (as part of our soul so to speak); that is, it is not bodily or physical in nature, although it might inhabit the body in some sense, the mind could conceivably exist in complete separation from the body, in a disembodied state,

c. the soul/mind moves the body and determines its behavior; however, not all behavior is expressive of our ‘real’ selves; only what we could call our ‘authentic’ behavior can express the true relationship this self might have to our body,

d. the self is me; it is a thinking matter (res cogitans). I am essentially my mind, not my body (a spatially extended matter: res extensia). As a mind, I happen to be attached to a particular body, but I would still be ‘me’ even if I became separated from my body, or if I became attached to another body.

e. It is perfectly possible for me to continue to exist after the death of my body, or for me to be reincarnated in another body. Moreover, there is no reason – on the dualist view – why there should be only one mind associated with a particular body. Multiple occupancy is entirely possible. In fact, there is no reason for a mind or soul to be associated with any body at all; instead, it could be wandering around in a completely disembodied form.

On the Cartesian-dualist view the other person is outside the self. Moreover, it is difficult to see how mind can interact with physical body or with another person. Descartes’ Cogito seems to imply not only a dualism between mind and body but also a dissociation between self and other. The world is outside of consciousness and consciousness is outside of the world.
 The Cartesian self/mind/soul is individualized, ahistorical, noncultural, disembodied, and centralized.

2. Was Descartes a Cartesian?

Rene Descartes (1596 – 1650) lived in an era of transition and transformation: in the midst of the Dutch Revolt (the eighty years war between the Netherlands and the Spanish King [1568 – 1648]), the Thirty Years War (1618 – 1648) between the Protestants and the Catholics,
 the skepticism of the 16th century, and the emerging science (16th and 17th centuries).

This era not only re-shaped Europe (with the Peace of Westphalia [30/1/1648] that ended the Thirty Years War and marked the emergence of the sovereign nation-state), it also marked the end of feudalism and urged for a redefinition of personal and political identity, community, and the relations between individual and society.

Rene Descartes sought not only for certainty in knowledge; he also sought for a new ethics that would redefine the idea of personal agency, identity, and political association of free citizens in a non-coercive loving community. In the 1647 preface to the translation of his Principles of Philosophy, he declared that the final goal of any philosophy was:

“the highest and most perfect moral science, which, supposing a complete knowledge of the other sciences, is the ultimate degree of wisdom.”

In a letter written in September 1645 and addressed to Princess Elisabeth, he discussed the relation between the historical community and the subject:

“… [A]lthoug each of us is a person separate from others, whose interests are therefore somehow distinct from everyone else’s, yet one must be aware one cannot survive alone, that one is indeed one of the parts of the universe, and more especially one of the parts of this earth, one of the parts of this State, this society, this family, bound to it by one’s abode, one’s oath, one’s birth. And one must always prefer the interests of the whole, of which one is a part, to those of one’s particular person; …………… But if one referred everything to oneself, one would not fear to harm others greatly if one thought to gain thereby some small convenience, and one would have no true friendship, no fidelity, no virtue of any sort; considering oneself part of the community [le public], one takes pleasure in doing good to everyone, and is not even afraid to risk one’s life to help others when occasion offers; indeed one would loose one’s soul, if one could, to save others.”

Subject and community in Descartes, were not at all set the one against the other. Descartes sought to unite real people into real society. The ‘glue’ for this ‘union’ was a reason common to all, shared by all,
 friendship, and ‘trained’ generosity
 of independent selves, not a contract (the latter would perhaps resolve problems caused by ‘anger’, envy, and hatred 
).

His ‘metaphysics of glue’ was based on the passions, which also showed the intimate union between soul and body; the fact that, as he put it in his Principles:

“… certain things we experience in ourselves… should be attributed neither to mind nor to body alone, but to the close and intimate union of body and mind”.

Based on his methodological considerations, Descartes taught that as his Method ordered common sense, so it could re-establish a legitimate and good society. His separation of abstract thinking and actual historical experience, which led to the famous Cogito, was a strategy that would lead to this instauration of society.

