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Chapter Seven 

APHORISMS AND PESSIMISMS 

1 

THE APHORISTIC FORM 

To collect one’s thoughts, to polish up certain denuded 
truths—anyone can manage that, more or less; but the edge, 
without which a pithy shortcut is only a statement, a mere 

maxim, requires a touch of virtuosity, even of charlatanism. 
—Cioran, DAQ 169 

THE APHORISM is not dead—but it is in danger of being misplaced. 
Is it not remarkable that aphorisms are not in use more widely? They 

seem so appropriate for our age, where the average attention span is 
rapidly diminishing. And yet, in a perverse way, this is probably the rea-
son for their rarity in contemporary Anglophone philosophy. Thinking to 
fight against the banalization and abbreviation of our culture, philoso-
phers write ever-longer, more serious, more studious tomes—while pub-
lishers beg them to write shorter, sexier ones. But while our culture may 
become truly simple, an aphorism merely appears so. Its gnomic quality 
has a purpose: it stimulates one to investigate, to look into it. To pause. 
Even to stop dead and look round for a moment. To stop dead: to take 
oneself out of the stream of life. To look up to the farthest reaches of one’s 
circumstances: to the horizon. As noted previously, “aphorism” is from 
the Greek ap-horeizen, to set a horizon, a boundary, hence to define. A 
good aphorism sets a new horizon, which forces one to reconsider old 
ones. 

The poet Frank O’Hara once claimed that a poem ought to be the 
chronicle of the creative act that produced it. While this may or may not 
hold true of poetry, something parallel to this could be claimed for the 
best aphorisms. Aphorisms are not epigrams or maxims. These two, 
which make a virtue of extreme brevity, are an attempt to encapsulate 
some piece of wisdom in one, two, or at most three sentences. They do 
not necessarily derive from a single experience and, indeed, are meant to 
have a broad, if not general, application. An aphorism, on the other hand, 
is an attempt to communicate to the reader not just the content, but the 
experience of the glance to the horizon, of stepping out of the stream of 
life, if only for a moment. Though it may be short, it may also be extended, 
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227 A P H O R I S M S  A N D  P E S S I M I S M S  

even to the length of a few pages, but no further. If it has not achieved its 
purpose by this point, it is a failure and there is no point in going on. The 
vista will remain the private experience of the writer, unavailable for oth-
ers to call on. 

To my mind, the maximum length of an aphorism is whatever can be 
written in one sitting. Written, not read—for many aphorisms may be 
taken in at once. An aphorism can be revised, of course, before it is re-
leased into the world. It may be improved, simplified, polished; but if it is 
complicated, if another train of thought is added, even one fully conse-
quential to the first . . . then it is an essay, no matter how short. The rea-
son is, so to speak, phenomenological. Deriving from one glance to the 
horizon, an aphorism can only contain as much as the eye can take in in 
a moment. This is more for some than for others, but not very much more. 
If its essence is not set down in one sitting, usually immediately, then it is 
lost. 

The reader’s capacity to take these in, then, depends on many things. 
Ordinarily, the moment that was so vivid to one is not necessarily so in 
its reproduction to another. The horizon of the reader and that of the 
writer do not initially coincide. And aphorisms, self-contained and her-
metic in their moment of vision, appear to make little attempt to explain 
themselves. Hans-Georg Gadamer has suggested that every act of under-
standing is a result of the “fusing of horizons.” That is, two worldviews 
truly come into contact only when their horizons can be made to connect, 
when their fundamental terms and categories of meaning can be related 
to one another. The efforts of both parties (here: writer and reader) are 
equally important to the success of this task. But even with such efforts, 
the necessary connection will be rare. 

Think of the situation like this: we often wander through a museum— 
or a collection of aphorisms—taking in, in a few minutes, works that took 
considerably longer to create until by chance we arrive at the one work 
that strikes us dead, roots us to the spot, lifts us out of our ordinary rela-
tionship to the world. Some works do this to no one or almost no one; 
others only to certain people in certain moods; a few to nearly everyone 
(everyone at least who is willing to pick up a book or set foot in a mu-
seum). Aphorisms are like that. 

2 

PESSIMISM AND APHORISM 

Aphorisms and pessimism are fitted to one another. There can be little  
doubt that different philosophical orientations are particularly well-suited  
for certain formats of writing. When Theodor Adorno, in his own apho-
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228 C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

ristic work, wrote that “the presentation of philosophy is not an external 
matter of indifference to it but immanent to its idea” (1973, 18), he did 
not express an original idea but a very old one. The seemingly fragmen-
tary form of the collection of aphorisms communicates, ahead of the con-
tent, the condition of disorder that pessimism as a whole describes in the 
world. While each aphorism of course has its own subject, the genre itself 
contains the perspective that all who use it partake of to some degree— 
just as Plato’s use of the dialogue form communicates something about 
his outlook, even though Socrates and his companions express a bewil-
dering variety of opinions within that form. Of course, not all aphorists 
are pessimists nor are all pessimists aphorists—but the constant recourse 
that pessimists have had to aphoristic writing is a clear indication that 
philosophical form and content have here a natural comfort with each 
other. 

Plato’s early dialogues are often characterized as “aporetic” in that they 
often fail to come to conclusions about the questions with which the con-
versation is initiated. But, on another level, the dialogues are often highly 
successful—Socrates usually succeeds in convincing his interlocutors to 
abandon their original positions and to join him in his condition of en-
lightened ignorance. In this sense, the dialogue form communicates the 
success of communication itself, even as it often documents the failure of 
inquiry. Plato’s characters and readers are (with some exceptions) strength-
ened by the process of dialogue itself, as they grow to trust and appreciate 
one another and to gain mutual respect for systematic discussion. 

