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Preface

The conception of the present work is the result of a long interest in memory on the part of its author. When I was a young man, I was for some years an amateur boxer. On one occasion, after sparring a few rounds in the afternoon, I realized that I could not remember anything that had happened that day prior to arriving at the gym. The entire morning had been effaced from my mind. Slowly, over the course of the next week, disconnected images would return to me of that lost span, but in a very hazy and dream-like form. I was unsure of their strict fidelity to actual events. I had attended classes that day, and presumably I had learned something or other, but this learning was annulled, which is to say that I had not learned anything. “All learning depends on memory,” says Quintilian (Inst. Orat., XI. ii.1.). The great terror of this event was the fact that the absence of memory stripped my own self of a period of its existence. The cogito found itself staring into a chasm. Education is memory and the key to selfhood. As Emerson says, “Memory is a primary and fundamental faculty, without which none other can work … it is the thread on which the beads of man are strung, making the personal identity which is necessary to moral action.”1 The unrecalled past has not happened in any sort of substantial manner. This was the end of my career in pugilism.

I now know that this was an instance of retrograde amnesia, a phenomenon quite common amongst boxers and other athletes who suffer concussions, and not in itself a particularly profound or unique experience. The short-term memory is disrupted by the trauma of the brain and is unable to consolidate the recent past.2 With time, the event lost its terror and became an article of curiosity. It inspired me to develop, for instance, a very rudimentary system of mnemonics for the sake of recollection. When I turned my mind toward philosophy some years later, my implicit assumption was that my old personal interest in memory—which I seldom considered anymore—was separated by a wide gulf from this new endeavor. Surely in an enlightened age, we no longer have any need to pay attention to such a primitive faculty. To even speak of “faculties” in the classical sense is the worst kind of heterodoxy. I have found that this assumption was entirely false.

As a student of the history of philosophy, and a voracious reader of Hegel, it occurred to me that the historical advance of philosophy is largely powered by recollection. At any period in which philosophical thought becomes stagnant and bogged down, forgetfulness has set in. The naïve philosopher mistakes a few partial truths for the whole of wisdom, because the path traversed to reach that point, along with its initial aims and presuppositions, is forgotten. The transitions to new vistas always partially involve a return to the past, a recollection. The ingenious philosopher must discover where the wrong turn was taken, and pick up the thread from that point, in order to open new directions for speculation. Philosophy is always self-referential in this regard, inseparable from its own history. This is clear in periods like the Renaissance, but we need not look so far afield; one can find the same engine behind any truly original philosopher of the past century, from Bergson to MacIntyre.

My project became clear: to investigate the philosophical significance of memory. By the nature of the topic, the theoretical side of this investigation is not separable from the historical. We must begin with the Socratic question: “What is memory?” However, to show what memory really is in a philosophical sense is at the same time to show how it has been understood in the history of philosophy itself. If I am correct that there can be no “I,” no world, nothing at all without memory, and that this was always understood by philosophers of the past, then how and why have we forgotten the importance of memory? How might this forgetfulness be overcome, and what is the future of memory—that is to say, in terms one might find in the meditations of T. S. Eliot, what is the future of the past? The two parts of this work, “Theory” and “History,” are really inseparable, Yin and Yang of the inquiry.

 

There are many people whose assistance and encouragement I would like to acknowledge, far too many to name. The laurel wreath must be shared by my wife and children. Their love and support is the platform necessary for me to think at all.

Intellectually, I owe an enormous debt to Donald Phillip Verene, the man who first showed me the philosophical significance of ingenium. Professor Verene's work on philosophical memory and his excellent writings on Hegel have been a powerful influence on my own project, and his guidance has been indispensible. I must also thank Ann Hartle (who taught me how to read Montaigne), Susan Bredlau, Thomas Flynn, and Dilek Huseyinzadegan for reading versions of this book in manuscript form.

A version of the fourth chapter was presented at the Southeast Philosophy Congress in February, 2015. My thanks are due to the Clayton State University audience members who offered valuable feedback.

