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IQ SUaiVe Rf aShRUiVmV
WhaU if Xe see Uhe hisUorZ of philosophZ noU as a
grand sZsUem of sVsUained criUiqVe bVU as a series
of brillianU fragmenUs?
AndreZ HXi

A W\Sical XniYeUViW\ cRXUVe in Whe hiVWRU\ Rf ShilRVRSh\ VXUYe\V Whe gUeaW WhinkeUV Rf
WeVWeUn ciYiliVaWiRn aV a VWaWel\ SURceVViRn fURm PlaWR WR AUiVWRWle WR DeVcaUWeV WR
KanW WR Hegel WR NieW]Vche. ʎeVe magniȇcenW inWellecWV RȆeU WheiU ideaV in ZeighW\
ShilRVRShical WRmeV, VWXȆed ZiWh chiVelled deȇniWiRnV, Zell-UeaVRned aUgXmenWV and
VXVWained cUiWiTXeV. In WXUn, inVWUXcWRUV SUeVenW Whe gUand naUUaWiYe Rf ideaV WR a neZ
geneUaWiRn Rf VWXdenWV.

ImmanXel KanW W\SiȇeV WhiV magiVWeUial aSSURach. In Whe clRVing SageV Rf hiV CriWiqXe
of PXre Reason (1781), Whe GeUman ShilRVRSheU naUUaWeV Whe hiVWRU\ Rf WeVWeUn
ShilRVRSh\ fURm PlaWR WR AUiVWRWle WR LRcke WR Leibni] WR himVelf aV a VeUieV Rf



aWWePSWV WR cRQVWUXcW V\VWePV. IQdeed, he LV QRWhLQg Lf QRW a VcUXSXORXV aUchLWecW Rf
WhRXghW:

B\ aQ archiWecWonic I PeaQ Whe aUW Rf V\VWePV. SLQce V\VWePaWLc XQLW\ LV ZhaW
ȇUVW WXUQV cRPPRQ cRgQLWLRQ LQWR VcLeQce.

ʎaW LV, VcLeQce WXUQV ZhaW LV a PeUe aggUegaWe Rf UaQdRP WhRXghWV LQWR VRPeWhLQg
cRheUeQW. OQO\ WheQ caQ ShLORVRSh\ becRPe a dRcWULQe RU PeWhRd Rf MXdgPeQW Rf
ZhaW LV NQRZOedge aQd ZhaW LV QRW. NR V\VWePV, QR UeaO ShLORVRSh\.

BXW PLghW WheUe be PRUe WhLQgV LQ heaYeQ aQd eaUWh WhaQ aUe dUeaPW Rf LQ KaQWŨV
ShLORVRSh\? WhaW haSSeQV ZheQ Ze cRQVLdeU Whe hLVWRU\ Rf ShLORVRSh\ QRW fURP Whe
SRLQW Rf V\VWeP-bXLOdLQg, bXW WhURXgh aQ aOWeUQaWLYe accRXQW WhaW Sa\V aWWeQWLRQ WR Whe
fUagPeQWV Rf WhLQNLQg?

CRQVLdeU HeUacOLWXVŨ ŧNaWXUe ORYeV WR hLdeŨ; BOaLVe PaVcaOŨV ŧʎe eWeUQaO VLOeQce Rf WheVe
LQȇQLWe VSaceV WeUULȇeV PeŨ; RU FULedULch NLeW]VcheŨV ŧIf a WePSOe LV WR be eUecWed, a
WePSOe PXVW be deVWUR\ed.Ũ HeUacOLWXV cRPeV befRUe aQd agaLQVW POaWR aQd AULVWRWOe,
PaVcaO afWeU aQd agaLQVW ReQª DeVcaUWeV, NLeW]Vche afWeU aQd agaLQVW KaQW aQd G W F
HegeO. MLghW Whe hLVWRU\ Rf WhRXghW be acWXaOO\ dULYeQ b\ aShRULVP?

