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			1. How could I believe in Santa Claus? - (Why philosophize?)

			Who is Santa Claus?

			Santa Claus would be an old man with a long white beard, who would live at the North Pole, would be dressed in red and would distribute presents to all the children of the earth who were good, during the night of December 24 to 25. It’s hard to believe. First of all, we can wonder how he ended up there. Maybe he was on a scientific expedition in the Arctic and was forgotten or abandoned because he was always talking. Or maybe he missed the plane. The strange thing is that Santa Claus, whatever his real name, has always been old. So you have to wonder what he was doing before he was old. Perhaps he worked for Coca-Cola, since he is dressed in red. We know that at the beginning, he dressed rather in green, but that he agreed to change the color of his coat to promote this famous soft drink whose name we can pronounce, since we are not on TV. And then there are other things that don’t add up. What can this old man do all year long? Apparently, he’s not very well organized, since he does absolutely nothing from January 1 to December 24, although we see him from time to time hanging around in front of department stores from the end of November, probably to panhandle or find gift ideas. As a result, he works in a hurry on Christmas Eve, which is not very smart. Besides, how does he manage to distribute gifts to all the children in the world in one night? Indeed, a quick calculation allows us to estimate that he must be able to distribute 23 148 gifts per second. This is not very easy. It is true that the protons moving in the world’s largest particle gas pedal in Switzerland travel twenty-seven kilometers at a rate of eleven thousand times per second. But Switzerland is very different from the North Pole, and Santa Claus is not a proton.

			In short, it is not very credible. How could I believe in Santa Claus when I was a child? Probably because I was just a child. Only a child can believe in Santa Claus, and everyone knows that there comes an age when you can’t and shouldn’t believe anymore. We can’t, because we have lost the naivety that makes us believe in this kind of beautiful stories and illusions. One should no longer do so, because one is supposed to have the intellectual capacities that allow one to stop believing anything. There comes an age when one discovers that Santa Claus does not exist, either that this belief exhausts itself under the weight of the knowledge that one has acquired elsewhere, or that an ill-intentioned classmate reveals it to us, or that one has that traumatic experience during which one surprises one’s parents in the process of depositing the presents under the tree. “What? That was you!” Either way, we know that this belief is not worthy of an adult. When someone is told, “You believe in Santa Claus,” they are being accused of being as naive and gullible as a child. To believe in Santa Claus is to believe that the world in general, and other men in particular, are just and good. It is to believe that one can receive gifts, in all senses of the word: I can think of luck or of a god who would have the concern to ensure my happiness, as Santa Claus cares about the happiness of children. It is to believe that there is a kind of divine justice, according to which those who do good will be rewarded, as children are rewarded by Santa Claus. One can especially have illusions about the goodness of men, and believe that they are ready to help their neighbors, without expecting anything in return. Believing in Santa Claus is believing that one can obtain things for free, without understanding that men are selfish, and act only in their own interest. Everything is exchanged in society, and nothing is given.

			Why do children believe in Santa Claus?

			“As we were children before we were men,” writes Descartes in The Principles of Philosophy, “we have judged sometimes well and sometimes badly the things that presented themselves to our senses when we did not yet have the full use of our reason. What does he tell us? All men see things “presenting themselves to their senses”: things that are in front of them, that they touch and see, like the table, the tree over there and the sun in the distance; “things”, too, that seem to happen inside themselves, sensations, feelings, and in particular, pleasure and pain. We think that an adult knows that his “senses” do not always allow him to judge things “well”. In reality, for example, the Sun is not as small and as close as we see it. He also knows that we should not rely on pleasure alone to know if things are good or bad. If it is unpleasant and even painful to go to the dentist, it is nevertheless a good thing, which allows to avoid much worse sufferings, like rotten snags. On the other hand, if smoking “feels good”, because we feel pleasure, we know very well that deep down it hurts, because it “kills”. In short, the senses are very unreliable guides for knowing what is true and what is false, as well as for judging what is good and what is bad. But we think that an adult has the capacity to correct or interpret this information, and to make a distinction between what he can believe and what he cannot believe. Why? Because he has acquired a certain amount of knowledge, either because he has experienced it himself, or because he has been taught. For example, he will have been taught the true distance from the Sun to the Earth, which allows him to know that what he sees is not reality. Or he will have experienced a good liver attack after eating too much chocolate, which will have shown him that it is not always good to indulge. It is sometimes necessary to be “reasonable”, that is to say to correct or temper the information of the senses, by making “full use of [one’s] reason”. Reason is thus this faculty of the spirit or thought, which allows to judge well, to make the share of the things, among all those which one can be brought to know.