Regards are due to the artist, Megan Lillie, who allowed me to use her painting, “Reflecting Pool,” for the cover of this book. Finally, particular thanks are due to my dear friend Zuzana Montagne for copyediting the entire project and offering her invaluable insights throughout. For those countless others willing to discuss various difficulties throughout the course of my writing, my gratitude is also due. Philosophy is and always has been fundamentally a dialogue; without such discussions, I could not produce anything of much value.

 


1  	Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Natural History of Intellect,” in The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, vol. XII (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1921), 90.

2  	Nobel Prize-winner Eric R. Kandel describes the experience well, from the external standpoint of a neuroscientist. See Kandel, In Search of Memory (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2006), 211–12.


Introduction: 
The Recovery of Memory

O Muses, O high genius, aid me now!
O memory that engraved the things I saw,
Here shall your worth be manifest to all!

Dante, Inferno, Canto II

The title of this work is a philosophical doctrine that I wish to propose and defend. It is not an original doctrine; it has its roots in the most ancient wisdom of the West, and it has persisted in various forms from deepest antiquity. In certain stages of its historical transformation it has been explicitly articulated, while in others it has only been implicit. At present, the doctrine of “memory as philosophy” has cycled into a phase of dormancy. Our modern world is one dominated by method (our inheritance from Francis Bacon and Descartes) and technique (our inheritance from the Industrial Revolution). Memory in its philosophical sense stands in an antagonistic relationship with method and technique. Philosophical memory is always the work of ingenium, which cannot ultimately be reduced to either of these modern inamoratas. Technique and method are consuming forces, which demand that all phenomena be taken up into themselves. There can, however, be no technique or method of ingenium.

What is this “philosophical sense” of memory? The title announces the central question of this work: How can we modern thinkers still hold a philosophical doctrine of memory? Answering this question is the topic of the first section. Prior to this question is a more immediate question: What is meant by this title, this theme? What is “memory as philosophy”?1

The key to this question concerns the conjunction, “as”. One possible reading of the title might suppose that the “as” is convertible with the copula “is”. “Memory is philosophy” would connote a very different claim than the one I advocate. In this rendering, the two terms would suggest a single identity: all memory is philosophy and all philosophy is memory. This is not the claim I wish to make. Memory is a much broader category than philosophy; it is as broad as all human experience. One may remember where one placed one's pen, one may remember the opening tune of Handel's Messiah, or one may remember the events of last Thursday evening. The historian may be able to recollect a long series of historical dates, and the auto mechanic to call to mind a great number of dimensions of different carburetors. One may remember, in psychologically interesting ways, a severe trauma. None of these instances are philosophical.

We can turn this identity equation around, and ask if all philosophy is memory. This comes closer to the claim I want to make, but it is still not entirely accurate. Philosophy is also a broader category than memory. Neither “memory” nor “philosophy” is a term that can entirely encapsulate the other. Memory is and always has been for the most part the central human faculty whereby philosophy progresses and transforms. However, there have always been great works of philosophy that seem to be anathematic to a doctrine of philosophical memory. Plotinus, for example, insists that the end of philosophy—the immediate apprehension of the “One”—is only possible through a transcendence of all modes of human thinking, memory included. Descartes, in his Meditations on First Philosophy, presents his ideal philosopher as an isolated thinker on a zetetic quest for pure knowledge and a priori principles. A priori knowledge must be independent of all human experience. In his private writings, Descartes unequivocally asserts that there is “no need at all for memory in any of the sciences.”2 Descartes is a philosopher of method, which, I have already said, is always opposed to philosophical memory. To claim that all philosophy is memory would involve either a perverse manipulation of the term “philosophy” to indicate some body of work that keeps Plotinus, Descartes, and other canonical figures on its outside, or else a thorough exegesis of these problematic figures that demonstrates that a philosophical memory in fact underlies their works.3