MXch Rf Whe hLVWRU\ Rf WeVWeUQ ShLORVRSh\ caQ be QaUUaWed aV a VeULeV Rf aWWePSWV WR
cRQVWUXcW V\VWePV. CRQYeUVeO\, PXch Rf Whe hLVWRU\ Rf aShRULVPV caQ be QaUUaWed aV
aQ aQLPadYeUVLRQ, a WXUQLQg aZa\ fURP VXch gUaQd V\VWePV WhURXgh Whe cRQVWUXcWLRQ
Rf OLWeUaU\ fUagPeQWV. ʎe ShLORVRSheU cUeaWeV aQd cULWLTXeV cRQWLQXRXV OLQeV Rf
aUgXPeQW; Whe aShRULVW, RQ Whe RWheU haQd, cRPSRVeV VcaWWeUed OLQeV Rf LQWXLWLRQ. OQe
PRYeV LQ a chaLQ Rf ORgLc; Whe RWheU b\ OeaSV aQd bRXQdV.

efRUe Whe bLUWh Rf WeVWeUQ ShLORVRSh\ SURSeU, WheUe ZaV Whe aShRULVP. IQ aQcLeQW
GUeece, Whe VhRUW Va\LQgV Rf AQa[LPaQdeU, XeQRShaQeV, PaUPeQLdeV RU

HeUacOLWXV cRQVWLWXWe Whe ȇUVW eȆRUWV aW VSecXOaWLYe WhLQNLQg, bXW Whe\ aUe aOVR
VRPeWhLQg WR ZhLch POaWR aQd AULVWRWOe aUe hRVWLOe. ʎeLU eQLgPaWLc SURQRXQcePeQWV
eOXde dLVcXUVLYe aQaO\VLV. ʎe\ UefXVe WR be cRUUaOOed LQWR V\VWePaWLc RUdeU. NR RQe
ZRXOd deQ\ WhaW WheLU SLWh\ VWaWePeQWV PLghW be ZLVe; bXW POaWR aQd AULVWRWOe ZeUe
aPbLYaOeQW abRXW WheP. ʎe\ haYe QR ULgRXU aW aOO Ť Whe\ aUe MXVW Whe VcaWWeUed
XWWeUaQceV Rf cOeYeU PeQ.

HeUe LV POaWRŨV cULWLTXe Rf HeUacOLWXV:

If \RX aVN aQ\ RQe Rf WheP a TXeVWLRQ, he ZLOO SXOO RXW VRPe OLWWOe eQLgPaWLc
ShUaVe fURP hLV TXLYeU aQd VhRRW LW RȆ aW \RX; aQd Lf \RX WU\ WR PaNe hLP
gLYe aQ accRXQW Rf ZhaW he haV VaLd, \RX ZLOO RQO\ geW hLW b\ aQRWheU, fXOO Rf
VWUaQge WXUQV Rf OaQgXage.

FRU POaWR, Whe HeUacOLWeaQVŨ VWUaWageP Rf cRQWLQXaO eYaVLRQ LV a SURbOeP becaXVe Whe\
cRQVWaQWO\ SURdXce QeZ aShRULVPV LQ RUdeU WR VXbYeUW cORVXUe. IQ WhLV VeQVe,
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HHUaFOLWXV LV RSSRVHG WR POaWR LQ aW OHaVW WZR IXQGaPHQWaO Za\V: ȇUVW, KLV GRFWULQH RI
ȈX[ LV FRQWUaU\ WR WKH WKHRU\ RI FRUPV; aQG VHFRQG, WKH LPSUHVVLRQ RQH JHWV LV WKaW KLV
WKLQNLQJ LV VROLWaU\, PRQRORJLF, PLVaQWKURSLF, ZKHUHaV POaWR LV aOZa\V VRFLaO, GLaORJLF,
LQYLWLQJ.

POaWRŨV UHSXGLaWLRQ RI KLV SUHGHFHVVRUŨV JQRPLF VW\OH VLJQaOV aQ LPSRUWaQW VWaJH LQ WKH
GHYHORSPHQW RI aQFLHQW SKLORVRSK\: WKH WUaQVLWLRQ IURP RUaFXOaU HQXQFLaWLRQ WR
aUJXPHQWaWLYH GLVFRXUVH, RbVFXULW\ WR FOaULW\, aQG WKXV WKH PaUJLQaOLVaWLRQ RI WKH
aSKRULVWLF VW\OH LQ IaYRXU RI VXVWaLQHG ORJLFaO aUJXPHQWV. FURP SRFUaWHV RQZaUG, WKHUH
ZRXOG VLPSO\ bH QR SKLORVRSK\ ZLWKRXW SURRI RU aUJXPHQW.