But the aporia that early Platonic dialogues display only at the end is 
in evidence throughout a collection of aphorisms. This is in part an effect 
of the discontinuity that occurs between one aphorism and the next. But 
this also occurs within the individual aphorism when it reproduces the 
problem of temporality that I have claimed as the core of pessimism. In 
attempting to set a momentary experience into words, aphorisms attempt 
to render the transitory permanent. Inevitably they fail, and often com-
ment on this failure. Thus F. H. Bradley, in his own book of aphorisms: 
“Our life experiences, fixed in aphorisms, stiffen into cold epigram.”1 

That the aphorism has failed, in a sense, before it has begun is one of the 
elements of its pessimistic cast. When Derrida writes that “all writing is 
aphoristic,” it is this quality of an attempt that documents its own failure 
that he has in mind (1967, 107).2 From the beginning, the scholarly lit-
erature on aphorisms has emphasized their “discontinuous,” “contradic-

1 1930, 25. Cited in Neumann 1976a, 3. 
2 In what appears to be a lapse by the translator, this sentence is missing in the English 

edition (Derrida 1978, 71). My attention was first called to this sentence by Lafond 1984, 
117. Derrida appears here to be extending the thought of Bergson, quoted below. 

This content downloaded from 
            151.197.183.37 on Tue, 02 Jun 2020 18:37:10 UTC              

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



229 A P H O R I S M S  A N D  P E S S I M I S M S  

tory” nature (e.g., Fink 1934, 91). But it is also this experience of con-
tradiction that the pessimistic writers, as we have seen in earlier chapters, 
have stressed as the constant effect of time-bound existence. The effects 
of temporality constantly undermine the value of any particular moment. 
So the attempt to hold on to any instant, even in written form, is futile. 
And yet if, as Bergson maintained, “discontinuity is thought itself, it is the 
thinkable in itself,” then the documentation of failure that the aphorism 
produces is simultaneously the most direct and undistorted reflection pos-
sible of the time-bound mind (1907, 155). 

The discontinuous form of writing is, from this perspective, the most 
realistic and even the most honest in its refusal to draw out ideas beyond 
their moment of appearance. “Who cares tomorrow,” Cioran writes, 
“about an idea we had entertained the day before?—After any night, we 
are no longer the same, and we cheat when we play out the farce of con-
tinuity.—The fragment, no doubt a disappointing genre, but the only hon-
est one” (DAQ 166). Extending our thinking across time is false to our 
temporal experience of thought appearing (and disappearing) in the mo-
ment, but even more false to our temporal experience of being. Not only 
do we not care about yesterday’s thought, but “we are no longer the 
same.” Yesterday’s thought belonged to someone else; it was someone 
else. Today’s is someone different. To draw these two, and many others, 
together into an artificial narrative is, as Cioran says, to cheat—to create 
the fictitious identity of a single author in place of the multiplicitous soul 
that is the origin of a series of contradictory thoughts. A collection of 
aphorisms therefore, not only documents the process of their creation, but 
the variety of processes and disjunctions that are their source, and the 
journey that a single body has taken through that variety. Aphoristic writ-
ing reveals the internal divisions of the mind, created by the flow of time, 
rather than pretending to the unity of spirit that Socratic philosophy tor-
tuously urges us to attain. 

As a result, rather than emphasizing community and identity, as a dia-
logue does, aphoristic wisdom tends to separate its reader from his or her 
self and from the group of which he or she is a part. The ironic and often 
openly sarcastic aphorisms of the early masters of this form throw a cold 
light on various common social and political hypocrisies. Indeed, the de-
flation of currently acclaimed values and habits has long been the partic-
ular task of the aphorist, a task for which this genre—brief, witty, frank, 
and (when successful) trenchant—is particularly well-made. If aphorisms 
belabor their points, they sound preachy and contrived. If they give up 
their humor, they sound schoolmarmish. As a group, their very discon-
nection from one another prevents them from acquiring the aspect of a 
rival hypocrisy to the one they pester. Yet their antisystematic form can 
still contain a view of the world that can inform its reader in positive as 
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230 C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

well as negative ways. The aphorism stands at the greatest distance from 
that form of philosophy that attempts to depict a grand order to the uni-
verse and in so doing embodies the pessimistic attitude that freedom is to 
be found only with such distance. So Cioran writes: “Aristotle, Aquinas, 
Hegel—three enslavers of the mind. The worst form of despotism is the 
system, in philosophy and in everything” (TBB 117). 