There is another way one could understand the claims “memory is philosophy” and “philosophy is memory”. This is to read these as speculative sentences in the Hegelian sense, rather than as the A = A of Fichte or Schelling. For Hegel, the speculative sentence [spekulativer Satz] is a proposition in which subject and predicate are each broader than the other and can never fully encapsulate one another. The subject begins with a clear and objective meaning, but receives a new determination through its attachment to the predicate. The predicate, in turn, finds a new determination and meaning of its own through its connection back to the subject. This is a continuous relationship of reciprocity (PS, §61; W, III: 59). The speculative sentence expresses the inner form of the object.4 The speculative sense of the claim “memory is philosophy” approximates what I wish to suggest. However, in ordinary language, the copula “is” is more suggestive of identity. For this reason, I have opted instead for the conjunction “as” in my title; its ordinary usage comes closer to expressing the theme of the present work.

Rather than a quantitative identity, “memory as philosophy” suggests that aspect of memory which is philosophical, and that aspect of philosophy which is memorial. This leads to the important question: What is the philosophical aspect of memory? What is meant here by the first word of the title, “memory”? I will suggest a preliminary definition of memory which will convey in broad terms the intent of this project, borrowed from Giambattista Vico. In the Scienza nuova, Vico says, “Memory thus has three different aspects: memory [memoria] when it remembers things, imagination [fantasia] when it alters or imitates them, and invention [ingegno] when it gives them a new turn or puts them into proper arrangement and relationship. For these reasons the theological poets called Memory the mother of the Muses.”5

This tri-partition is not the ordinary way in which memory is understood. I will attempt to show, however, that it is a valid way of understanding what memory is, and that there is a tradition coeval with philosophy itself that views memory in this light. On this schema, memoria is memory in its broad sense, the simple psychological remembrance of things past. Fantasia taken by itself is not yet philosophy either; it is unruly and wild, just as much the province of the child or madman as the sage. Imagination and philosophy are closely related, but not strictly convertible. The third term, ingegno (ingenium in Latin) is what I take to be the properly philosophical aspect of memory. This is the act of giving a new turn to or finding a new, proper order for those things held fast within the simple memoria. Ingegno is therefore rooted in memoria. It depends no less upon fantasia, which is the potentiality for constructing new forms and the origin of human wisdom. Ingegno is the controlled imagination, which deliberately reworks the content of simple psychological memory for purposes of invention. Vico was the first to see this clearly, and it has since been demonstrated by the work on myth and so-called primitive cultures carried out in the twentieth century.6 A doctrine of philosophical memory is ultimately a doctrine of ingegno, which is bound up with memoria and fantasia.

The only word in the title that remains unaccounted for is “philosophy,” the most difficult by far to saddle with a fixed meaning. Philosophy is always a live process, always a transformation of its objects, but of what this process consists is itself always transformative. We cannot say in advance what philosophy is; we can only look back once the process is completed, and consider what it is that has just been done. Aristotle's noēsis noēseōs, thought thinking thought, is that ideal toward which most or all philosophers have striven. The ultimate object of philosophical thought is thought itself.

We can also investigate the meaning of “philosophy” by inquiring into the tradition of the word. Pythagoras is said to have been the first person to use this term to describe himself. Cicero tells us that Pythagoras, when questioned by Leon, king of Phlius, as to what this term meant, gave the following response:

[Pythagoras] replied that the life of man seemed to him to resemble the festival which was celebrated with most magnificent games before a concourse collected from the whole of Greece; for at this festival some men whose bodies had been trained sought to win the glorious distinction of a crown, others were attracted by the prospect of making gain by buying or selling, whilst there was on the other hand a certain class, and that quite the best type of free-born men, who looked neither for applause nor gain, but came for the sake of the spectacle and closely watched what was done and how it was done. So also we, as though we had come from some city to a kind of crowded festival, leaving in like fashion another life and nature of being, entered upon this life, and some were slaves of ambition, some of money; there were a special few who, counting all else as nothing, closely scanned the nature of things; these men gave themselves the name of lovers of wisdom (for that is the meaning of the word philosopher); and just as at the games the men of truest breeding looked on without any self-seeking, so in life the contemplation and discovery of nature far surpassed all other pursuits (Tusc. Disp., V. iii.8–9).