In his search for truth and a perfect system of morals, Descartes gave up the study of letters and resolved, as he put it:

“to search for no knowledge but that which could be found in myself, or in the great book of the world…”

The former proved more fruitful:

“… after I had … spent some years studying the book of the world … one day I resolved also to study within myself … In this I succeed much better…”

In a sense, Descartes’ method to arrive at knowledge was a form of (auto)biography. In his quest he was inspired and guided by the then newly re-discovered geometric method of analysis and synthesis of the ancients. Descartes modified this method to fit a broader set of problems; not just geometrical, but philosophical and social as well. Among the ‘steps’ of this geometric method were the analysis of a problem into simpler and easier to solve problems, the use of ‘auxiliary’ geometric constructions (e.g. auxiliary lines) in this process, and the use of the products of analysis in the ‘formal’ proof of a theorem or in the rigorous construction of the geometric object sought for in the first place. Analysis was considered as a ‘tool’ for new discoveries, a heuristic. Auxiliary constructions, which could be abandoned in the phase of synthesis, may be paralleled to the provisional ideals used in Descartes’  ‘passage’ strategies or techniques, which acted as a bridge to get from one point to another – not yet defined or known – point. A passage strategy offered the enabling, so to speak, context in which one could formulate hypotheses about the point of ‘arrival’. One may think of a passage strategy not as a ‘working hypothesis’ but as a stage prior to it and enabling its formulation. An example of a Cartesian passage technique is his famous morale par provision, the provisional morality, expounded in his Regulae ad directionem ingenii (written in 1628-9), which would enable him to live a secure life until the time he discovered the “perfect moral science”. According to Timothy J. Reiss, Descartes’ notion of the self was precisely such a provisional ideal,
 a ‘passage’ concept designed as a way station on a journey toward a reconstituted political community whose nature was to be determined in the future, and whose ‘picture’ Descartes could only glimpse amid the violence of the Thirty Years War.

Provisional morality let an agent act on the basis of doxa – using known opinion, custom, and habit – until this agent could act on rules derived by the use of his Method. In his Passions of the Soul (1649), Descartes seems to have superseded the need for a provisional morality and replaced it by ‘generous’ reason, so to speak. In the while between the provisional morality and the creation of the community of generous souls and good judgement, Descartes pursued the idea of a single, separate, lonely subject agent. The new society was to be based on the thinking subject and its ability to act rationally in and on society, in and on history. The separation of reason and experience marked a particular moment in Descartes’ thought, it was a strategy of transition. The unstable private being, described in Montaigne’s  Essays, could:

“be established as wilful agent subject, in the lucid stability of the cogito. Reason, virtue, habit and the good conduct to follow would let the new subject be concretised in history: a history were force and reason, virtue and power, community and subject drew each to the other”.

Descartes’ ideas, despite his efforts to present himself as a lonely thinker, developed out of a dialogue with himself, his fellow scholars, and Princes Elisabeth – to name but a few; his ‘dream’ society could be described as an ‘impersonal fellowship’, to use Patrick de Mare’s description of his ideal koinonia, inspired by the Athenian democracy in which all the free men of the city gathered to govern themselves.
 Dialogue, based on the commonness of reason is a sine qua non condition for the smooth functioning of koinonia.  Dialogue nourishes koinonia and sustains an ever changing and developing pool of common meaning.
 A concept is not a ‘concept’ unless it puts my perception in a context of sense that is publicly comprehensible.

It seems that Descartes was a Cartesian inasmuch the same way as Marx was a Marxist.

3. From individual perception to communal meaning.

Heraclitus, ‘the obscure’ philosopher (6th century BCE), was one of the first thinkers who “searched for himself” (edizisamin emaouton) and inquired into how individuals arrive at meaning. The discourse on the self may be traced to his philosophical musings.  He was the first philosopher to declare that every cosmology begins with self-knowledge. In his world, characterized by continual flux, one can never exhaust one’s search for oneself. With the passage of time the self continues to change, and the continuous search for self-knowledge remains at the basis of who we are. Both the world and ourselves are always in flux, always in transition.

Heraclitus juxtaposed the commonness of logos with private thinking, i.e. thinking done in private, alone rather than jointly with others.

Heraclitus claimed that “xunon esti to phroneein” (Fr. 113 = “thinking is common to all”) and he observed that “Although the logos is common, the many live as if they possessed private thinking” (Fr. 2 = “tou logou d’eontos xunou zoousin oi polloi os idian exontes phonesin”).