3 

MAXIMS, FRAGMENTS, POEMS 

An extensive literature links the aphorism to the other formes brèves that 
have appeared in philosophy and literature: not only those mentioned 
above (the maxim and the fragment) but also the reflection, pensée, sen-
tence, proverb, adage, remark, and, especially in literary criticism, the 
prose poem.3 While this literature is in agreement on some of the obvious 
formal qualities of the aphorism (e.g., concision, wit, discontinuity), there 
is, nonetheless, an important debate about the aphorism’s origins and es-
sential character. If, on the one hand, we consider the aphorism to be most 
closely related to the maxim and the adage, then its history would have 
to be a very long one, starting perhaps with the Bible and at least with cer-
tain Greek and Roman authors and continuing through the Tacitisme of 
early modern writers to the Maximes of La Rochefoucauld and the other 
moralistes (Fricke 1984, chap. 2; Moret 1997, chap. 1). While some of 
the historical work done by defenders of this approach is very interesting, 
it has been hampered by the lack of an image of pessimism with which 
the aphorism could be connected. Thus, Phillippe Moret’s excellent book 
(Tradition et Modernité de L’Aphorisme) acknowledges that there is a no-
ticeable break between the premodern and modern aphorism, where the 
latter (starting in the eighteenth century) focuses more on the subjectivity 
of the author and throws into question the truths that the premodern ver-
sion enunciated (Moret 1997, 393–99). But without a substantive phi-
losophy to connect this change with, his account can only describe it in 
terms of a stylistic evolution or as a kind of incipient postmodernism. At 
the other historical extreme, it has been argued that the aphorism is best 
understood as a largely contemporary phenomenon, either as an expres-
sion of Surrealism (Berranger 1988) or postmodernism generally (TE 
11).4 But while these critics also have important things to say about twen-

3 See, e.g., Berranger 1988, Camprubí 1999, Fedler 1992, Fricke 1984, Helmich 1991, 
Moncelet 1998, Moret 1997, Neumann 1976a and 1976b, Ortemann 1998, and Spicker 
1997, in addition to those cited above. 

4 In her introduction to Cioran’s Temptation to Exist, Susan Sontag wrote: “The starting 
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tieth-century philosophy, their framework simply cannot take meaning-
ful account of earlier aphoristic writing, like that of Leopardi or Schopen-
hauer, which may be antisystematic but is hardly postmodern. 

Closer to the mark, I think, are those commentators who have focused 
on the romantic concept of the “fragment” as developed by Novalis, the 
Schlegels, and Goethe (Spicker 1997, Neumann 1976a). Here, at least, the 
form of writing is tied to a philosophy that is distinctively modern (as op-
posed to classical or postmodern) and to an idea of subjectivity that ex-
plains why aphorisms often feel more like a personal expression of the 
author, even when they are phrased in highly abstract ways. But the 
pessimistic aphorism—the writing of those aphorists discussed in previ-
ous chapters—remains at some distance, I think, from the romantic frag-
ment. For one thing, the fragmentary character of the fragment is intended 
as something provisional or temporary—the result of our fallen, tempo-
ral condition, but written in the hope that that condition can be cured. 
The fragment always looks over its own horizon, so to speak, to a pro-
spective reunion with an imagined whole. The aphorism, by contrast, 
marks out boundaries and abides by them, self-contained. While it may 
lament the lack of sense or meaning in our everyday experiences, it refuses 
to compensate for that lack with reference to a natural or metaphysical 
totality. Still, were it not for the existence of important aphorists that pre-
date romanticism, we might think of aphorisms as fragments that have 
lost their faith in a future completion and become self-subsistent in the 
present. 

The self-containedness of aphorisms, however, can also be misunder-
stood. While individual aphorisms do not rely, in a direct argumentative 
way, on those that immediately precede or follow them, it is nonetheless 
wrong to consider them entirely apart from their presentational context. 
Aphorisms are almost always presented in a series or collection and their 
meaning often relies, at least in part, on the sequence of ideas or vistas 
presented therein, as well as the contradictions between them. Much vio-
lence can be done to aphoristic texts by assuming, as Arthur Danto did of 
Nietzsche, for example, that the individual items can be taken up more or 
less in any order (Danto 1965, 19). This is one further thing that distin-
guishes aphorisms from maxims and epigrams. These also often appear 
in collections, but they are meant to be quoted singly and the order in 
which they appear in a series may have little significance. That is to say, 
the discontinuity that a collection of aphorisms presents is not generic— 
it is not simply the space that appears between any two sentences, words, 

point for this modern post-philosophic tradition of philosophizing is the awareness that the 
traditional forms of philosophical discourse have been broken. What remain as leading pos-
sibilities are mutilated, incomplete discourse (the aphorism, the note or jotting).” 
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or letters. Rather, the author of a collection of aphorisms may intend to 
guide us from point to point, as the designer of a trail might take us from 
vista to vista—intending as well that we should do the hard work of cov-
ering the distance from one spot to the next. 

Aphorisms then, can reproduce for us the stations of a quest. They can, 
in recreating moments of experience, give us a sense for the path an indi-
vidual mind has taken, even when that path is a contradictory one. But 
they can do so only, so to speak, with our consent. If we do not make an 
effort to reach a point of understanding with the text, it will remain life-
less. “Thoughts reduced to paper,” Schopenhauer wrote, “are generally 
nothing more than the footprints of a man walking in the sand. It is true 
that we see the path he has taken; but to know what he saw on the way, 
we must use our own eyes” (PP 2:555). Part of that work, surely, involves 
coming to grips with the “contradictory” nature of the various perspec-
tives that are presented, something only ascribable to the text as a whole, 
rather than to any single item. 