			A child, on the contrary, is ignorant. He has not acquired any knowledge, and therefore does not know the difference between what is true and what is false, so that he believes all the things he feels, without any discernment. He believes that what is unpleasant is wrong, and seeks only to satisfy his desires. He will think that it is good to eat chocolate, because the taste is pleasant. He will think that the Sun is in the sky, not far from the clouds, because that is what he sees. And if he is told that Santa Claus exists, he will believe it, especially since he can see the old man with his own eyes, hanging out in front of department stores. In any case, the child takes all the information given to him as true, because he has no knowledge that can question it. The child has no reason not to believe everything he sees, feels and is told, because there is no other evidence that it is false. This is why he has to be taught a number of things. Since he does not yet have the use of his reason, he must be guided by the reason of someone else and in particular, that of his parents. This is called minority. It is considered that a minor does not have sufficient capacity of judgement to behave by himself. This is why they are denied certain rights, such as the right to vote. The reason for setting the age of majority at 18 is that it is considered to be the age at which an individual is reasonable enough to express a personal political opinion, which he has formed by himself, and which does not simply consist in repeating what he has heard at home. But he is also spared certain duties. We know that the law sets a limit to the penal majority below which an individual is not considered responsible for his acts, notably because he ignores the distinction between Good and Evil. And if he goes against the law, it is by simple ignorance. Basically, he does not know that it is wrong, so it is his parents who are held responsible for his actions, since they represent the voice of reason that he is supposed to obey.

			Why tell children stories about Santa Claus?

			You can tell a child anything, he will believe it. But why tell him stories about Santa Claus? Everyone knows that it is not good to lie. The role of parents is certainly not to deceive their children, but on the contrary to tell them the truth in order to make them more reasonable and to give them the means to judge things properly when they grow up. This is what Plato thought, and he didn’t like people who make up stories. He didn’t really appreciate the “great” authors that we have to read in school. In The Republic, he spends his time criticizing the great poet Homer who, according to him, was not that great. Why? Because he said things that were not true. Plato did not see the point of telling imaginary stories to children. It may be pretty, but it’s useless. He hated artists, acrobats and other painters, for the good reason that they deceive people, starting with those fake Santa Clauses that swarm in front of department stores, and pretend to be what they are not, with the only purpose of obtaining the status of entertainer. Why tell children stories about Santa Claus, especially since we know very well that they will discover, one day or another, that he does not exist. Why do we persist, from generation to generation, in telling this lie? Is it revenge? “After all, my parents tortured me with these stories of Santa Claus, there is no reason why I should be the only one to suffer!”

			But if we know that, in general, we should tell the truth, we also know that we can sometimes lie to someone, for his or her own good. For example, if the famous “tooth puller” is a liar, it is only in order not to scare the patient he has to treat. Moreover, Plato himself admits that myths, fictions and stories, in short, fairy tales, can be useful, especially for educating children. As we have seen, a child is mainly guided by his senses and desires. To educate him, and to show him what is good and what is bad, it is thus necessary to play on his feelings, since one cannot initially address his reason, of which he does not have yet the “use”. We will tell him that he must eat his soup, because it makes him grow up, whereas it is completely false! But the important thing is that he eats. We’ll also tell him that Santa Claus is coming down the chimney to put presents under the tree. The important thing is the educational function of this myth. In fact, Santa Claus officially only gives presents to “good” children, and we don’t know where he gets his information from. In any case, this story probably encourages children to follow the rules that their parents try to instill in them. Since they are only directed by their desires, they are promised gifts if they obey, and fear is often used to prevent them from being disobedient. The question is, why not just promise them presents? Why invent this Santa Claus?