Iamblichus gives a similar account, though without reference to Leon. He adds emphasis to the particular things loved by the lovers of wisdom. He writes, “Wisdom indeed, truly so called, is a certain science which is conversant with the first beautiful objects, and these divine, undecaying, and possessing an invariable sameness of subsistence; by the participation of which other things may be called beautiful. But philosophy is the appetition of a thing of this kind.”7

Philosophy, as conceived by Pythagoras, is the disinterested love of the spectacle of the world. It is disinterested because it does not hope to gain anything from the spectacle. It is the drive of eros to contemplate the beautiful, and the beautiful is that which endures. This view of philosophy is first seriously challenged by Plato in the Phaedo. This dialogue takes place in Phlius, where Pythagoras gave Leon his definition. Phaedo is reporting on the last hours of Socrates' life to a group of Pythagoreans. In this context, Plato has Socrates say, “Those who practice philosophy in the right way are in training for dying [hoi orthos philosophountes apothneskin neskein meletosi]” (67e). Philosophy is here redefined as learning to die. Learning to die, of course, means learning to live rightly. The two moments of this conceptual framing give the impetus to the practice of philosophy for all future generations. Philosophy is the contemplation of the wondrous; the only debate is whether the greater wonder is in the world or within oneself, object or subject. Following this ancient tradition, philosophy will be understood throughout this work as contemplation of the wondrous. I leave it to the partisans of different conceptions of philosophy to determine what the doctrine of “memory as philosophy” has to offer their fields.

 

There are two guiding questions I wish to explore in this work. These are: (1) Is it possible at present to hold a philosophical doctrine of memory? Phrased differently, this question aims to consider whether it is possible to understand memory as the human faculty central to the work of philosophy. I believe that the answer is yes. The first section, “The Idea of Memory,” is an attempt to demonstrate how we can and should think about “memory as philosophy.” This section is the overtly theoretical portion of the work. It will suggest an approach to philosophy as a whole—not a new approach, but one that has been left behind for some time. In my presentation, I will seek to reattach philosophy in the age of technology to its origins in the sacred house of the Muses. 

(2) Is there a tradition of viewing philosophy and memory in this way? The purpose of asking this question is to put this doctrine, unfamiliar to most, into a historical context, to show that it is not only possible to think in this way, but also that it has powered some of the most profound and effective philosophies the West has produced. The memory tradition exists in perambulations. Most obviously, memory is a central topic in the thinking of Plato and Aristotle. After this, however, it wanes and waxes. We find pronounced philosophical doctrines of memory in Cicero and St. Augustine, and then again throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Ars memoria, the “art of memory” (thought to be Ciceronian) becomes a dominant pedagogical technique throughout Europe. The Hermetic tradition and Lullism intertwine with this “art of memory” when taken up by the Italian humanists. Memory and the occult become fused for a time, as we find in the work of colorful figures like Giulio Camillo and Giordano Bruno. The second section will explore some of the vicissitudes of the philosophical history of memory.

This discussion is not without precedent. There has been a good deal of excellent scholarly work in the past decades on ars memoriae. The present work is greatly indebted to Paolo Rossi's Clavis Universalis (1960), Frances Yates' The Art of Memory (1966), and Mary Carruthers' The Book of Memory (1990). Their careful and thorough research into the medieval memory arts leaves little to be desired. However, none of these authors is primarily concerned with the philosophical aspect of memory, and none follows the memory tradition beyond the Renaissance, though each suggests that one could do so. Part of my purpose is to give a philosophical history of memory. This history will not be exhaustive, but will rather focus on certain major figures in order to convey a sense of the movements of the tradition. Another part of my purpose is to consider the development of this tradition into modernity.