Aphorism has also been considered a literary as well as a philosophical 
genre, even as a form of poetry (e.g., Fedler 1992, Moncelet 1998, Orte-
mann 1998). This is instructive because it helps to explain, simultaneously 
as it were, both what is distinctive about the aphorism and why its prac-
titioners have so often been excluded from the canon of philosophy 
proper. Aphorisms are not just pieces of wisdom expressed in a senten-
tious manner. They are subjective, but not merely so, not simply a report 
of an experience, like a journal entry. And more than the fragment, they 
aim at an aesthetic wholeness that reflects a vision of the world or some 
piece of it. In that sense, they do aspire to a certain kind of poetic achieve-
ment and, though they usually lack the sort of formal structure that we 
associate with poetry, it is not altogether a mistake to view them through 
such a lens. This, however, has also been a means of discrediting writers 
like Nietzsche or Cioran. Their writing, it is sometimes claimed, is merely 
literary rather than strictly philosophical. But this criticism mistakes the 
quest of the pessimistic aphorist to match the form of writing to its sub-
ject in the closest way possible for mere aestheticism. If, in taking on the 
characteristics of vision, subjectivity, discontinuity (and the other various 
elements discussed), aphoristic pessimism comes to resemble prose poetry, 
then it is because the time-bound existence that such writing depicts may 
strike us as poetic when aptly translated into written language. Perhaps 
this was the point Cioran had in mind when he wrote: “Even more than 
in the poem, it is in the aphorism that the word is god” (DAQ 165). Apho-
risms do not aim to be “literary;” if it turns out that their truthfulness 
strikes us as beautiful, that is more than a coincidence—but other ears 
will hear their discontinuity as dissonance. 
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4 

APHORISM AND MORTALITY 

La Rochefoucauld’s most famous work is universally known as The Max-
ims, but that is not its full title. The complete title—Réflexions ou sen-
tences et maximes morales —can be taken to mean that what is presented 
in the book is a miscellany of styles that do not all fit under a single genre.5 

Many of the entries are indeed maxims in the way I have been using the 
term, but this cannot be said for the famous last entry, which is worth 
quoting at some length. 

I want to speak about this contempt for death that the pagans boast of de-
riving from their own strength, without the hope of a better life. There is a 
difference between steadfastly enduring death and having contempt for it. 
The first is quite ordinary, but I believe that the other is never sincere. Yet, 
so much has been written in the attempt to persuade us that death is no evil; 
and the weakest men, as well as the heroes, have provided a thousand fa-
mous examples to establish this opinion. However, I doubt that anybody 
with good sense ever believed it; and the difficulty in persuading others and 
oneself of it shows well-enough that this undertaking is not easy. One can 
have various objects of disgust in life, but one is never right to have contempt 
for death. Those very people who willingly give themselves to death do not 
count it as so little a thing, and, when it comes to them by a way other than 
the one they have chosen, they are frightened by it and reject it like others 
do. The inequality that we notice in the courage of an infinite number of 
valiant men comes from death’s revealing itself differently to their imagina-
tions, and appearing there more vividly at one time than at another. Thus it 
happens that after having had contempt for what they do not know, they fi-
nally fear what they do know. It is necessary to avoid imagining it in all of 

5 It is hard to judge the degree of variety La Rochefoucauld intends by the title since the 
word “morales” could either be taken to modify one, two, or (perhaps) even three of the 
substantives, with very different effects, e.g., Reflections or Moral Aphorisms and Maxims, 
or Reflections or Aphorisms and Moral Maxims. I translate “sentence” here as “aphorism” 
since the English “sentence” is the equivalent of the French “phrase;” “sentence” in French 
refers to a pithy saying and could also be translated as “maxim” were that not redundant 
here—and since La Rochefoucauld obviously means to indicate something other than max-
ims. (In a prefacing note to the first edition, he refers to the book in an abbreviated way as 
Réflexions ou Maximes morales; in a note to the fifth edition, he calls it simply Réflexions 
morales—however, in both of these notes, La Rochefoucauld writes in the voice of the pub-
lisher, rather than the author, and it is hard to know how much weight to give these abbre-
viations of the full title, which, after all, he devised.) Warner’s introduction to the text con-
tains a discussion of some of these issues (La Rochefoucauld 2001, vii–xvi). 
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its particulars if one does not want to believe that it is the greatest of all evils. 
The most clever and the most brave are those who find more honest pretexts 
to prevent themselves from considering it. But any man who knows how to 
see it as it is finds that it is a dreadful thing. The necessity of dying caused all 
the constancy of philosophers. They believed that one had to go with good 
grace where one could not prevent oneself from going; and, unable to make 
their lives eternal, there was nothing they did not do to make their reputa-
tions eternal, and to save from the shipwreck that which cannot be guaran-
teed. Let us content ourselves in order to bear it well, not to tell ourselves all 
we think about it; and let us hope for more from our temperament than from 
that weak reasoning which makes us believe that we can approach death 
with indifference. The glory of dying with resolve, the hope of being regret-
ted, the desire to leave a fine reputation, the assurance of being freed from 
the miseries of life, and not having to depend anymore on the caprices of for-
tune, are remedies that one should not cast away. But one should also not 
believe that these remedies are infallible. . . . We flatter ourselves when we 
believe that death appears to be from close-up what we judged it to be from 
afar, and that our sentiments, which are only weaknesses, are of a steely 
enough quality not to suffer a blow from the roughest of all trials. It is also 
to know badly the effects of vanity (l’amour-propre), to think that it can help 
us to consider as nothing that which must necessarily destroy it; and reason, 
in which one believes one finds so many resources, is too weak in this en-
counter to persuade us of what we want. On the contrary, it is reason which 
betrays us most often, and, which, instead of inspiring us with the contempt 
for death, helps us discover what is frightful and terrible to it. All reason can 
do for us is to advise us to turn our eyes away from death in order to have 
them rest upon other objects. (La Rochefoucauld 2001, 93–94; translation 
modified) 

This entry (about 75 percent of it is reproduced here) is too long to be 
a maxim, too structured to be a fragment, too self-contained to be an 
essay—and too perfect to be a mistake. If it is a “reflection,” it is not sim-
ply a personal observation but one meant to be instructive for many read-
ers. For La Rochefoucauld it is unusual in its length and emotional depth 
but it presages the aphoristic style later used by Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, 
and Cioran, among others. Perhaps this is the first pessimistic aphorism. 
It comprises so many pessimistic themes: the power of the glance to the 
horizon and the desire to avoid it, the omnipresence of death and its ef-
fect on life and philosophy, the weakness of reason and the palliative ef-
fect of illusion. 