			Santa Claus is a god for children, and God is a Santa Claus for adults

			Santa Claus is probably used so that the child does not question the rules that his parents try to instill in him. Indeed, a child is quickly led to leave the family framework: he goes to the nursery, to school, or even spends a Sunday at his cousins’. There, he can be given to follow different rules, even contrary to those of his parents. As a result, the child quickly understands that what is wrong according to mom and dad, can be perfectly acceptable elsewhere. “And why is it that Cousin What’s-his-name is allowed to watch TV until 10 p.m., and I’m not? So he begins to think that Good and Evil are quite relative, and that he can, therefore, do whatever he wants. Santa Claus is therefore a way to fight against this relativism, and to show children that the moral rules imposed on them are true, absolute. Indeed, Santa Claus is the same for all children. To say that it is not the parents themselves, but Santa Claus who will reward the good children, allows to give more objectivity and credibility to the family rules. I am not only wise from my parents’ point of view, because I obey their rules, which are quite debatable. I am wise, too, from the point of view of Santa Claus, who therefore agrees with my parents and assures me that the rules I must obey are the right ones, the true ones. The one who doesn’t believe in Santa Claus and who knows that his parents are the ones who give him gifts, will always be tempted to argue, to haggle over his obedience and his gifts. On the contrary, one does not haggle with Santa Claus for good behavior, since he lives at the North Pole. He hardly has a post office box to which you can send a list of gifts, without being sure that he will receive it, since you cannot send registered mail with acknowledgement of receipt. In short, Santa Claus is a universal, absolute, and in fact, divine point of view, which gives weight to the morals taught by parents.

			As a result, one might think that Santa Claus is a first figure of God, the best way that believers have found to start getting their children used to this idea. A God in a red coat, with a big beard, which is good timing, since Christmas is first and foremost the birthday of Jesus Christ, the only son of this same God. Moreover, one might wonder to what extent God would not be a Santa Claus for adults, since he seems to fulfill the same function: he allows us to believe that the world is just and encourages us to do good and to flee evil. He punishes sinners at the hour of the Last Judgment, and rewards the pious (“the last shall be first”). Is not the salvation promised to believers comparable to the gifts that await the wise children? And is there more reason to believe in God than in Santa Claus?

			To stop believing in Santa Claus is to think for yourself

			We have all experienced that painful day when we had to bury our childhood. That day when we realized that the age of myths and fairy tales was over, and that it was time to be reasonable. The day when we are supposed to do things not to get a reward or to avoid a punishment, but because we are able to understand that it is good, quite simply. In short, we are able to judge by ourselves the value of things, thanks to the education we have received, notably through this story of Santa Claus, this old man who would live in the North Pole, etc. Once one finally has “the full use of one’s reason”, one knows how to distinguish between things, since one has enough knowledge, intelligence and experience to distinguish between the true and the false. We no longer believe in Santa Claus, because we know enough not to believe anything. We will have been able to adopt some rules of prudence, like the apostle Saint Thomas: “I believe only what I see. Indeed, I would probably find it hard to admit that a man is capable of walking on water and turning water into wine. For parties that go on forever, this is very practical, but it is not very credible, especially if we add that this man died and rose again. He’s the only one: no one else came out of it as well as he did, except maybe his friend Lazarus, whom he was willing to help out. That doesn’t weigh very much, if we consider that all the other men die, systematically. And it is hardly if we find twelve people who can testify, and swear to have seen him. Twelve apostles… that doesn’t weigh much either, compared to the testimony of all the other men who never saw these miracles. So I’ve learned to be suspicious of what I’m told, if it’s obviously contrary to anything I or most people admit to having seen.