At the start of the modern period of philosophy, the memory tradition abruptly terminates. Modern science has no place in its operation and its great undertakings for the fragility of human recollection. When Descartes replaces memory with method, the faculty of reflection arises and steals the philosophical Caduceus. In part, this decline of the memory tradition had been prepared by its very ubiquity. In the hands of so many dilettantes, and making so many false promises to deliver divine power to its disciples, the art of memory had come, by the time of the Copernican Revolution, to look very much like a hollow pseudo-science. I will suggest, however, that the memory tradition does not simply die out, but continues on, becoming even more philosophically refined than at its height of popularity. To demonstrate two of the forms it takes in later thought, I have selected as my exemplars two thinkers not often put in dialogue with one another: Michel de Montaigne and G. W. F. Hegel. The third section of this work contains exegeses of their respective writings, in an attempt to show that the works of both men ultimately depend upon philosophical doctrines of memory. The purpose of this is twofold: both to show the functionality of philosophical memory in the age of science, and also to contribute something original to the scholarship on both philosophers. Very few commentators have fully grasped the role or contextual background of memory in either figure's thought.

I feel that I must justify my selection of these two men as exemplars. There are several reasons behind my choice to do so. Foremost, they represent (both chronologically and philosophically) the beginning and end of a linear period of modern philosophy. Montaigne, writing at the time of the final sickness of the classical memory tradition, is explicitly opposed to the “art of memory.” His own, original doctrine of memory is much more philosophically productive than that of his time. Hegel, I propose, re-embraces this tradition at the end of the period called “modernity,” though in his thinking it is thoroughly modified and transformed. What is the intellectual period that Montaigne and Hegel bookend? This period runs in a direct line from Descartes through Kant. It is the epoch of modern philosophy in which the faculty of reflection is elevated to the highest place, as we will see in the third chapter. Between my discussions of Montaigne and Hegel, I have included two chapters exploring those social and intellectual forces that contributed to the decay of the memory tradition (both without and within the arena of philosophy) in the age of modernity. 

Montaigne's philosophy depends on memory. Descartes' method is in large part a response to Montaigne, and the Cartesian philosophy of reflection dominated the philosophical field through the time of Kant. Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, far from breaking with Descartes, in fact carries Cartesian dualism to its natural terminus, a point at which the two realms of being fail to touch at all. Hegel's philosophy is in large part a response to Kant, and his “absolute knowing” is ultimately a rejection of reflective thinking and a return to the primacy of memory. Approaching philosophical memory in this way will show us something about the history of modern philosophy that has not been adequately emphasized by commentators.

There are striking similarities between the two philosophers, but I do not intend to make a comparative study. Montaigne has a dialectical approach to thought that comes close to Hegel's. The essay as a form is naturally dialectical. Theodor Adorno is right in saying, “The essay takes Hegelian philosophy at its word … the claim of the particular to truth is taken literally to the point where there is evidence of its untruth.”8 It is not yet Hegel's dialectic, though: the stark separation between the two concerns the question of system. For Hegel, valid philosophy is always a Systematik. Regarding Montaigne, Aldous Huxley is not speaking hyperbolically when he refers to the Essays as “one damned thing after another—but in a sequence that in some almost miraculous way develops a central theme and relates it to the rest of human experience.”9 Montaigne does not have a system. It is possible that Hegel is not in fact as systematic a thinker as he himself claims, but this is a question I will delay until the final two chapters.

Because of this affinity in methodological principle, reading the one project against the other is useful in understanding the similar role that memory plays in the thought of the two figures. There is also a certain affinity in the scope of both projects; both Montaigne's Essays and Hegel's systematic philosophy are undertakings that demonstrate enormous range of learning. They are the modern works of pansophism par excellence. The difference is that Montaigne is always skeptical of the human capacity to attain this universal wisdom, whereas Hegel, the philosopher of the Absolute, considers this to be the goal of all philosophy.