Coming at the end of the book (and its placement can hardly be an ac-
cident), this entry marks the final boundary, as it were, of La Rochefou-
cauld’s vision. By the combination of placement and subject matter it calls 
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attention to the fact that death is the ultimate and common horizon for 
all human beings. And La Rochefoucauld begins by disputing what he 
takes to be the classical assertion that we can look past this horizon— 
“one is never right” to believe that, he says. We can, and perhaps should, 
distract ourselves from it—but this presupposes that this vision is one that 
we all share. However little La Rochefoucauld’s readers may have noticed 
the discontinuities present at other points (and which his style calls at-
tention to), death (and the end of the book) are discontinuities they can-
not ignore. In this aphorism, La Rochefoucauld comes to the end of his 
thoughts in every way, and contemplates that end. 

At the same time, the passage notes that the experience of this vision is 
distinct and individual for every person, a result of “death’s revealing it-
self differently to their imaginations, appearing there more vividly at one 
time than at another.” Thus, even as he insists that our vision has a com-
mon object, which we can never fully avoid, he acknowledges that the 
problem it poses for us is individuated, and therefore our response to it 
must be similarly so. This leads him to criticize the “constancy” of the 
philosophers who, like the pagans it seems, tried to avoid the total de-
structiveness of death by eternalizing, as it were, some piece of themselves. 
But neither pagan pride nor philosophical reason, he believes, are appro-
priate responses. He suggests instead, in a manner very much like Leo-
pardi’s “Dialogue of Plotinus and Porphyry” (see chapter 2), that after 
confronting death, we allow ourselves to be distracted from it, whether 
by something great or small, it makes little difference. The most appro-
priate thing would be to maintain an internal division, “not to tell our-
selves all we think about it,” which sounds almost nonsensical unless we 
recall that internal discontinuity of thought is one of the things that the 
aphorism means to document and reproduce. 

La Rochefoucauld’s final entry thus contains, in the largest sense, the 
experience of looking at the ultimate horizon. It includes both the initial 
reaction of terror, but then also the effects of that fear on the mind, and 
the response that the mind can make to those effects—the digestion, as it 
were, of the initial vision. In surveying the possible reactions one can have, 
it is instructive without being prescriptive. If it is “moral,” it is not so in 
any traditional sense, since it rejects the classical, Christian, and ratio-
nalist responses to death. Either La Rochefoucauld intends this reflection 
to be something other than moral, or its moral reflectiveness consists in 
the fact that it concerns a burden that every human must bear by dint of 
their common mortality and that it acknowledges the force of this mor-
tality more directly than any of the other moral systems elaborated to 
date. While La Rochefoucauld’s work antedates the emergence of pes-
simism as a fully developed style of thought, it is still fair to say that what 
is written here anticipates, in both form and content, the pessimistic ethic 
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that was soon to appear in more detail in other writers. It is a confron-
tation with death and temporality that leads to a prescription for life is-
sued not as a universal command but as an interpretation of a common 
experience. 

The pessimistic aphorism confronts us with an unavoidable horizon. Such 
a limit on our thought is not a problem that admits of a solution, but an 
ontological circumstance of politics, large or small, that must be attended 
to. Collections of aphorisms are prone to misinterpretation because they 
are full of gaps; they invite us to project a structure of meaning onto their 
silences, as a distant horizon seems to call for something to fill the space 
between itself and the viewer. For the most part, this creative activity is 
what aphorisms, by raising our sight to a far boundary, are meant to stim-
ulate. But sometimes, as La Rochefoucauld suggests here, we measure the 
distance to a horizon as a preliminary to turning away from it. 

5 

APHORISM AND IRONY 

A tone of cool irony is a further element of the pessimistic aphorism, not 
universal but at least widespread (more so than in the maxim or the frag-
ment). A concept is introduced as a truism, only to be revealed as a local 
prejudice. An author begins by using a word in a way that seems con-
ventional, but then ends by giving it nearly the opposite sense. I have em-
phasized in the preceding chapters how the pessimists often trade on his-
torical irony. The seeming progress of our civilization, to them, conceals 
a process that contradicts, and perhaps even cancels, this trajectory. But 
the irony of the aphoristic voice has different, if parallel, aims. Externally, 
one might say, it reflects the absurdity of existence that pessimism con-
stantly points to. Internally, it reflects the antidogmatic approach to the-
orizing that pessimism attempts to exemplify. 

A form of writing is not antisystematic just because it appears in short 
dollops, as Wittgenstein’s Tractatus gives ample evidence. Nor is the anti-
dogmatism in question here simply a matter of self-undermining, of ap-
pending an “I doubt it” to every paragraph. Rather, the irony in pes-
simistic aphorisms is an attempt to bridge the gulf between the absurdity 
of events as we experience them and the model of meaning embedded in 
our ordinary grammar. From Rousseau forward, it is a common theme of 
the pessimists (though of course hardly exclusive to them) that the struc-
ture of our language encourages us to filter our experiences through a lens 
of temporal causality that in turn creates a perception of a greater order 
to events than is actually the case. To undo this effect without resorting, 
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on the one hand, to gibberish, or on the other, to a mere gesture of in-
communicability requires a form of writing that allows the substance of 
an insight to appear while resisting its tendency to become a dogma or a 
counterdogma. This is what pessimistic irony, combined with the other el-
ements of the aphoristic form, attempts to accomplish. 