YHW I WKLQN LW LV SRVVLbOH WR GHIHQG HHUaFOLWXV aJaLQVW POaWRŨV aWWaFN. PHUSOH[LW\ aULVLQJ
IURP HQLJPaWLF Va\LQJV QHHG QRW QHFHVVaULO\ OHaG RQH WR VHL]XUHV RI WKLQNLQJ. OQ WKH
FRQWUaU\, LW FaQ FaWaO\VH SURGXFWLYH LQTXLU\. TaNH WKLV ZHOO-NQRZQ Va\LQJ:

NaWXUH ORYHV WR KLGH. 
[RU]
A QaWXUH WHQGV WR KLGH.

ʎHVH ZRUGV KaYH LQYLWHG PXFK FRPPHQWaU\. WKaW LV ŧQaWXUHŨ? WKaW LV ŧKLGLQJŨ? WKaW
LV ŧORYHŨ? ʎH FUHQFK SKLORVRSKHU PLHUUH HaGRW LQ ʎe Veil of Isis (2004) VXJJHVWV WKaW
WKHUH aUH aW OHaVW ȇYH LQWHUSUHWaWLRQV: WKH WUXH PHaQLQJ RI VRPHWKLQJ LV KaUG WR NQRZ;
LWV PHaQLQJ ZanWs WR bH KLGGHQ; QaWXUH LV RULJLQV, aQG LW LV KaUG WR UHWUaFH; GHaWK
IROORZV bLUWK; aQG, ȇQaOO\, aSSHaUaQFHV GHFHLYH. ʎH QaWXUH RI HHUaFOLWXV KLPVHOI Ť aQG
WKH QaWXUH RI OaQJXaJH LQ JHQHUaO Ť ORYHV WR KLGH. AV VXFK, ZH FaQ FOaLP WZR
FRUROOaULHV: ŧASKRULVPV WRR ORYH WR KLGH,Ũ aQG ŧIQWHUSUHWaWLRQ ORYHV WR LOOXPLQaWH.Ũ

ʎH QaWXUH RI HHUaFOLWXVŨ PLFURIRUP LV WUXH IRU WKH aSKRULVP LQ JHQHUaO. ʎH aSKRULVP
bRWK UHVLVWV aQG LQYLWHV IXOOHU aUWLFXOaWLRQV, aQG VR KHUPHQHXWLFV Ť a FRQGXLW bHWZHHQ
WKH WH[W aQG WKH UHaGHU Ť LV GHPaQGHG IURP HYHU\ UHaGHU. FUaJPHQWV aUH bRWK
anWiWheWical aQG propaedeXWic WR aUJXPHQWaWLYH SKLORVRSK\: aQWLWKHWLFaO bHFaXVH WKH\
aUH WRR HQLJPaWLF; aQG SURSaHGHXWLF bHFaXVH WKH\ FaQQRW bXW SURPSW XV WR WKLQN
abRXW WKH RULJLQV aQG QaWXUH RI WKLQJV.

GRRG aSKRULVPV GHPaQG WR bH LQWHUSUHWHG. AQG LQ WKHLU LQWHUSUHWaWLRQ LV aQ LQYLWaWLRQ
IRU WKH UHaGHUV WR HQJaJH LQ WKHLU RZQ SKLORVRSKLFaO HQWHUSULVH Ť WR GR SKLORVRSK\
WKHPVHOYHV. ASKRULVPV, WKHQ, aUH aW RQFH bHIRUH, aJaLQVW aQG aIWHU SKLORVRSK\.

AOO ȇQLWH WKLQJV aUH IUaJPHQWV, IRU WKH\ aUH QRWKLQJ bXW
SLHFHV WRUQ IURP LQȇQLW\

IQ WKH 17WK FHQWXU\, DHVFaUWHV LQaXJXUaWHG PRGHUQ SKLORVRSK\ b\ RȆHULQJ UXOHV aQG
GLUHFWLRQV IRU FOHaU WKLQNLQJ. YHW a IHZ GHFaGHV OaWHU, PaVFaO RȆHUHG a SRZHUIXO
FRUUHFWLYH. PHUKaSV, KH ZaJHUHG, RUGHU LV RYHUUaWHG. B\ aOO aFFRXQWV, PaVFaO ZaV a



genius of his time. At a young age, he made landmark contributions to geometry and
algebra. Plagued by ill health, he had a religious conversion in his late 20s, and spent
the last 10 years of his short life in vain attempts to construct a justification of
Christianity intended as an ‘Apology for Religion’, published posthumously as the
PenVªeV (1670).

