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Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) is distinctive among philosophers in the western tradition for holding to a starkly pessimistic view of life, and for emphasizing the will at the expense of the intellect in his portrayal of the mental make-up of man. Indeed it is the second of these two views that leads him to the first, since, as we shall see, he regards the will as something intrinsically evil. And it is because he holds both these views that he comes to give such an important place to the arts in his overall picture of life, and to music in particular. If this sounds like a strange agglomeration of opinions, it is the purpose of this short book to make clear how Schopenhauer manages to combine them.


As he expounds it in his magnum opus, The World as Will and Representation, the starting point of Schopenhauer’s philosophy is Kant’s critical philosophy, as presented in the Critique of Pure Reason. Though Schopenhauer disagreed with much that Kant wrote, even in that work, and certainly in the books that Kant wrote subsequently, he espoused some of its key doctrines, and it is necessary to grasp them in order to see how Schopenhauer moved on, as he saw it, from them to his own highly idiosyncratic position. In the Appendix to the first edition of The World as Will and Representation (henceforth WWR), he subjects the Kantian philosophy to a searching, though by Schopenhauer’s standards, respectful critique. What emerges from it, as from the body of WWR, is that Schopenhauer from it, as from the body of WWR, is that Schopenhauer accepts many of Kant’s fundamental positions, while resenting – as most subsequent philosophers have – his elaborate, indeed compulsive architectonic, whereby everything is divided into threes and fours, and categories and concepts are invented merely to satisfy Kant’s craving for symmetry.


The starting point of Kant’s mature philosophy is a question that he was prompted to ask by the sceptical conclusions of David Hume, who, in Kant’s celebrated phrase, awoke him from his dogmatic slumbers. The question is ‘How are synthetic a priori propositions possible?’ What this comes to is this: the statements that we make about ourselves and the world, as a result of experience and observation, are in general a posteriori; that is to say, are only made, or rather can only be checked, by seeing how things are. A priori propositions, by contrast, can be shown to be true before, or independently of, experience. Such propositions are ‘If a man is a bachelor, he is unmarried’, which is true by virtue of the meaning of its constituent terms, i.e. by definition. Many philosophers consider that the statements of pure mathematics, which are certainly a priori, are also true by virtue of the meaning of the words, numbers and so forth that constitute them. Kant thought differently. He regarded the statement ‘7 + 5 = 12’ as synthetic, and also such statements as ‘Every event has a cause.’ Although we establish their truth – we realize that they have to be true – without consulting experience, they nevertheless give us genuine information, and not only about the terms or symbols which they are made up of. How can that be?


By itself, that is not a question that arises from anything that Hume thought. What does arise from it is a general doubt about the status of causal laws, and more widely about the way the world is, and how we expect it to continue to be. In Hume’s view, we are unable to perceive one event causing another; all we can observe is one event happening immediately after another. We may get so used to sequences of events that we come to attribute necessity to these sequences, but Hume thinks we have no logical right to do that. All we are entitled to say is that when a man has a dose of strychnine, usually he dies. However much we break down the series of events, by dealing, for instance, with atoms rather than observable objects, then with electrons, and so on, we just get more of the same kind of thing: explanation is description at a more basic level. At any given stage in science we take certain elements as fundamental, though subsequent scientists always, at least so far, have gone on to find smaller things. When we get to the stage of atoms, or electrons, or whatever it may be, all we can say is that when one thing happens, another follows. There is never a contradiction in claiming that it won’t.


Kant, and many other philosophers, have felt outraged by this conclusion of Hume’s. Actually Hume himself was the first person to be upset by it, as he was by many of the conclusions he reached. It led him to abandon the subject, in which he could see no possibility of progress. Kant made his big breakthrough comparatively late in life, effecting what he called his ‘Copernican revolution’ in philosophy, a view of his achievement which Schopenhauer enthusiastically endorsed. Hume, in common with many philosophers, thought that there is on the one hand nature, including of course human beings, and on the other hand mind, that which understands nature, and which is possessed by human beings and maybe some animals. He believed that nature is independent of the human mind, and that we are in the first place passive in our relation to it. We have imprinted on our minds by way of our sense organs impressions of the external world, and the concepts with which we operate are entirely derived from those impressions. That is the crucial part of what is meant by the term ‘empiricism’. This gap between nature and mind is one with disastrous consequences, much of Hume’s philosophy being concerned with spelling them out, to his own fascinated horror. We have no guarantee that the world will continue to be as it is now, so our understanding of it is necessarily temporary, and at any moment we might be plunged into incomprehension and chaos.


It was through becoming acquainted with this idea of Hume’s, and maybe with the reasons he had for it, that Kant was led to formulate his own mature philosophical views. He realized that if we are not to live in perpetual terror of our understanding of the world suddenly breaking down, we must postulate some relationship between ourselves and the world which ensures that the future will be, in all relevant respects, like the past. His solution to how we might be certain of that is drastic and, in essence, very simple. However, it is extraordinarily elaborate and obscure in detail, partly owing to Kant’s addiction to his own newly minted jargon, which Schopenhauer detested. Kant claimed that the framework of experience is supplied not from outside, from the external world itself, but by us. In order for our experience, both of the external world and of ourselves, to be intelligible, it must conform to certain principles (not Kant’s word). We have to experience the external world as being in time and space; and we have to experience the contents of that world as being causally related, having persistence through time, and so forth. Kant produced a highly elaborate chain of argument to show that this must be true, and this argument was of a type that has had the greatest influence since. Kant called it ‘transcendental’: a misleading term, but what it comes to is this. We begin with some undeniable statement, such as that we have sensory experiences. The question then arises of what has to be the case for that statement to be true. That is a transcendental question, and the answer to it gives us the transcendental presuppositions of experience. Kant, as we saw, thought he could demonstrate that objects must exist in space and time, and so forth, and also that in order for us to be able to experience them, we ourselves must be enduring mental substances. And with all this Schopenhauer broadly agreed. He begins The World as Will and Representation as follows:


‘The world is my representation’: this is a truth valid with reference to every living and knowing being, although man alone can bring it into reflective, abstract consciousness. If he really does so, philosophical discernment has dawned on him. It then becomes clear and certain to him that he does not know a sun and an earth, but only an eye that sees a sun, a hand that feels an earth; that the world around him is only a representation, in other words, only in reference to another thing, namely that which represents, and this is himself. If any truth can be expressed a priori, it is this; for it is the statement of that form of all possible and conceivable experience, a form that is more general than all others, than time, space, and causality, for all these presuppose it.


Everything that we get to know through the senses, and everything about which we can reason, is ascribed by Kant to what he called the ‘phenomenal’ world, that is the world of appearance. Our experiences are the result of a collaboration between us and a basic reality of which we can know nothing, except that it must exist. None of the ‘categories’, or ways in which we experience the world, can be applied to this unknowable reality, not even that it is external or that there is a causal relationship between it and our experiences. This leaves Kant in a more embarrassing situation than he realized. None the less, he felt on the basis of his distinction between the phenomenal and the ‘noumenal’ world (that is, the world as it is in itself) that he could show that many of the traditional problems of philosophy were unanswerable. Hence the title of his great work, Critique of Pure Reason. He wanted, he said, to show what were the limits of reason in order to make way for faith.
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