Cioran gives an example of this in his attempt to look to the limit of 
our historical experience per se, to a period he calls “posthistory”: 

No more schools; on the other hand, courses in oblivion and unlearning to 
celebrate the virtues of inattention and the delights of amnesia. The disgust 
inspired by the sight of any book, frivolous or serious, will extend to all 
Knowledge, which will be referred to with embarrassment or dread as if it 
were an obscenity or a scourge. To bother with philosophy, to elaborate a 
system, to attach oneself to it and believe in it, will appear as an impiety, a 
provocation, and a betrayal, a criminal complicity with the past. . . . Each 
will try to model himself upon the vegetable world, to the detriment of the 
animals, which will be blamed for suggesting, in certain aspects, the figure 
or the exploits of man. (DAQ 59) 

Here Cioran imagines an historical irony as large as history itself. The re-
sult of our learning will be to despise learning; the result of our civiliza-
tion will be to despise civilization. Humanity will attempt to close the cir-
cle with the vegetative life. But the irony here is not merely historical. 
Cioran’s tone suggests that he is not merely reporting on the future but 
offering a wry comment on the present and its obsessive Socratic faith in 
the power of knowledge to cure all ills. 

And then, in a move characteristic of Cioran but also of many other 
pessimistic writers, he turns on his own conclusion: 

How are we to believe that [humanity] would not weary of bliss or that it 
would escape the lure of disaster, the temptation of playing, it too, a role? 
Boredom in the midst of paradise generated our first ancestor’s appetite for 
the abyss which has won us the procession of centuries whose end we now 
have in view. That appetite, a veritable nostalgia for hell, would not fail to 
ravage the race following us and to make it the worthy heir of our misfor-
tunes. Let us then renounce all prophecies. (DAQ 60) 

Extreme as Cioran’s initial vision is, it leads him, in a manner that feels 
inexorable, to consider the opposite. Having witnessed the end of history, 
he imagines, we will, in the next moment, witness its rebirth. Desires give 
birth to their opposites in a pattern that follows an ironic, rather than a 
causal, logic. The aphorism ends by renouncing the power of prophecy 
that it appeared, at first, to embody. 

These embedded ironies, far from diminishing or canceling the stuff of 
Cioran’s philosophy, in fact have the effect of generating the substance of 
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his voice. One could claim that the two passages somehow annul each 
other, that the dialectic of pain and boredom that he sketches does not 
amount to anything. But the rejection of foresight that issues from this 
historical imagination (“Let us renounce all prophecies”) is not a generic 
skepticism. It is rather a plea to limit ourselves, in our plans, to a real pres-
ent and not throw ourselves into a historical narrativity that can only end 
badly, as the substance of the aphorism suggests, in one ditch or another. 
As I maintained in chapter 4, this denunciation of the idolatry of the fu-
ture is a central element of Cioran’s pessimism, but also of Unamuno’s and 
Camus’. Like La Rochefoucauld, Cioran suggests here that there are some 
experiences of vision that ought to teach us not to want them. 

6 

APHORISMS AND POLITICAL THEORY 

Political theory suffers from the continuing embarrassment of not having 
a regular, well-specified format. Machiavelli’s Prince, Sophocles’ Antigone, 
and Locke’s Second Treatise are all staples of the field—but to try to dis-
till formal rules of genre from such examples would be ludicrous. From 
time to time, some have attempted to legislate against this embarrassment, 
as Leo Strauss did when he declared that the “natural” form of political 
philosophy was the treatise. But such attempts always fail: if Strauss had 
limited his critical gaze to those who remained within this genre, his life-
work would have been radically abbreviated. Nor did he, among his many 
essays and books, write anything that one would want to call a “treatise.” 

Can this condition of disorder be viewed as a strength? Wittgenstein, 
once again, gives us a useful metaphor. In his later works, Wittgenstein 
attacked the idea that language has a single, overarching purpose. Instead, 
he maintained, the diverse aims of human beings are lent to language it-
self: “Think of the tools in a tool-box: there is a hammer, pliers, a saw, a 
screw-driver, a rule, a glue-pot, glue, nails and screws.—The functions of 
words are as diverse as the functions of these objects.” (1958, 11) In other 
words, it is useless to try to think of some one thing that all tools have in 
common. They are not all used for the same purpose; they are not all used 
in the same way. What they all have in common is that they are found in 
a toolbox, that is, they all come in handy from time to time. And not 
everyone fills their tool box with the same items. Some houses are made 
of wood, others of stone. 

It could be claimed that the tools do have a common function (i.e., they 
all “fix things”), but this argument immediately runs into problems. On 
one level, the definition breaks down quickly over particular cases (what, 
exactly, does the ruler “fix?”). At another level, there is a more interest-
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ing problem: such a definition involves an implicit understanding of what 
it is for things to work properly, so that the tools can be said to set them 
right when they are out of whack. While an answer to this problem could 
be attempted, it would defeat the purpose of having a box of tools around. 
One keeps a well-stocked toolbox in the house precisely because one does 
not know what one will need it for (a toolbox is thus not any collection: 
it is not a coin collection or a mess kit). Nor, when a problem presents it-
self, will it always be obvious what the best course of action is. Sometimes, 
it will be clear that we desire to return to the status quo ante. Other times, 
however, a problem becomes an opportunity, not just for repair, but for 
improvement, or even replacement, of whatever is causing the problem. 
But whatever the case, having a well-stocked toolbox, with a variety of 
tools, will be helpful. 