Pascal’s lifelong task became an exercise of endlessly reducing words to their essence,
in order to probe a pure nothingness and bring us to its edge. For him, all finite things
are fragments, for they are nothing but pieces torn from infinity. All the same, the
nature of finitude is such that not even a vast quantity of fragments could ever
approach wholeness, ‘a unit added to infinity does not increase infinity at all, any
more than a foot added to an infinite length’. ʎe Pascalian lack of order is an
acknowledgment of the failure of the human intellect to understand such infinity. As
such, the PenVªeV operate within a poetics of the fragment.

When Pascal died in 1662, there were more than 800 slips of paper in various stages
of disorder. ʎese fragments are, in a large part, a direct consequence of his rejection
of the Cartesian insistence on order and clarity. ʎe saying ‘ʎe heart has its reasons
of which reason does not know’ is one clear case. Pascal’s principal criticism is that
Descartes reduces philosophy to an all-too-rational system. For Pascal, the
proposition ‘I think, therefore I am’ rests on shaky grounds, for this self that
Descartes posits to be the foundation of all reasoning is but an impoverished thing.
ʎis is Pascal’s view of the human condition:

What a monster, what chaos … weak earthworm; repository of truth, and
sewer of uncertainty and error; the glory and garbage of the universe!

ʎe glorious heap that makes up the PenVªeV might then be conceived of as a
monumental rejection to Cartesian reason’s supreme confidence in itself.

he dialectic between aphorisms and philosophy reaches its apex in 19th-century
Germany. After Kant, thinkers as varied as Friedrich Schlegel, Arthur

Schopenhauer, Søren Kierkegaard and Nietzsche all used the microform to grapple
with how to do philosophy after systems. ʎe Romantics loved ruins, the unfinished,
shadows. ʎink of Caspar David Friedrich’s landscapes, Franz Schubert’s Unfinished
Symphony, or the obsession with classical antiquity. ʎis cult of the fragment is a
response to Kant’s relentless system-building. Confronted with how to adequately
represent the unity of transcendental knowledge, the Romantics insist that the only
possible way of doing so is in parts. ʎus, aShoUiVWic Whinking : V\VWemaWic Whinking :: Whe
micUo : Whe macUo.

In a series of dazzling essays, reviews, dialogues and manifestos published over just
three years – 1798 to 1800 – the German journal DaV AWhenaeXm established
Romanticism as a unified aesthetic reaction and a viable philosophical alternative to
idealism. On one hand, as an AWhenaeXm fragment holds, ‘all individuals are systems,
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aW OeaVW LQ ePbU\R aQd WeQdeQc\Ũ. OQ WKe RWKeU, ŧa dLaORJXe LV a cKaLQ RU JaUOaQd RI
IUaJPeQWVŨ. HeQce, ŧLWŨV eTXaOO\ IaWaO IRU WKe PLQd WR KaYe a V\VWeP aQd WR KaYe QRQe. IW
ZLOO VLPSO\ KaYe WR decLde WR cRPbLQe WKe WZR.Ũ

NLeW]VcKe LV a OaWe deVceQdaQW RI WKLV RRPaQWLc VWUaLQ RI WKRXJKW. IQ TZLOLghW Rf Whe
IdROV (1889), Ke decOaUeV:

I PLVWUXVW aOO V\VWePaWLVeUV aQd aYRLd WKeP. ʎe ZLOO WR a V\VWeP LV a OacN RI
LQWeJULW\ Ű ʎe aSKRULVP, WKe aSRWKeJP, LQ ZKLcK I aP WKe ȇUVW PaVWeU
aPRQJ GeUPaQV, aUe WKe IRUPV RI ŧeWeUQLW\Ũ; P\ aPbLWLRQ LV WR Va\ LQ 10
VeQWeQceV ZKaW eYeU\RQe eOVe Va\V LQ a bRRN Ť ZKaW eYeU\RQe eOVe dReV QRW
Va\ LQ a bRRN.

