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Let me begin with a confession: I am only a casual reader of autobiography—certainly no 

scholar. No doubt, I was asked to speak here as the author of a book entitled The Autobiography of 

Philosophy. The title is perhaps misleading; it means not that one must understand the particulars of 

Descartes’ life to understand Cartesian philosophy, but rather that at bottom the fundamental question of 

philosophy is and must always be the nature and possibility of philosophy itself. Thinking through the 

love of wisdom forces us to unravel the being of seeming. That we can even put questions to the world 

requires that things first appear to us as questionable—as being other than they are. Accordingly, 

without commenting one way or another on particular philosophers, I meant to say that philosophy is 

necessarily autobiographical in the etymological sense—itself (autos) writing (graphein) the life (bios) 

of itself (autos).  

At one time we would have spoken not of the self but of the soul. In his book on the soul, De 

Anima, Aristotle turns to three progressively more complex versions of soul, each assimilating what 

comes before it; He first treats soul as nutritive—plant soul, then as appetitive—animal soul, and finally 

as cognitive—human soul. We are left to puzzle out for ourselves what the three have in common that 

justifies calling them all soul. Still, we know where to start. All soul contains nutritive soul. What most 

distinguishes Aristotle, both from those who come before him and from those who come after, is the 

attention he pays to plants. Plant soul is for Aristotle the principle of nutrition and reproduction, which, 

curiously enough, he says are the same process (416a19). Aristotle does not make the nature of this 

sameness explicit, but when we chew on the problem a bit we discover that nutrition occurs in a being 

that takes what is other than and apart from itself and transforms it into what is the same as itself. 

Reproduction, Aristotle tells us, is the creation of heteron hoion auto—”another like itself” or “another 
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like the same” (415a28). Reproduction, he says, is a sign of a feature present in all soul—a desire to 

participate in the divine and eternal. And since it is the same as nutrition, this must be true as well of 

nutrition. Ensouled beings eat to maintain themselves/the same (in the context auto could mean either) 

as themselves/the same by incorporating what is other; they reproduce to maintain themselves/the same 

by making another that is like themselves/the same. These two processes are the same insofar as they 

involve a being defined in relation to, and by negation of, what is other; you could say that only 

ensouled beings have an inside because only for ensouled beings is there an outside—an other. As 

Aristotle remarks in what is perhaps the most famous sentence of De Anima, “soul is somehow all 

beings” (431b21). Things can be in it only because it is its being to be fundamentally apart from 

everything else. Now, in working to preserve itself in its distinctness from what is other, every soul 

places itself on a collision course with time, for it is the condition of time that beings in it become other 

than themselves or move out of themselves. Nutrition and reproduction represent the essential, albeit 

necessarily incompletely successful, tendency of soul to resist time in time. Soul is, then, what goes out 

of itself for the sake of remaining itself.  

This feature of every living being can be understood to characterize cognitive soul as well. Just 

prior to his account of soul as nutritive, Aristotle pauses for a methodological comment on the nature of 

understanding. We move, he says, from what is most apparent but still unclear to what is clearer and 

more knowable according to reason. Thinking thus has the character of transforming external 

appearances into something in accordance with reason—kata ton logon—something much more like 

thinking itself. This process is not altogether unlike digestion; insofar as appearances too are food for 

thought, cognitive soul may be said to go out of itself in order to affirm itself as itself.  