Political theory comes in such myriad forms not because it is confused 
about its nature, or because it seeks to offer a spurious variety of “choices,” 
but because it is a set of resources that can be called upon in manifold cir-
cumstances for different tasks. There is no answer to the question, then, 
of whether political theory is most concerned, say, with the good life for 
the individual or the best regime for the state. It may be used for either or 
both (one can even try to insist that they are the same). But there will be 
no overall answer to such a question because the contents of the toolbox 
have no definitive unifying theme. And the users of such a box will be even 
more varied. One could never tell how a box of tools would be used sim-
ply by looking at the tools themselves; the same tool may be employed 
quite differently by different people. And it is only “in use,” as Wittgen-
stein would say, that such tools have value or meaning. Thus, what to one 
person is a revolutionary manifesto may to another be simply a tedious 
sermon on obedience. Both claims have been made, for example, about 
Locke’s Second Treatise of Government. Such interpretations could sim-
ply be wrong of course, as it is “wrong” to try to drive a nail with a 
screwdriver. But it is not always wrong to use a tool in a way its designer 
never intended. 

Of course, as a family moves from house to house, some tools will be 
employed more regularly and some will sink to the bottom of the box, all 
but forgotten until some circumstance creates a need for them afresh. This 
is what leads to debates about the “nature” of political theory and the oc-
casional desire, like Strauss’s, to rule some things in and some out. But 
seen from this perspective, the claim that the treatise is the natural form 
of political theory makes as much sense as the claim that a screwdriver is 
the central, natural tool. Not only was such a tool unknown for many 
centuries of building, but it is no more or less important than a variety of 
others, depending on the circumstances. 

Is political theory, then, a toolbox for fixing your polity? The problem 
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with such a position is the same that Wittgenstein envisioned for the def-
inition of language that says “every word in a language signifies some-
thing:” such an account says everything and nothing, tending strongly in 
the direction of the latter. To say that political theory is intended for the 
repair of the polity (as opposed to a person?) requires an understanding 
of what a healthy polity is, or at least of what would make it healthier. 
And there will be no universal answers to such questions: sometimes a 
polity needs better laws; other times, it may need better people; still other 
times, it may need a better past or future; and at all times, the definition 
of “better” will surely be contentious. Indeed, every generation has come 
upon the toolbox of political theory and wondered at how haphazardly 
it was stocked by generations previous. New genres were invented as new 
tools are—to address problems not previously faced. 

The aphorism may be like that: invented in a certain time, for a certain 
purpose, stored away among other things, largely forgotten. But no tool 
is limited in its application by the intentions or circumstances of its in-
ventor. Surely the paleolithic inventor of the hammer could have had no 
notion how it would be used even a hundred years hence, much less sev-
eral thousand. 

Still, it is perfectly reasonable to want to distinguish a well-made tool from 
a faulty one and to know in what circumstances it is intended to function. 
And since the head of a faulty or misapplied hammer may fly off at the 
critical moment and injure its user, such distinctions will surely be con-
sidered important. Likewise, it seems perfectly fair to ask how aphorisms 
are safely used and what purposes they have been known to serve. 

Perhaps aphorisms are poorly suited to do what some books and trea-
tises of political theory claim to do: create a well-ordered and detailed de-
sign for what good government would look like. As a percentage of the 
books that attempt to do this, the number that actually succeed is, of 
course, vanishingly small. But there is no point in denying that this was 
in fact the intent of these books’ authors. The mistake only comes in as-
serting that this is the only thing that a work of political theory could aim 
at—as if whoever does not make rulers does not make tools. The apho-
rism aims at something else; perhaps it even achieves it more often than 
the treatise does. 

I have given some sense of a purpose for aphorism when I described it 
as something that strikes us dead and gives us a look round the horizon. 
But how does this contribute to the repair of our polity or our person? 
Like a sextant or a compass, devised to aid the traveller, the aphorism does 
not by itself build anything, but it can help to orient us for all particular 
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projects of building. By having us look toward the horizon, not just once, 
but many times, from many perspectives, aphorisms help us to know 
where we are and how we came to be here. This is (or ought to be) a nec-
essary preliminary to any serious construction. Without such a prelimi-
nary, we will have no idea of the limitations of our situation, no sense of 
the restrictions within which we must work if we are really to build some-
thing here on the Earth and not, in Socrates’ phrase, “in the air.” We will 
be tempted, in other words, to build Towers of Babel, immense projects 
disdainful of the political laws of gravity. When such projects collapse, 
they can leave the builders worse off than when they started, buried under 
the debris of their hubris and injured by the fall from a great height. Apho-
risms do not address themselves directly to the political blueprints of 
books and treatises, but to the spirit of the men and women who have to 
choose among these and inhabit them. They seek to educate that spirit to 
its own limitations. These are the limitations to the site of political build-
ing, the human condition. 