What is the meaning of this commonness of logos? Is it a piece of information in the reach of all? But then what can stop it from being grasped by each one individually? Does idia phronesis refer to the mode of having intelligence or to the content of that intelligence? G.S. Kirk
 suggests that Heraclitus made a distinction between an ‘inner’ state of beliefs and an ‘outer’ state of facts, accessible to anyone. This distinction however, while it could be true say for Descartes, it is anachronistic for Heraclitus.
 Rather, the most evident reading of those fragments suggests that the problem lies not in what they think, that is not in the content, as in the way they think: they think privately when they ought to think in common. But how are we to understand thinking as a common act? What does it mean for the commonness of logos?

In Heraclitus’ time logos was associated with the act of speech and, by analogy, the act of intelligence as well as with the result of this act. Heraclitus’ usage reflects this ambivalence. According to Roman Dilcher:

“One could say the λόγος holds an intermediate position between the speaker and thinks. Belonging to both, it unites them… It is the mediating power that speaks out what is the case. The λόγος is the rational account which is uttered; it thus comprehends both the ‘subjective’ activity and the ‘objective’ result.”

Charles Kahn translates xunon as ‘shared’ and observes that:

“[t]he logos is… shared as a principle of agreement between diverse powers, of understanding between speaker and hearer, of public unity and joint action among the members of a political community. The logos is all these things because the term signifies not only meaningful speech, but the exercise of intelligence as such, the activity of nous or phronesis.”

Kahn suggests that for Heraclitus, logos is a part of the phenomena themselves; it is a phenomenal property manifested in intelligent behavior. Rational behavior is not an outward activity reflecting a prior interior use of reason; it is not the case that someone thinks something and then subsequently puts the idea into speech or action. The locus of reason is the outward manifestation itself. Logos is common, shared in a ‘communal’ sense, in the sense of a conversation which is common as something people do together, in common. Rationality is something we do together, in common. Hence, according to Heraclitus, “those who are awake live in the same world, while those who are asleep withdraw to their own private worlds” (Fr. 89), in the sense that those who are awake actively participate in the common logos.

According to Plotinus, the fragment “thinking is common” means “thought is whole” (όλον) and: 

“Assemblies of the people imitate this, and all meetings, being of people moving to a unity of thought; and each member is weak in thought, but when everyone in the meeting, and the true meeting of minds, comes together into one, he generates and finds [true] thought”.

Plotinus refers to a meeting of minds as something that simultaneously generates and finds thought, that is, the connection between minds is in some sense both the producer and the recipient of thought. In this conception, the locus of thought is the place wherein individual minds connect: it is the space in between as Martin Buber would have put it.
 It is a space belonging to the ‘metaphysics of the glue’. It is a space where the individual minds are joined in something, i.e. in the thought that is common to them. Since thought is an act, this όλον (totality) is an interaction; it is an indivisible totality: it is one act taken as a discrete whole in which the participants have an indispensable share. Had one not participated, the act would not have been performed. From this angle, logos is common means that I cannot think myself alone.
Plotinus also claims that thought is something one simultaneously generates and finds: in other words, it is something that is simultaneously a posteriori and a priori with respect to the individual minds. If I generate thought, it results from me; it comes after me. If, on the other hand, I find thought, then it does not come from me, it exists before I enter the scene, before I enter the discussion. This feature, i.e. being both a priori and a posteriori, characterizes every shared action, every social activity. It marks the very essence of discursive dialogue. As Michael Oakeshott remarks in this respect:

“As civilised beings we are the inheritors of a conversation, begun in the primeval forests and extended and made more articulate in the course of centuries. It is a conversation which goes on in public and in ourselves.”

Out of this perennial conversation emerges a conception of self whose inwardness is the product of dialogical involvement. Modern men and women may be seen as capable of being only insofar as they are capable of speaking. In such a world, “I speak, therefore I exist” replaces the Cartesian axiom. And in view of the others and their words, which somehow structure our own speech, in our attempt to be responsive and participate in “the conversation which is mankind”, one may say with Plotinus:

“‘Know yourself’ is said to those who because of their selves' multiplicity have the business of counting themselves up and learning that they do not know all the numbers and kinds of things they are, or do not know any one of them, nor what their ruling principle is, or by what they are themselves.”

Is this a statement concerning the multiplicity of selves or a hint to the concept of the dialogical self with its various “I positions” a la Hermans? It is a matter open to discussion.
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