			Thus, when we ask ourselves: “How could I believe in Santa Claus?”, we imply that we can no longer be deceived, so much so that we are surprised that we could have been so gullible for a while. It is claimed that from now on, one can no longer believe something for which one has no proof, or which is obviously false. Is it true that I no longer believe in Santa Claus?

			“You still believe in Santa Claus!”

			The problem is that, precisely, “we were children before we were men”, so we have long trusted anyone and anything. But how many of the beliefs we inherited from childhood are not still anchored in us, and do not direct our lives? Most people believe what they see, that Napoleon was emperor, that the Earth revolves around the Sun and that one should not kill one’s neighbor. But what do they really know? Some of them even believe that God exists, not to mention those who, every May 1st, pay homage to Joan of Arc who left to drive the English out of France on the express recommendation of the angel Gabriel, but who doubt the reality of the gas chambers. Is the smart guy who once thought it wise to declare: “I only believe what I see”, very careful? Can I trust what I see rather than what I am told? Philosophers have shown enough, and Descartes was the first, that the senses can be deceiving. The first optical illusion that comes along proves it to us, like the famous Sun which is not as close to us as it seems, or the poor entertainer who pays a fee in December to make children believe that Santa Claus exists. Everyone knows that appearances are deceiving. And yet, it doesn’t prevent me from believing that the table in front of me exists, simply because I see it, and I touch it. We should know!

			So how can I be sure I’m not wrong? It has also been said that it is better to believe the “truths” that most people admit, for which the testimony of twelve apostles was not very reliable. The fact that everyone believes the same thing would therefore be a better way of recognizing the truth than the senses. However, when Galileo claimed in the seventeenth century that the Earth revolved around the Sun, and not the other way around, he was alone against all and was right, while all the others were wrong. So it is not because everyone agrees with me that I am telling the truth. And once we have finally admitted that, what is the proof that the Earth revolves around the Sun? “It’s scientific, finally! It’s true! It’s proven by science!” And yes, science, the specialist who is on TV, and who is necessarily right, since a banner at the bottom of the screen gives him the title of “specialist”. And what do we know about it? Have you seen the Earth orbiting the Sun? Have you worked on it?

			To philosophize is to think for oneself

			As we understand it, most of what we think is based on prejudices. Everyone has, for a long time, accepted a certain number of truths, without ever having taken the trouble to question everything that has been said and repeated. But how can I be sure that I am not mistaken? To find out, you should first ask yourself. The problem is that we believe we are sure of what we think, simply because we have never questioned it. So the real question is not how I came to believe in Santa Claus, but rather, “Do I still not believe?”

			Most people often wonder what philosophy is for, as if it were a good reason for not doing it. Without realizing that the rest of it is not useful either: the mathematical exercises that we are bombarded with in high school are not more useful. To know how to do the calculations that will really be useful in everyday life (doing your accounts, filling in your tax form), the CM 2 level is more than enough. And then, there is the rest. Watching a game show for an hour, is it useful? Is it useful? What about music? What is useful? Do we only do things that seem useful? Surely not. So why do we philosophize? To reflect, that is, to question one’s opinions and beliefs. To make my ideas my own at last. In short, to stop believing in Santa Claus.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			2. How to be yourself at a party where you don’t know anyone - (Does the self exist?)