It is highly unlikely that Hegel ever considered Montaigne a fellow traveler. He mentions Montaigne on two occasions, but there is no evidence that he ever read a word of the Essays. Both references appear in the Lectures on the History of Philosophy, and both seem to refer to the reputation of Montaigne rather than his actual writings. The first occurs in a section dealing with “Ciceronian popular philosophy.” Montaigne's “popular writings” are mentioned along with those of his protégé, Pierre Charron. In reference to the work of Charron, and pertaining as well to the Essays of Montaigne, Hegel writes that “they belong to common sense” and not philosophy proper (W, XX: 17, my translation).10 Charron, who bore the arms of Montaigne after the latter's death, was famous for writing in defense of Roman Catholicism against Protestantism. Donald Frame writes: “[Charron] rejects [Montaigne's] self-portrait, the play with ideas, the graceful irregularity, the serene acceptance of the human condition. Thus even in his most literal borrowings he changes Montaigne—perhaps without conscious intent—by making his ideas methodical, rigid, even dogmatic. Montaigne's distinction between religious belief and morality becomes a gulf in Charron.”11 The coupling of Montaigne with Charron certainly does not resound favorably to Montaigne, considering Hegel's commitment to the Lutheran faith. If it was through Charron that Hegel had a sense of Montaigne's work, this could only have been a one-sided sense.

For Hegel, the benefit of the Ciceronian form of philosophy is that it “deals with everything that takes place in the human soul and feelings. That is its merit, which is all the greater in view of the prevalent religious selflessness” (LHP, 59). However, this is also its shortcoming and the reason it fails to live up to true, systematic philosophy. In the second reference, Hegel lists Montaigne along with Charron and Machiavelli as “remarkable men” who “properly do not belong to philosophy but rather to general culture.” They offer perceptive insights about human life, but “since they do not take the highest inquiry of philosophy as the topic of their investigation, and since they have not reasoned from thought as such, they do not properly belong to the history of philosophy” (LHP, 74–5; W, XX: 48). Hegel seems to respect the man Montaigne and the practical utility of his ethical teachings, but he does not consider him anything more than a sort of philosophical dilettante. While a general Bildung would include Montaigne, he remains on the outside of Hegel's conception of philosophical Bildung.

The pairing of these two writers does not involve a claim of intellectual inheritance or transmission. For whatever similarities they evince, it is just as much their differences that make them an interesting tandem. This is the second major reason I wish to consider them together. The two objects central to philosophical investigation are the good and the true. It is Montaigne who teaches us how memory can reveal the good, and Hegel who teaches how it can reveal the true. Memory for Montaigne is ethical, and for Hegel it is metaphysical. By considering the two as a pair, we can understand the implicit role of memory in modern philosophy, and we can also understand something about the project of modernity writ large. This dialogue has never been attempted before. Adorno suggests that the essay is the natural opposite to any philosophy of the Absolute,12 which in some ways is correct. However, it is worth noting in this context what Hegel says about polarity: the north pole is the south pole. The south is only south in reference to the north, but the north is itself south in reference to the south. Polar opposition is not a relationship that excludes its opposite, but one in which opposites meet (EL, §119).

 

I must respond to one potential criticism that I foresee. In the following work, as I have already said, I will attempt to show the centrality of memory to the history of philosophy, and in particular to the writing of Montaigne and Hegel. This is a heterodox reading of these thinkers, and I expect some version of the following objection: Is this not an imposition of your own interests? How can you claim that your interpretations of Hegel, Montaigne, and the history of philosophy are legitimate or “objective” and not perverse? These questions miss the fact that philosophy has yet to find an Archimedean point (though as an ideal, this is always worth seeking). Knowing a man's philosophy, we likewise know the man. Every commentator imposes his or her own interests upon the text at hand. This is the very manner in which philosophy progresses. The inner movement of philosophy is a dialectic between a body of received texts, with their claims to objective truth, and the subject's own history and doxes. The opposition between the two is what drives thought forward.