Even if the above is correct, however, it is a mistake to view the purpose 
of a tool from the point of view of any one person who comes into pos-
session of it. A look to the horizon will indeed be a lesson in modesty to 
someone whose head is in the clouds. At the same time, however, such a 
look may be an education in possibilities to one who looks only at the 
ground in front of him. This accounts, I think, for the differential recep-
tion that many of history’s great aphorists have gotten from the general 
public as opposed to academic philosophers. If one lists the best-known 
aphorists (Pascal, Lichtenberg, La Rochefoucauld, Schopenhauer, Nietz-
sche, and Cioran, for example), one lists some of the most popular and 
widely read authors in the history of philosophy. This has always puzzled 
professionals, not least because their writing is so pessimistic. To most 
philosophers, these writers speak of human frailty, prejudice, and limita-
tion. And this is certainly true. Nevertheless, the general reader has often 
found these same authors to be inspirational. And I would argue that it is 
one and the same thing that produces these differing results: the aphoris-
tic form. What is a limitation to one with a lofty vision is a vast expan-
sion of horizons to many others. For some readers, Nietzsche conjures up 
possibilities of experience of which they have hardly dreamed. Indeed, 
they find encouragement to expand their dreams well beyond their cur-
rent horizon. Such readers do not make mistakes. If they do not notice as 
readily the limits that Nietzsche also places on experience, this says more 
about their initial starting point than anything else. To one person, a com-
pass may be something that marks off definite boundaries, to another, it 
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may be that which measures the great spaces that are available. Neither 
uses the compass incorrectly. Readers of aphorisms do not always have 
the purposes that an academic does. But if the aphorism has a broader 
range of application than the political treatise, that is neither a mark 
against its seriousness nor a criticism of its employment in political 
situations. 

Sometimes a polity stands in need of better laws and institutions, even 
radically better ones. At other times, however, the fault lies not within our 
laws but within ourselves. I do not mean that these two questions are re-
ally separable. But an excessive focus on systems of politics and justice 
obscures the equally important locus of politics within the individual. 
Aphorisms do not attempt systematic repairs of the polity. They work, or 
fail to, person by person. A landscape architect may plan a trail so that it 
leads the trekker to a series of vistas in a particular order—some may 
mean more to a solitary walker than others. But the final vista is not the 
“point” or the “meaning” of the journey, only its conclusion. Every 
walker makes the journey his own on the path. 

Aphoristic writing is an attempt to educate the spirit to its possibilities 
and its limitations. Whether such a task is an essential or marginal one is 
also not something that can be answered in advance. It is not for the tool-
maker to dictate the order of tools in the toolbox. That is something that 
can only be done by the person who has need of them. 

This point needs to be emphasized so that the metaphor of tools does 
not mislead us. It does not reflect a hidden utilitarianism or pragmatism 
of aphoristic thinking that ultimately weighs everything in terms of pre-
determined ends. It is just this sort of instrumentality against which many 
modern aphorists have complained. Of course, it can be maintained that 
all human action has a purpose. But this is equivalent to Freud’s assertion 
that every dream is the fulfillment of a wish: in the absence of divine in-
tervention, we must ascribe a human motivation to any action in order to 
understand it as human. This is not exactly a tautology, since it stands op-
posed to metaphysical or mechanistic accounts of human events, but it is 
also much less than a true explanation for anything. To liken aphorisms 
to tools, then, is not to accept that life creates problems for which ratio-
nal discourse fashions solutions. Rather, there is another sort of purpose 
for philosophy that cannot be captured by this kind of means-end think-
ing. Indeed, aphorisms are often best at questioning the entire causal 
model of existence in which this kind of thinking is rooted. In taking the 
measure of the world’s disorder, aphorisms show some readers the proper 
limits of our scientific urge to master the world, while showing others the 
possibilities of life that this model does not encompass. 

It is the initial distance between the horizon of writer and reader that 
shapes the experience of reading aphorism, as a parallel distance shapes 
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the experience of writing them. If aphorisms are prone to misinterpre-
tation because of their discontinuity, this proliferation of horizons, this 
polylateralism, also provides many opportunities for contact between dif-
ferent perspectives. Even for readers from radically different forms of life, 
a book of aphorisms usually has something to offer, while more system-
atic works can be impenetrable to outsiders. It is this quality, perhaps, that 
has caused critics to remark on the seeming “fresh” or “modern” quality 
of someone like La Rochefoucauld, whose book is over four hundred 
years old. Is the work really timeless? Or is it just better-made to seem so? 

Cioran: “Words die: fragments, not having lived, cannot die either” 
(TBB 168). 

7 

For centuries, the Aphorisms of Hippocrates created an association be-
tween this literary form and medicine. We should not be too eager to lose 
it. Pessimism, as I have said, is a sort of writing that aims somewhere in 
between the systematic universal and the mere health regimen. But it does 
have in common with the latter the concern for personal well-being and 
the idea that prescriptions should be suited to individual circumstances. 
Perhaps this is what Cioran had in mind when he said that the aphorist 
must have a bit of charlatanism in him. A charlatan, in French, is origi-
nally a sort of lay practitioner of medicine, someone whose services were 
available for purchase in the public square to address whatever concerns 
a passer-by might have (the ultimate origins of the word are disputed, but 
this much is not in doubt). It was only with the professionalization and 
privatization of medicine that a charlatan became a “mere charlatan,” 
and then later, a “quack” or a “con man.” Just as pessimism, originally 
understood as a diagnosis of and prescription for our life-circumstances 
has, under the assault of professional optimism, been made to seem an il-
legitimate, dangerous deceiver. If we can recover this nonmalign sense of 
a public, nonprofessional purveyor of medicine, we can have some idea 
of what an aphorist attempts to provide his readers. For philosophy too 
can become professional and private to the point where it is no longer 
concerned with the actual experiences of those purportedly in its care. If 
the aphorisms of the pessimists have been among the most popular of 
philosophical books, perhaps it is because they have not forgotten that 
purveyors of medicine, even bitter medicine, at least answer to a public 
need. 
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