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THE FANTASY OF MAJORITY

Both thinkers equal “freedom” with a fantasy.

This address was delivered at a symposium hosted by the Bar
of Tours and the Direction of Youth Protection. The question
was: how would philosophy address the issue of majority, of
responsibility before the law? This address was co-created with
Thibaud Brière.

We may want to believe that we are free, but it is an illusion,
possibly a reassuring one. And if one is not free about his
decisions, how can he be responsible?

To begin with, let me say that philosophers make propositions.
The power of philosophy is that it offers a “lens” through which
one can look at the world. That “lens” helps understand how
people think, and behave. So let me emphasize that what I
share with you today are propositions. I respectfully submit them
to your discernment.

Now before I quote the German philosopher, let me suggest
that philosophy provides room for interpretation. That is part of
its beauty. In that sense, it is like poetry.

In law, majority is when someone is deemed responsible for
their actions. But what does it mean to be “responsible”? And
why does it matter?

That men are not as free as they claim, Nietzsche argued it first.

Philosophers create words to capture the essence of things. Yet
sometimes, what they exactly mean is subject to interpretation...
That is especially true if you work out of a translation. Let me
quote liberally:
We may believe there is an “I”, yet it is
a fantasy. Much of one’s states
—a personality, self-image, sense of
purpose —may seem to result from a
root identity, but we alone created
that identity.1

The concept of “majority” is for the large part a fantasy, and we
will see how from the viewpoint of philosophy. That journey, let
me say, may lead you into an abyss of perplexity. But I believe it
is worth our time.
Consider Freud and Marx. They were called the “masters of
suspicion”. Moving along the vein of determinism, both argue
man cannot be free. “You may want to believe you are
responsible for your actions”, they may say, “but you are
deceived. In fact, your behaviors are determined by forces you
cannot control.” For Freud, the uncontrollable part of our actions
is our subconscious. For Marx, call it history.
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What does it mean?
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« Le ″sujet″, c’est la fiction d’après laquelle beaucoup d’états identiques en nous seraient l’effet
d’un même substrat ; mais c’est nous qui avons créé l’identité de ces états. » in Le cas
Nietzche, Karl Schlechta, III, p. 627.
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Nietzsche claims there is no “I”. My identity is an illusion. “I” is
a fantasy.
In legal terms, this means there is no “subject”. And if there is no
“subject”, then there is no subject of law. And what is law
without subjects of law? With Nietzsche, the rule of law is
shaken at its very foundations. It may seem insignificant, but
Nietzsche’s ideas are still alive.
We may however take a contrarian view, and propose that our
individual life has a center and a unity. And by extension, that
there is an “I” and a “subject” in me.
From a factual standpoint, setting an age of “majority” is
somehow arbitrary. You have to draw a line somewhere. That
line is necessary for a society to make someone responsible for
their behavior.
Now it should also be noted that there is not “one” legal
majority, but several. There is an age for driving and, later on,
another for buying alcohol.
Yet one may be major before the law, but may lack autonomy or
discernment, as French say. So the concept of majority, as
normative as it is, still requires interpretation. But what about
maturity?

Here is what the French says in L’Emile:
“To every age, to every season of life
belongs a proper perfection, a sort
of maturity.”2
What matters then, Rousseau may argue, is not to pursue
perfection in itself, but rather to tend to the maturity of the
season you are in. Ardor may transform into audacity, passion
into compassion.
There might also be another kind of maturity that one may move
towards.
Let me introduce Jean Vanier. Vanier founded a network of
communities for people with developmental disabilities and
those who assist them. Vanier argues that maturity is a matter of
the heart.
I quote:
“The mature heart (…) listens for what
another’s heart is called to be.”3
The kind of maturity Vanier talks about is a maturity that deals
with relationships. It deals with how I relate to my fellow human
beings… and in particular with those who may seem weaker or
more vulnerable.

It appears that maturity, too, is elusive.
Let me quote Rousseau.
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“Chaque âge, chaque état de la vie a sa perfection convenable, sa sorte de maturité qui lui est
propre.”
3
In Becoming Human, III, p. 88
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You may call it a way of relating (“relationage”), and it may take a
life to practice.
Getting back to Rousseau, it would appear thus that there is no
point in opposing one age with another. Rather, we may take
the best out of every age. The sense of wonder may be best felt
when we are young. But why should we drop it as we grow
older? And what about joy? Or relational happiness? Children
are all about relationships, have you noticed? Indeed, majors do
well to learn from minors.
One would hardly claim he is mature, or would he? He may
think he has arrived at his destination… he may believe he is
“perfect”, but that is a deceptive claim. Instead, he may seek to
become whole… so as to build healthy relationships. It is a very
different ballgame.
Which leads me to final remarks. If you spend time in meetings,
you may be surprised to find such things as childish behaviors.
We may be responsible before the law, we still do not relate to
one another in a responsible manner. Relationships, it seems,
are challenging.

Individual maturity is one thing, corporate maturity another.
Taken as a whole unit, a family may be more or less mature
from a relational standpoint. How then can a minor become
“major” if he grows in a dysfunctional home? Or as a young
adult, how can you become “responsible” if you work in a sick
corporate culture?
Relational health has far-reaching implications but it is largely
unknown. It deals with how we bond with one another, a skill
only 5% of executives today feel competent in.4 This ratio
suggests a blind-spot.
Relational maturity is a big issue, one that overshadows
individual maturity.
As a society, how close are we to being relationally healthy? On
a scale of one to ten, how mature are we in our relationships
with one another?
These considerations suggest we turn to a bigger question:
How do we create a society where families, companies,
institutions… enjoy the “relational health” that produces healthy,
and responsible, individuals?

Now consider what I call “corporate health”.
If you look at the place where you work, you may find out that in
most cases, relationships are fragile, exposed, under pressure.
Our “we” is weak. In some instances, one may even wonder:
are we a “we”?

This is a billion-dollar question.
It may contain the answer to our initial question: how do we
move from “major” to “mature”?
I thank you for your attention.
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