Great texts are the Pillars of Hercules. One may approach them from the west, and see them as the sign that one has—at last—come upon safe waters; from this point, we can stay close to the shores and come ever closer to the comforts of home. Or one may approach from the east, and look out upon the vast, open waters that lie beyond, unexplored. All commentaries, if not mere repetitions of the original, are shaded by the commentator's interests and background. The plurality of these interests is what proves great texts to be as limitless as the seas beyond the Pillars. Commentaries that add nothing foreign to the original and never get beyond orthodox standards neither instruct nor delight.

 


1  	I must acknowledge a debt to the Renaissance scholar Ernesto Grassi, the title of whose book, Rhetoric as Philosophy, serves as a model for the title of the present work. Grassi's claim, similar to my own, is not that all rhetoric is philosophy, but that there is a philosophical rhetoric, with its own long-standing tradition. See Grassi, Rhetoric as Philosophy, trans. John Michael Krois and Azizeh Azodi (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 2001), 18.

2  	René Descartes, Cogitationes privatae, in Œuvres (Paris: Vrin, 1996), 10: 230 (my translation).

3  	I, of course, believe the latter to be true. For both Plotinus and Descartes, while the eventual end of philosophy is immediately cognized and not memorial, the process for attaining it certainly entails memory. To complete even the simplest syllogism requires a rather complex process of recollection.

4  	Donald Phillip Verene writes, “Speculation captures in thought the inner life of the object. To speculate is to follow in language the inner movement of consciousness, to narrate the inner life of the object.” Speculative Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2009), 3.

5  	Giambattista Vico, New Science, trans. Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968), §819.

6  	See Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, vol. 2: Mythical Thought, trans. Ralph Manheim (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1955): “None of [the basic forms of cultural life] started out with an independent existence and clearly defined outlines of its own; in its beginnings, rather, every one of them was shrouded and disguised in some form of myth” (xiv). See also Bruno Snell's The Discovery of the Mind and F. M. Cornford's From Religion to Philosophy. Both writers' central theses are that western philosophy has its origin in mythical thought.

7  	Iamblichus, Life of Pythagoras, trans. Thomas Taylor (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 1986), 29.

8  	Theodor W. Adorno, “The Essay as Form,” New German Critique 32 (Spring 1984): 166. Adorno is the only commentator I know of who has considered Montaigne and Hegel against one another. However, Adorno sees this relationship as one of irreconcilable opposition, which is not my position.
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PART ONE: THEORY





Section One: The Idea of Memory

Has it ever struck you, Connie, that life is all memory, except for the one present moment that goes by you so quick you hardly catch it going? It's really all memory, Connie, except for each passing moment.


Tennessee Williams, The Milk Train Doesn't Stop Here Anymore

There can be no doubt that all our knowledge depends on memory. We have no knowledge antecedent to memory, and with memory all our knowledge begins. In the present section, I will explain in what manner I understand these claims, and I will offer a view of memory as the human faculty central to philosophy. There are five natural divisions of this section. The first, as decency demands of all written work, is an appeal to the wellsprings of the most ancient wisdom of the western world, the Muses and Isis. The second is a survey of what philosophical memory is not. Following this, the third will say what philosophical memory is. The fourth is a corollary: a philosophical doctrine of memory must be supplemented with a philosophical doctrine of forgetting. The fifth shows memory in its external relationships to the present world—that is, to those twin sisters, method and technology.

 

 


I: The Origins of Wisdom

The Muses

The earliest Greek wisdom that has come down to us is that of the theological poets.1 The Theogony of Hesiod does not look like an authoritative text in the modern sense. There are no deductions and no arguments; Hesiod simply tells us how things are. But this was nonetheless a work of deep wisdom, as every Greek well knew. Hesiod is not a capricious “rhymester,” to use an insult coined by Stephen Dedalus. He is a divine poet who simply tells us how things are, rerum natura. Mythical consciousness is perception itself as a way of thinking, and all myths are simple truths.2 The great power of Hesiod's authority is evidenced by his ban from Kallipolis.3

Proper to the work of a poet, the Theogony begins with an appeal to the Muses, who are not first in time but first in knowing: “Muses of Helicon, let us begin our song with them” (Theog., 1). The Muses are the sources of inspiration for the various human arts. More than this, they are the wellsprings of the wisdom of these arts, the source of Hesiod and Homer's simple truths. Homer's epics are equally contemporary to every age because of his pious deference to the Muse.4 It is not human wisdom but the Muse's wisdom that tells us through Homer the universal history of man. The wise poet or artist must be sure to court the particular Muse set over his or her art. In some traditions, the Muses are the arts that they represent. To name the Muse is to name the art by metonymy.