NLeW]VcKeŨV OLIe beJaQ aV a cOaVVLcLVW cROOecWLQJ WKe IUaJPeQWV RI eaUO\ GUeeN
SKLORVRSKeUV. SR IRUPLdabOe ZaV KLV eUXdLWLRQ WKaW, LQ 1869, LW eaUQed KLP a IXOO
SURIeVVRUVKLS RI GUeeN SKLORORJ\ aW WKe UQLYeUVLW\ RI BaVeO aW WKe aJe RI 24.

HLV SKLORORJ\ RQ IUaJPeQWV becaPe a SKLORVRSK\ Rf IUaJPeQWV ZKeQ Ke abaQdRQed
KLV SURIeVVLRQ aV a cOaVVLcLVW LQ WKe OaWe 1870V. RaWKeU WKaQ MXVW VWXd\LQJ aSKRULVPV, Ke
VWaUWed SURdXcLQJ WKeP. IQ WKe PRVW IeUWLOe VWUeWcK RI KLV OLIe, IURP HXPaQ, AOO TRR
HXPaQ (1878) WR Ecce HRPR (1888), Ke cRPSRVed WKRXVaQdV XSRQ WKRXVaQdV RI
SLWK\ Va\LQJV aQd Pa[LPV. ʎe IUaJPeQWaU\ IRUP becaPe WKe SUeIeUUed VW\Oe IRU WKe
UeVW RI KLV OLIe. ʎe SURSKeW LQ ʎXV SSRNe ZaUaWhXVWUa (1883-85) VSeaNV LQ eQLJPaWLc
dLWK\UaPbV UePLQLVceQW RI WKe ZLVdRP OLWeUaWXUe RI aQWLTXLW\.

The PloVghshare Notebook bZ Friedrich Niet[sche contains 176 aphorisms set doXn in 1876. CoVrtesZ
BibliotheqVe Nationale, Paris/Niet[schesoVrce.org



IQWeQVe, dLȉcXOW Pa[LPV VWULNe aW WKe KeaUW Rf UeadeUV,
deVWabLOLVLQg WKeLU KabLWV Rf WKRXgKW

NLeW]VcKeŨV aSKRULVWLc fRUP becRPeV KLV Za\ Rf WUaLQLQg KLV UeadeUV QRW WR VXbVcULbe
WR a dRcWULQe RU a SaUWLcXOaU NLeW]VcKeaQ YLeZ Rf OLfe, bXW UaWKeU WR cUeaWe aQd cUafW
WKeLU RZQ SKLORVRSK\ Rf OLfe. He ZULWeV WKaW ŧLQ bRRNV Rf aSKRULVPV OLNe PLQe WKeUe aUe
SOeQW\ Rf fRUbLddeQ, ORQg WKLQgV aQd cKaLQV Rf WKRXgKWV beWZeeQ aQd beKLQd VKRUW
aSKRULVPVŨ. WKaW WKLV PeaQV LV WKaW NLeW]VcKe ZLOO QRW VSRRQ-feed KLV UeadeUV. HLV
PeWKRd LV OLNe HeUacOLWXVŨ Ť LQWeQVe, dLȉcXOW, aSRUeWLc Pa[LPV aQd aUURZV WKaW VWULNe
aW WKe KeaUW Rf UeadeUV, VeL]LQg RU deVWabLOLVLQg WKeLU KabLWV Rf WKRXgKW. ʎe\ aUe
UeTXLUed WR dR PXcK ZRUN, WR LQYeVWLgaWe ZKaW LV ŧbeWZeeQ aQd beKLQdŨ KLV VKaUS
ZRUdV. HeUe LV RQe VXcK SLeUcLQg LQVLgKW:

We KaYe aOUead\ gURZQ be\RQd ZKaWeYeU Ze KaYe ZRUdV fRU; LQ aOO WaONLQg
WKeUe OLeV a gUaLQ Rf cRQWePSW Ű ʎe VSeaNeU KaV aOUead\ YXOgaULVed KLPVeOf
b\ VSeaNLQg.