What, then, does it mean that a being of this sort can attempt to write itself up—when a soul 

makes an object of itself? What are its motives? There are, I think, at least three sorts. Given the intrinsic 
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hiddenness of all motives (we must always somehow infer them from actions), and given the episodic 

attention others pay to our lives, we suspect, even fear, that the truth of who we are will never become 

manifest. If we are to be judged—and, if our tendency to judge others is any indication, we certainly will 

be judged—then we wish to be judged for what we are, not what we are imagined to be. Accordingly, 

autobiography is self-defensive; it originates in a longing for justice. On the other hand, it would be 

difficult to count the hours we spend worrying over our own understandings of ourselves. “How could I 

have done that?” is an expression of self-ignorance—the meditation following it, an example of self-

exploration. We make ourselves objects of inquiry in order to figure out who we are. Autobiography, 

therefore, attempts to overcome our opacity not only to others but also to ourselves; it is grounded in a 

longing for self-knowledge. Finally, we put our selves down on paper in order to keep our lives from 

disappearing. Much of what loomed large for me when I was seventeen and contributed to what I am 

now, has since vanished from my memory. The self forms itself by digesting a series of events that 

unfold for it in time. And yet, by the very same process it disperses itself in the passage of time. Writing 

one’s own life is an attempt to thwart this dispersion—to make ephemeral life permanent. 

Autobiography, then, is born of the fear of death and its attendant longing for immortality.  

These three impulses are not altogether distinct. If I am to make the truth of myself manifest to 

others, I must know myself. But if the self is to be knowable, its being cannot be forever in flux; it must 

have some permanence. Both self-knowledge and self-justification require the objectification of the self, 

and yet, as we have seen, it is the very being of the self to go outside of itself—to become other than 

itself. The impulse to autobiography is thus as natural as its fulfillment is impossible. The self, ever on 

the move, seems tragic in its attempt to grasp itself and make itself known. In Greek antiquity a version 

of this problem is Hades. 
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The first book of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is about happiness—the final good desired by 

us all. But happiness belongs only to a complete life. Aristotle is thinking of Solon’s famous remark, 

“count no man happy until he is dead,” and so is indirectly reminding us of Solon’s other famous saying 

that as he grows older he constantly learns many things. You can see the connection. Suppose wisdom is 

the source of happiness. If you are always learning something new, and if everything is connected to 

everything else, then you never really know what you think you know, you are not really wise, and so 

cannot really be happy. In his version of this problem, Aristotle calls our attention to the life of Priam of 

Troy to attest to the dangers of premature judgment. No matter that you have fared very well for most of 

your life, if in your last days, your sons are killed, your wife and daughters raped, and the city over 

which you have ruled long and prosperously is ransacked and burned. It looks as though either one can 

never count oneself happy, or one could do so only if there were a place like Hades from which a 

judgment of one’s life as a whole could be made after death.  

Hades provides the permanence for which the soul longs, but at a price made apparent when 

Aristotle digresses to ask whether the dead in Hades can be made unhappy by the shameful deeds of 

their living relations—you thought you were happy but your great granddaughter gets caught shoplifting 

after you are dead and besmirches the family honor. It all seems a little bizarre until one realizes what is 

at stake—the possibility of a perspective from which one can judge one’s life that is at the same time 

immune from the incomplete and precarious nature of life as it is lived. Hades looks to be absurd. Either 

you do not live on, and, as there is no vantage point from which to judge your life, it is never 

experienced as complete; or else you do live on, and, as you can still be affected by things, your life is 

never experienced as complete—Hades is simply graduate school. In either case you will never be happy 

in any final sense—never able to count yourself happy because you will never be able to give an account 

of yourself. This is not an accident of your particular life; it is rather inherent in the very character of 
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what it means to be a self in the world. Life is by its very nature incomplete and incompletable. Hades, 

which comes from the Greek a-eides, or “invisible,” is a place that is and is not a place—a place where 

we oxymoronically live forever—is what would be required for us to represent ourselves correctly to 

ourselves so as to be happy and to others so as to be justly judged.  