The Muses are not first in time. Chaos is first in the genealogy of Hesiod, preceding all of the particularized gods and invisible powers. From whence do the Muses spring? Their father is Zeus, king of the later gods, whom they delight with their hymns. Their birthright through Zeus is their authority. Their mother, Hesiod tells us, is Mnemosyne—that is, memory personified (Theog., 52–57). Mnemosyne is conceived, in the earliest poetic wisdom, as the mother, the fountainhead, of all of the human arts. Memory is the first principle of human invention, without which there is only brute existence. The epigraph from Dante at the start of the introduction to the present work shows that the Muses were still thought of as daughters of memory well beyond the Greco-Roman world.

The birthright of the Muses from their mother's side is the ability to sing of “what is and what will be and what has been” (Theog., 38, translation mine). This line of Hesiod, which became a formulaic commonplace in antiquity, is crucial to understanding the foundation of a philosophical doctrine of memory. The Muses have complete knowledge of the whole, and we know that the true is the whole. The modality of this knowledge is necessity. What is, will be, and has been is the object sought by the eros of the philosopher; it is both the true and the good. It is also the proper object of memory. Memory in its philosophical sense is not limited to hindsight, but is rather concerned to envelop the whole, the complete speech. The philosopher must be Prometheus (foresight) as well as Epimetheus (hindsight)—Epimetheus by himself has no gifts for humanity.5 Philosophical memory takes up the past, but not as dead matter. It sees in what it recollects the movement of necessity in things. In using the word “necessity” here, I mean to say that memory is able to root out the inner form and inner movement of its object. This necessary movement is that which obtains in the future just as much as the past. If we grasp the sources of all things past, we also know the sources of present and future things. We know things not just as they appear, but by their essence.

This is not a perverse reading of the meaning of the term “memory”. Philologically, this evidence from Hesiod shows that from the earliest times, the wisdom of Mnemosyne was understood as projecting into all three dimensions of time. The western idea of memory derives from this muthos, or rather from the symbolic form of consciousness that expressed this muthos and knew it to be true. The human arts spring up from Mother Memory; the Muses, children of Memory that guide and direct these arts, are able to guide humanity's institutions because of their memorial knowledge of past, present and future. A one-sided view of memory that limits its sphere to hindsight is a conception that has lost much from the rich ancient understanding of the faculty.

The Muses come to Hesiod and speak their wisdom directly to him. The Muses are muthos personified.6 There is an etymological connection between the words, and a corresponding conceptual connection: the poetic wisdom of myth is the gift of the Muses. They say to Hesiod, “Field-dwelling shepherds, ignoble disgraces, mere bellies: we know how to say many false things similar to genuine ones, but we know, when we wish, how to proclaim true things” (Theog., 26–28). Lewis Hyde interprets this passage as indicating that the Muses believe that the human capacity for lying is a result of the human's imperfect condition and submission to the appetites of the stomach.7 Instead, it should be understood as the Muses announcing that they themselves can speak truth or falsehood, when they will. Only the intellect that already knows the whole can properly will to speak true or false. The Muses simultaneously hold all that was, is, and shall be in memory. Their decision to speak true or false to mankind is determined by man's status as an appetitive creature. They are prudent in their revelations. To Zeus, they always sing truly (Theog., 36–38); mortal man must beware, but to man they can sing truly if they will. T. S. Eliot joins to this a second warning for those who would court the divine sisters: “Anyone who has ever been visited by the Muse is thenceforth haunted.”8
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