NLeW]VcKe KeUe fRUceV XV WR WKLQN abRXW WKe WeQXRXV cRQWLQXLW\ beWZeeQ LQQeU
WKRXgKWV, VSeecK aQd ZULWLQg. ʎe SURdXcWLRQ Rf WKRXgKW Ť WKe PRYePeQW fURP LdeaV
LQ RXU PLQdV WR LdeaV e[SUeVVed LQ ZULWLQg Ť LV QeYeU VeaPOeVV; WKeUe LV aOZa\V a
ȇdeOLW\ SURbOeP Rf WUaQVPLVVLRQ. OXU LQPRVW WKRXgKWV caQQRW be caSWXUed LQ aQ\
OaQgXage: WKe WUXe aSKRULVP LV be\RQd ZRUdV. IQ ScKOegeOŨV eOegaQW fRUPXOaWLRQ:

A fUagPeQW RXgKW WR be eQWLUeO\ LVROaWed fURP WKe VXUURXQdLQg ZRUOd OLNe a
OLWWOe ZRUN Rf aUW aQd cRPSOeWe LQ LWVeOf OLNe a KedgeKRg.

IW LV QR accLdeQW WKaW, ZKeQ ScKOegeO cRPSaUeV aQ aSKRULVP WR a KedgeKRg (eLQ IgeO),
WKe PRVW faPRXV KedgeKRg LQ WeVWeUQ WKRXgKW cRPeV fURP a fUagPeQW Rf
AUcKLORcKXV WKaW IVaLaK BeUOLQ OaWeU SRSXOaULVed:

ʎe fR[ NQRZV PaQ\ WKLQgV, bXW WKe KedgeKRg NQRZV RQe bLg WKLQg.

ʎRXgK aQ aSKRULVP b\ deȇQLWLRQ LV VXccLQcW, LW aOPRVW aOZa\V SUROLfeUaWeV LQWR aQ
LQQXPeUabOe VeULeV Rf LWeUaWLRQV. B\ QaWXUe, WKe aSKRULVP Ť OLNe WKe KedgeKRg Ť LV a
VROLWaU\ aQLPaO. SWULYLQg WR cXW RXW aOO YeUbLage, LWV QRW-VR-VecUeW ZLVK LV WR aQQLKLOaWe
LWV QeLgKbRXU VR WKaW LWV VLQgXOaU SRWeQc\ ZRXOd UeLgQ VXSUePe.

eW aSKRULVPV aOVR KaYe a KeUd PeQWaOLW\. FURP WKe ZLVdRP OLWeUaWXUe Rf WKe
SXPeULaQV aQd Eg\SWLaQV RQZaUd, WKe\ ȇQd VWUeQgWK LQ WKe VRcLaO cROOecWLYe Rf

aQWKRORgLeV. EacK aSKRULVP PLgKW YeU\ ZeOO be ŧcRPSOeWe LQ LWVeOfŨ, aV ScKOegeO cOaLPV,
bXW LW aOVR fRUPV a QRde LQ a QeWZRUN, RfWeQ a WUaQVQaWLRQaO RQe ZLWK gUeaW ORQgeYLW\,
caSabOe Rf cRQWLQXRXV e[SaQVLRQ. AQd WKe beVW PRdeUQ aSKRULVWV QeYeU ZURWe MXVW
RQe aSKRULVP, bXW aOPRVW aOZa\V a gUeaW PaQ\: FUaQ¨RLV de La RRcKefRXcaXOd,
JRKaQQ WROfgaQg YRQ GReWKe, GeRUg CKULVWRSK LLcKWeQbeUg, PaVcaO aQd NLeW]VcKe
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himself had notebooks upon notebooks ȇlled with them, and often had trouble
ȇnishing them.

So while a single aphorism might be a hegemonic hedgehog, a collection of aphorisms
morphs into a multitude of cunning little foxes.

Etymologically, ‘aphorismŨ is composed of the Greek apo- ‘from, away fromŨ + hori]ein
‘to boundŨ. A horizon is deȇned by Merriam-WebsterŨs dictionary as:

a: the apparent junction of Earth and sky; 
b: the great circle on the celestial sphere formed by the intersection of the
celestial sphere with a plane tangent to the EarthŨs surface at an observerŨs
position.