Among philosophers Jean-Jacques Rousseau is probably the most famous, and unrelenting, 

autobiographer. He begins the third of his Reveries of the Solitary Walker with an epigraph, Solon’s 

“I come to be old, while always learning.” Rousseau laments this fact of life for reasons very like the 

ones we have seen already. Learning always comes too late. Because we can never grasp our lives as 

wholes, we learn to live only after this knowledge is no longer of any use to us. Learning means 

discovering mistakes potentially terrible and perhaps without remedy. To avoid this situation, Rousseau 

decides that when he is forty, he will consider himself a completed work, simply adopt whatever views 

seem to him most likely, and live faithfully, and guiltlessly, for the remainder of his life using these 

views as moral standards. Now, Rousseau knows this is preposterous; he writes the Reveries when he is 

in his sixties and in the reverie directly after this, the fourth, he tells us that the day before yesterday he 

meditated about whether lying was ever moral. So apparently Rousseau’s “fixed moral principles” are 

under constant revision. Still, we are meant to learn something about the structure of morality from this 

phantom stability. To be a moral being means regularly to jump outside of oneself to take stock of 

oneself as a whole. We may not know how this is possible, but our everyday experiences of duty and 

obligation suggest that we are nonetheless doing it all the time. Rousseau uses the quotation of Solon as 

an epigraph to signal what the third reverie is about as a whole. Apparently it is possible to have 

sufficient distance on ourselves to know that it is our nature never simply to be complete. This is self-

consciousness—in its double sense of self-awareness and embarrassment. We capture ourselves in our 
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awareness that we are always in motion. Perhaps, then, the natural impulse to autobiography is not 

altogether tragic. 

In the Essay on the Origin of Languages, Rousseau argues a familiar claim in an unfamiliar way. 

By nature, he says, “speech distinguishes man among the animals” (1.1). Rousseau’s first remark about 

the origin of languages is telling. 

As soon as a man was recognized by an other for a sentient being, thinking and similar to 

him, the desire or the need of communicating his sentiments and his thoughts to him 

made him seek the means for it. (1.2) 

We expect Rousseau to say that recognizing another as similar moves us to attempt to communicate, 

indicating that we already have something in mind. However, Rousseau thwarts our expectation by 

claiming that the origin of language rather involves being recognized, or—since being anonymously 

recognized would not affect us at all—sensing that we have been recognized. Sensing that I have 

become an object for another means coming to know that there are others like me, sentient beings who 

take things in. What is at issue is revealed by Rousseau’s ambiguous use of the word “him,” which 

seems to apply now to the one recognized and now to the one recognizing. It calls our attention to what 

ties the two together. Both are indirect objects—beings to whom things happen. Or, rather, they are not 

really objects at all; they are similar in being subjects. Rousseau’s opening remark thus suggests that in 

sensing that we are being sensed we experience a subject as a subject. 

The verb Rousseau chooses here is not unimportant. Reconnaître has a range of meanings that 

includes both “to know” and “to know again.” In On the Social Contract, Rousseau uses the similarly 

ambiguous verbs rassembler and réunir to describe the action of men who come together to form a 

social contract. The perhaps vestigial prefix “re” allows him to finesse the deep question of what sort of 

prior agreement would be necessary for isolated human beings to come together to talk. The putatively 
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“first” assembly of human beings can be thought of only as a reassembly. Similarly, the putatively 

“first” cognition of another as a subject must be thought of as a recognition. For Rousseau, the origin of 

language no less than the origin of social life (the two are of course intimately connected) is not really 

temporal. A wants to communicate with B as soon as he has been recognized by B as a subject; this 

seems straightforward enough. But when we look at the matter from the point of view of B, it gets 

crooked. To recognize A, B would already have to have been recognized by A. With respect to the most 

fundamental things, we come in, and can only come in, in the middle. The first things are always 

second.  

This stands to reason. As Heracleitus was perhaps first to remark, logos is double; it 

communicates and it articulates. Still it is one thing. In Greek, a single verb, dialegein, means in its 

active voice to select or separate and in its middle-passive form, dialegesthai, to converse. Thus 

Aristotle can treat rational and political as the single defining characteristic of the human animal. 