			You are only really yourself when you are faced with peanuts

			It is not uncommon to find yourself talking to peanuts. Yet, talking to peanuts is not really a life project, and one may wonder what causes someone to fall so low. It’s probably because you’ve ended up at a party again where you don’t know anyone. You rarely have a good time at a party where you don’t know anyone, and yet you go anyway. You may be there by chance, having met someone who met someone who was going to the party. You may have been expressly invited by the host who had the good idea to gather all his “other” friends that you have never seen: “This will finally be the occasion for you to meet what’s-his-name!” But more often than not, it’s because she asked for it. And you agree to go out with your friends. “You’ll see, they’ll love you!” So what do I care? When you see the way they dress, you know right away that you’ll never become friends. There’s always one who’s a computer graphics designer, and another who talks loudly over there, so that everyone understands that she’s a “comedian”. Everyone seems to know each other, and no one seems to have noticed me. So you can choose to stay in your corner, just to play the dark loner who doesn’t stoop to trade with his fellow men. But it’s hard to stay in your corner, because people will eventually think that you don’t have many friends. So you have to look busy. And so you spend the evening wandering from room to room, trying to make every move seem urgent. You can, for example, look busy as you move from the living room to the kitchen. The problem is that there are always many people in the kitchen at parties, and we don’t really know why. So you have to pretend to have come to get something, like the dirty plastic glass on the sink, before going back to the living room where there are no more people, to end up in front of the buffet, with the peanuts. What an evening! And what an effort to look like you’re not doing anything.

			Obviously, I care whether “they love me” or not, since the presence of these strangers makes me behave in a very determined, unusual and, to say the least, forced way. No matter what we say, we often try to make others like us, even if we don’t like them and we know we’ll never see them again. And very often, we have difficulty recognizing ourselves in these gesticulations that we try to do to please: we say things that we don’t mean, we pretend to listen to others, while we are only interested in ourselves, or we end up doing too much, trying to make jokes that are not funny. We then come to look at ourselves, as if it were someone else, hearing that inner voice shouting, “Shut up!” So how do we respond? As we have seen, even if we refuse to play the game, we still become someone else, as she knows so well how to point out: “But why are you funny when we are with your friends, while with mine, you say nothing?” Because I’m tired, because I don’t feel like making an effort. As a result, we appear as someone who is quiet, taciturn, even unpleasant, while we think we are a very nice person, “deep down”. But at the bottom of what?

			Deep self and social self

			As we have seen, there are circumstances in which one is not “oneself”. This means that there is a gap between who I “am” and who I appear to be through my actions or words. I am playing a role. I am not myself, just as the actor’s personality is different from the character he plays. Thus, one is not oneself insofar as one distinguishes and opposes on the one hand, a superficial, external and false self, which shows itself to others as the character shows itself to the public, and on the other hand, a deep and interior self, comparable to the “true” personality of the actor. So why do we have trouble being ourselves? One could find good reasons: because one wants to please the pseudo actress there, who, although unbearable, still has a beautiful ass. Or to please the man my friend wanted to introduce me to, because he could offer me a job, since he is HR director at Danone. But that would be to believe that I myself clearly know the difference between my real personality, and the one I try to show to others, just like the actor who knows very well that he doesn’t really look like his character. Besides, it is not certain that an actor has to play roles that “burn you from the inside”, contrary to what Emmanuelle Béart sometimes claims.

			“To be oneself”, finally! This would consist in giving up the character that one plays in society, to express one’s “true” personality. But that supposes that I know who I am, that I know “myself”. However, as strange as it may seem, the “deep self”, or what one claims to be my true personality, escapes me at first. It is in particular Henri Bergson who explains thus that it is very difficult, even impossible to know one’s “deep self”. Why? Because we don’t really need it in everyday life, so we end up forgetting it. When my alarm clock rings in the morning, I get up “and I’m pushing you, you don’t wake up, as usual”. As usual. I get dressed, like everyone else; I take the subway, like everyone else; I work and go home, like everyone else. In all this, one cannot say that I am “myself”. First of all, because I act like everyone else would in my place, and like everyone else does, as I can observe when I take the subway and see that they all have the same life and the same head as me. Most of my actions do not reflect my personality, that is to say, what distinguishes me from everyone else. Secondly, they are habits, automatic acts, which do not require any reflection. To get up when the alarm clock rings, we don’t need to know our inner self. We don’t ask ourselves: “Who am I?” because we don’t need to. You just need to know that you have to get up, just as a dog has learned to lift its paw. So it’s not just at parties where you don’t know anyone that you have trouble being yourself. It’s every day and with everyone. And even when you’re alone, you can’t say that you’re finally “facing yourself”, because the personality you’re dealing with is still the superficial self, the Mr. Everyman that you are from morning to night.