It is impossible to ever arrive at the horizon; it is inȇnitely receding, both immanent
and imminent. Ever transcendent, as a line it is without beginning or end, cutting the
visible and invisible.

Is not a well-wrought aphorism precisely that which walks,
leaps, climbs, and dances?

An aphorism makes a deȇnitive statement, sets boundaries, establishes property. Yet
any good deȇnition is aware of its own limits, what is within and without. To deȇne
anything, after all, is to delimit it. ʎe curvature of the globe, like the shape of
thinking, means that there is always a limit to our ȇeld of vision. An aphorism, in this
sense, is a mark of our ȇnitude, ever approaching the receding horizon. Beyond the
horizon of language, thinking can go no further.

In times of great diȉculty, we might not have the powers of concentration to read
weighty tomes – even Either/Or (1843), the magnum opus of Kierkegaard, that great
philosopher of fragments, runs to two volumes totalling 1,200 pages in the Princeton
University Press translation. HegelŨs ʎe Phenomenolog\ of the Spirit (1807) is 600
pages; PlatoŨs RepXblic is 500; KantŨs three CritiqXes (1781; 1788; 1790) add up to
some 2,400. Michel Foucault also wrote big books – Madness and CiYili]ation (1961),
ʎe Birth of the Clinic (1963), Discipline and PXnish (1975), ʎe Order of ʎings (1966)
and ʎe Archaeolog\ of KnoZledge (1969), among others. Toward the end of this life,
Foucault reȈected on a more modest genre of writing in antiquity called
‘hupomnemataŨ, the sayings of the Stoics, the Epicureans, Jesus. In ‘Self WritingŨ
(1983), Foucault said:

In this period there was a culture of what could be called ‘personal writingŨ:
taking notes on the readings, conversations, and reȈections that one hears
or has or does; keeping notebooks of one sort or another on important



AQdUeZ HXi
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VXbMecWV (ZhaW Whe GUeeNV caOO hXSRmQemaWa), ZhLch PXVW be UeUead fURP
WLPe WR WLPe VR aV WR UeacWXaOLVe ZhaW Whe\ cRQWaLQ Ű

TR SUacWLVe VeOf-caUe, WheQ, LV WR WhLQN abRXW aShRULVPV aQd WR WhLQN aShRULVWLcaOO\.

IQ ʎe Ga\ ScieQce (1887), NLeW]Vche ZURWe WhaW:

We dR QRW beORQg WR WhRVe ZhR haYe LdeaV RQO\ aPRQg bRRNV, ZheQ
VWLPXOaWed b\ bRRNV. IW LV RXU habLW WR WhLQN RXWdRRUV Ť ZaONLQg, OeaSLQg,
cOLPbLQg, daQcLQg, SUefeUabO\ RQ ORQeO\ PRXQWaLQV RU QeaU Whe Vea ZheUe
eYeQ Whe WUaLOV becRPe WhRXghWfXO.

IQ WheVe da\V Rf COVID-19 ORcNdRZQV, PaQ\ Rf XV aUe hRXVebRXQd. IV QRW a ZeOO-
ZURXghW aShRULVP, VXSSOe aQd OLPbeU, SUecLVeO\ WhaW ZhLch ZaONV, OeaSV, cOLPbV, aQd
daQceV? PeUhaSV b\ UeadLQg PRUe aShRULVPV, aQd cRPSRVLQg VRPe Rf RXU RZQ, Ze
caQ LPSURYe RXU aUW Rf OLYLQg LQ WheVe daUN WLPeV. AfWeU aOO, ZhR caQ UeaOO\ Uead HegeO
RXWdRRUV aQ\Za\?

A ʎeRU\ Rf Whe AShRUiVm (2019) b\ AQdUeZ HXi iV SXbliVhed b\ PUiQceWRQ UQiYeUViW\
PUeVV.

iV aVVRciaWe SURfeVVRU iQ liWeUaWXUe aW Yale-NUS CRllege iQ SiQgaSRUe. He iV Whe
aXWhRU Rf ʎe PReWicV Rf RXiQV iQ ReQaiVVaQce LiWeUaWXUe (2016) aQd A ʎeRU\ Rf Whe
AShRUiVm (2019).
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