Rousseau’s Essay on the Origin of Languages means to spell out this problematic unity. The real point 

of the “was recognized” is that the “sense” of another as sentient is not available to the senses. It rather 

points to the problem of the context necessary for speech, a context that naturally cannot be established 

by speech. We speak to another with the expectation of a possible answer. Both parties to speech must 

be pay attention and command attention. Language is not simply a device to show what we thinking. We 

speak first not to show things but to show ourselves. This would have to be the case. One would never 

begin by expressing an objective need, for to do so presupposes that someone would care. Language 

thus always expresses the subject “before” it expresses the object even though this “before” cannot be 

understood temporally.  

Language articulates. It shows us things by showing us what sets one thing apart from others—

what differentiates or defines it. Language communicates. We use it to tell others what we know and 
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what we feel. Rousseau’s Essay on the Origin of Languages means to articulate and to communicate to 

us the inseparable bond between these two functions of language. Every communication is a 

communication of; every articulation is an articulation to. Thinking is a conversation in which we are 

our own interlocutors. While, to be sure, this is unlike any other conversation, it does involve putting 

questions to ourselves. Articulation is not something we do without a motive. Insofar as thinking means 

asking questions of ourselves or of others so as to yield a response, it involves communication.  

Rousseau suggests that languages divide roughly into two kinds—those of the North, originating 

in need, and those of the South, originating in passion, but the two are not so distinct as they at first 

seem. They are separated, Rousseau playfully suggests, by a mere consonant—the harsher North giving 

rise to the harder consonant of the expression aidez-moi, the softer South to the softer consonant of 

aimez-moi (somehow both North and South are united in speaking French). The language of need 

emphasizes the object of need—speech as articulation. The language of passion emphasizes the subject, 

the one to whom one is speaking—speech as communication. But the objective language of need is a cry 

for help unintelligible apart from the expectation of a favorable reception—aimez-moi, and the 

subjective language of passion makes the subject to whom it is addressed into an object of desire—

aidez-moi.  

This is just a piece of the much larger pattern of the Essay as a whole. The first divide, Rousseau 

tells us, is between the language of gesture and that of voice—the first more objective, the second more 

passionate. But Rousseau’s own examples belie this rigid distinction. We are left with two tendencies 

that proceed to show themselves in Rousseau’s subsequent distinctions between the language of need 

and the language of passion, between literal and figural language, between prose and poetry, between 

speech and writing, between North and the South, between non-musical and musical, and, within music, 

between harmony and melody. Rousseau never meant to give an account of the origin of language—that 
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problem is as intractable in the Essay as it was in the Discourse on the Origins of Inequalilty. His goal is 

rather to show how the irresolvable tension between communicating to a subject and articulating an 

object that is at the very core language works itself out in a variety of ways so as to produce diverse 

languages. French may, on Rousseau’s account, lack the capacity to communicate passion present in the 

more musical language of Homer, but Rousseau knows of Homer’s passion only by way of the written 

versions of the Iliad and Odyssey, and he gives a rather passionate account of Homer’s superiority in 

French.  

The Essay makes clear to us how all language expresses the self . All language requires a context 

of expectation that involves mutual recognition of another as subject. Rousseau’s attempt to express this 

context in language necessarily objectifies it. The Essay moves through progressively more fluid 

versions of language to arrive finally at melody, the least objectified expression of passion and so of the 

subject. But it is not melody that Rousseau is really aiming at; it is rather the movement of the whole of 

his own argument.  

What has all of this to do with autobiography? Although the result of a longing intrinsic to the 

self, autobiography seems impossible—a tragic quest of the self to communicate its self-articulation. 

This tragedy has a counterpart in what one might call the tragedy of logos—the story of the two prongs 

of language perennially at war. But we learn from the Essay on the Origin of Languages that, while 

communication and articulation are at odds, they are also inseparable. Only a passionate being would 

have any reason to seek to be objective, and it shows itself in the attempt. In autobiography, the soul of 

the being with logos longs to make itself known to others and to itself as it really is. It must always fail, 

and, in so doing, it succeeds. 
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