			“Why aren’t you fun with my friends?” Because I don’t feel like making an effort, I claimed. As if it were easier to “be yourself,” and that it took effort to build your social persona. But the opposite is true: what requires effort is to be oneself, because daily life in general and social life in particular do not require it. In this sense, Bergson speaks of a “thick crust that will cover our personal feelings”, “little by little”. The habits that we develop, from the time we get up to the time we say “Good morning” to the baker, shape us and make each of us an automaton that looks like all the others. And that goes, of course, for the baker herself. At the end of the day, we have not met ourselves, even once. There is no role that burns us from the inside, because on the contrary, life consumes us from the outside. Bergson specifies that it requires a “vigorous effort” to be oneself and first of all, to know oneself. It is necessary to stop acting, and to ask oneself once and for all: “Who am I?” Yet, he asserts that this is possible. The “deep self” exists, and remembers us, even when we play a character. It is that little inner voice that we can hear, for example, when we feel that we are making a joke that is not funny, and that shouts: “Shut up!” Bergson says it a little differently: “At the moment when the act is going to be accomplished, it is not rare that a revolt occurs. It is the lower self that rises to the surface. It is the outer crust that bursts, yielding to an irresistible push.”1

			From there, our philosopher tries to explain how one can discover one’s deepest self, notably by the “intuition of pure duration”. But personally, I have never understood what this means. So I will simply ask: what is this “deep self”? And how can we know it, if it exists at all?

			To be yourself is to be natural

			How to be oneself ? First of all, let’s remember that this is a philosophical question, which is therefore of no interest; and if you want to please others, and in particular the pretty brunette from the Cours Florent, it is better not to ask yourself the question. Besides, one will be more likely to be oneself when talking with an ugly girl, since one does not expect anything from her.

			“To be oneself”, in the common sense, means to be “natural”, i.e. to behave in accordance with one’s nature. The nature of a thing is the set of characteristics that define it and make it what it is. The nature of a table, for example, is to have four legs on which a board rests. On the one hand, this allows us to recognize a table: whatever its shape, round, square, wooden or iron, it remains a table. The nature of an object thus indicates its essential characteristics. On the other hand, it allows us to distinguish the table from a chair or other, which does not have the same characteristics. But we know that a person is not a table or a chair. Moreover, we will not say that a table is not “itself”. A table always behaves like a table, for the good reason that it does not behave, since it is an inert object. So what can nature correspond to, when we speak of a person? Certainly, it can be physical characteristics, which are always taken into account when defining a person. For example, we have distinguished the pretty brunette from an ugly girl. But it seems that the second one will have difficulties not to be herself in a party, in the sense that she would pass for a pretty girl. On the other hand, the unbearably pretty brunette will be able to play the modest one. As one guesses, we speak rather about psychological characteristics, when one wonders to what extent one can “be oneself”, i.e. of qualities which compose what one already called the “personality” of an individual. To be oneself, it is thus to speak, act, even think in accordance with its nature. To be oneself, it is to have a behavior which manifests the characteristics of its “true” personality. And the one who is not “natural”, on the contrary, will adopt a behavior which does not correspond to his nature.

			But what is a behavior that is not natural? It is precisely that which is forced; which requires efforts (in spite of all that Bergson has pointed out to us). Naturalness is identified with spontaneity: it is acting or speaking without thinking, like our pretty brunette. When one is not oneself, on the contrary, one produces an effort to the extent that one goes against one’s nature. For example, the one who wants to play the dark loner will force himself to keep silent during the whole evening, whereas he is naturally talkative and laughing. Or the person who is looking for a job will force himself to talk all the time, when he is naturally quiet. One can even lie a little about what one likes or dislikes: one will say that one has read this or that, that one likes Ibsen a lot, whereas one does not know him at all, and that the little one has heard about his plays suggests that it must be rather boring. In short, one makes efforts to appear, and not to be, since one goes against one’s natural thoughts and feelings. Whereas acting spontaneously requires no effort on our part.

			However, can one say that one is oneself because one is “spontaneous” or “natural”? Bergson thinks so, no doubt, he who affirms that the “deep self” can express itself in a behavior which “answers to the whole of our feelings, our thoughts and our most intimate aspirations […] in short, to our personal idea of happiness”. Here, the intimate and the personal can refer to this nature that one hides from the others for all the reasons that one can imagine, and which distinguishes us from the others. It’s no longer about those feelings I pretend to have, like my love for Norwegian romance, or the values I pretend to believe in to get hired, like team spirit or defending a company that sells yogurt. It’s the feelings that are “really” mine, what I think, what I like, in short what I want “deep down”, like watching The Empire Strikes Back. So there is the idea that what is real is nature, and that I am myself when I am natural. But isn’t this idea completely false?

			Who is really the pope?

			What makes a person’s identity? The famous “identity photo” that we have all had to take and show so often (because of those social constraints that consume so much of the deepest self), reveals it very well. On the one hand, it is what distinguishes a person from all the others: the face on the photo allows us to differentiate the bandit we are looking for from the good citizen: the features are not the same and each person has distinctive characteristics. On the other hand, it is what makes a person always the same: the photo of the bandit allows to recognize him, to identify him if he has the misfortune to pass through this border post. But what is it that, deep down, belongs only to me, is unique to me and distinguishes me from all the others?

			When a pope-elect is called Benedict XVI or John Paul II, we think that this is not his “real” name. One has the feeling that the real name is the name of birth, like Joseph Ratzinger or Karol Wojtyla, so unpronounceable that one understands why he had to change it, since he himself must have had a lot of trouble pronouncing it. Besides, we like to recall their names, in a way of saying: behind this so-called Benedict XVI is hidden, in reality, Joseph Ratzinger. That is his real name. Why is that? Because it is his “natural” name, the one he was born with. Yet, am I not much more myself, already, through a name that I have chosen for myself, since it reflects what I think of myself or what I decide to be. Isn’t the name I choose for myself a more authentic expression of “our feelings, our thoughts and our most intimate aspirations” that Bergson talks about? My birth name was given to me. It is therefore in no way an expression of my thoughts or my personality. My first name rather expresses the aspirations of my parents, since they are the ones who gave it to me. It is not my choice, it is theirs. As for my family name, it is even further from me. And if you think about it, there are many things, among those that are supposed to define me and make me who I am, that I did not choose, that are very far from me. Starting with my physical appearance. Besides, we know that some people do not recognize themselves in this appearance, to the point of feeling like a man in a woman’s body, or vice versa. My nationality also defines me, even if I didn’t choose it, which happens most often. My social background, my family, my intelligence even, etc. All this, I did not choose it. One ends up understanding that to be oneself, one must rather build oneself and go against one’s nature. What is really me, what expresses my “true” personality, it is necessary that I have chosen it, as one chooses the right word, suitable to express more exactly what one thinks “really”.

			What distinguishes a brunette from a mammoth?

			Much more than Nature, it is therefore Freedom that allows defining the identity of the person. And if I build myself as I choose, it means that “what I am” is not defined once and for all by natural or genetic characteristics, such as DNA, which I will only have to endure. It is not my nature or my DNA that defines and constitutes my identity. First of all, because if my personality was written in my genes, it would be impossible not to be myself. Just like the table or even the animal, I could not behave otherwise than as my nature requires. In Ice Age 2, we meet a mammoth who thinks he is an opossum, but it is only a cartoon! We understand that in reality, insofar as an animal has a nature that characterizes it and pushes it to act in a certain way, it cannot behave otherwise. To manage not to be oneself and to behave differently from what one is “at the bottom”, one must be free. But it is especially necessary to think oneself.

			Why can’t we say that a table is “itself”? Why does a mammoth that thinks it is a marsupial make people laugh? Because in both cases, we are dealing with individuals who, we suppose, rightly or wrongly, are nothing to themselves, insofar as they do not think of themselves. If a mammoth cannot think of itself as an opossum, it is not because its mammoth nature does not allow it to do otherwise; after all, the scriptwriters of The Ice Age show us very well what childhood trauma can lead a mammoth to suffer from this kind of personality disorder. No, if a mammoth cannot think of himself as an opossum, it is because he is nothing to himself, so that he does not even know that he is a mammoth, and must have an equally fuzzy idea of what an opossum might be. He does not act “to be a mammoth”; he does not behave in accordance with an idea he would have of the mammoth, and to which he would make an effort to resemble. This is not the case of this famous brunette, who goes to great lengths to show that she is an actress. She has an idea of what a comedienne should be and above all look like at a party: you have to make a face, and speak loud enough so that people manage to pick up expressions like “mise en scène”, “tournage” or “cours Périmony”. What distinguishes the brunette from the mammoth, and in which personal identity undoubtedly resides, is self-awareness.

			Does the self exist?

			The table is nothing for itself, it does not think itself. Thus, its nature or “what it is” is reduced to this set of material elements of which it is composed (a board, legs) and that everyone can see or know. One does not need to put oneself “in the place of the table” to know what it is, for the good reason that if one were in its place, one would not feel anything. The table sees nothing of what surrounds it, and thinks nothing of itself. This is not the case at all when it is another person. Of course, people who think they know her may notice that she is not herself: “Why are you funny when we’re with your friends, but you don’t say anything with mine?” Here, not being oneself means behaving in an unusual way, or at least in such a way that others do not see what they think they know about me. “Tonight you were not yourself. That means: you were not as I know you. But don’t I know myself best? After all, I may never have stopped playing a character in front of this person who thinks he knows me so well. Only I, it seems, am capable of knowing if I am really myself, in such or such situation. Besides, it is well what means the term me. To have a self supposes to think oneself, to have a certain image of oneself. Thus, to be oneself, it is to behave in accordance with what one thinks to be, and not to be oneself, it is not to recognize oneself in its acts, its words or in what one shows to the others. As a result, one can sometimes make excuses by explaining, “I wasn’t myself.” But after all, what do I know?

			We are never quite the same depending on the situation and the people we are with: I don’t behave in the same way depending on whether I am with all my friends or with each of them in particular, depending on whether I am with my parents, my lover, the computer graphics specialist I’ve known for ten minutes, the Danone HR manager I’ve just met, the pretty brunette I’m trying to seduce, the ugly brunette from whom I expect nothing. I don’t talk to them in the same way, I behave differently with each of them. In the same way, my attitudes when I am alone will be even different. The question is therefore to know which of these characters I really am, “deep down”. To what extent do I recognize myself or not, in these different ways of being. To what extent do I “stick” with myself, or feel myself sticking with myself. Shouldn’t I rather admit that none of these people is more me than the others? Or less me than the others?

			Does the self exist, after all? Is there a part of me that I can isolate, beyond the different faces that I offer to others and to myself? Could I then identify it as my self, which remains always the same, and in relation to which I can say and think that there, “I am myself”? Bergson showed us that it was difficult to know one’s “deepest self”, because habit and social conventions lead one to constantly play a character in which one is never really oneself. But he believes that by making a “vigorous effort” of introspection, one can find that self. This is highly doubtful. One will finally admit that one is never oneself, or rather that one is always oneself, because there is no “deep self”, no “true” self to be found, beyond the different ways of being, the different feelings that one experiences, the different thoughts that arise, according to the various situations in the middle of which one exists. One is not the same in front of a pretty brunette or in front of peanuts.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Bergson (Henri), Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience, Paris, PUF, coll. “Quadrige”, 2007.
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