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Preface

There is a question everyone has to ask and answer – in fact, has to keep on asking and keep on answering. It is ‘How should I live my life?’, meaning ‘What values shall I live by? What sort of person should I be? What shall I aim for?’ The great majority of people do not ask this question, they merely answer it unthinkingly, by adopting conventional views of life and what matters in it, and moving along with the crowds of unasking, unthinking answerers in the direction that the crowds take them.

I call this question the ‘Socratic Question’ because it was Socrates who, at least in philosophy’s recorded history, was the first thinker we know who systematically asked it to prompt a search for reasoned answers – that is, answers formulated independently of some antecedent traditional or religious viewpoint.

To say that in our time, as in Socrates’ time – indeed in all times – the great majority of people do not ask themselves his question but answer it unthinkingly, is to say that whereas everyone has a philosophy of life, the great majority of people are not aware of having one. The philosophy of life they have is adopted from the society around them, and shared with most other people. They acquired it from parents, school, friends, television, social media, church or mosque, society at large, absorbing it unconsciously. Indeed they work hard – also in largely unconscious ways – to be as like other people as possible, and to behave in ways acceptable to them. Almost everyone copies everyone else in their social circles, and cleaves to the values and aims held in common there, reinforcing the shared philosophy of life they thus adopt.1 As Oscar Wilde observed, ‘Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s opinions, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.’

And yet there are times in most lives when something – a feeling of confusion, a sense of unformulated questions pushing at the back of one’s mind, perhaps moments of depression, illness, grief, failure – suddenly forces a halt, a pause, and prompts one to think, giving one a desire to make sense of things. And at those times the unconsciously acquired philosophy one lives by does not seem enough.

But it does not take bad times only to make one pause and think. If you, reading this, were to think about the philosophy – the values, aims, attitudes – that makes you live as you do and choose the things that you choose – and I mean really think about it, to see whether you fully agree with it once you know what it is, what justifications you can give for its values, and what it prompts you to aim for – is it possible that you might find yourself wishing to change some things about it? If so, why? And if not, why not?

The theme of this book is ‘philosophy of life’, Lebensphilosophie. Its importance as something we should all consider announces itself in its name. Yet it is almost wholly neglected in the study of philosophy as an academic subject in universities. Academic philosophy focuses upon questions of reality, knowledge, truth, reason, and the principles (not so much the practice) of ethics.2 These are deep and important matters, and some of history’s most brilliant minds have investigated them, from ancient times to our own day, with great consequences – for from these enquiries have sprung the natural and social sciences and the political and social developments that characterize the modern world. But the other half of philosophy – the philosophy of life, of living, of being human in a complicated world – has in the past century and more vanished from what came to be called ‘Analytic’ philosophy (the technical academic philosophy of most universities in the English-speaking world), while in ‘Continental’ (mainly French and German) intellectual debates philosophy has diversified into many forms in association with sociology, literary theory, the history of ideas, psychoanalysis, film criticism and general critique, not necessarily if at all anchored to universities. The various contributors to Continental philosophy are described as philosophes, a category broader than that denoted by the English word ‘philosopher’ because philosophe in French essentially means ‘thinker’, ‘enquirer’, ‘intellectual’. That indeed is what ‘philosopher’ meant in English too, until philosophy became a professional university discipline with a specialist technical jargon, a curriculum and examinations.3

Sequestering philosophy in universities and intellectual coteries has the effect of shutting out those who have not gained the requisite credentials of admission. Among the excluded are significant numbers desirous of knowing what are the best, the deepest, the most insightful and helpful things that have been said and thought about life, as materials for reflecting on that question for themselves. Note that I do not reserve the implied strictures here to philosophy in the Analytic tradition alone; those philosophes of sociology, film criticism, psychoanalysis and the rest deserve censure too when what they do degenerates into wordplay, pose-striking and sophistry, with incomprehensibility masquerading as profundity, and wilful paradoxes offered as the currency of debate. The clean, clear, life-enhancing insight is a rare thing in both these ways of doing philosophy.

But the important point I seek to make is that in this ‘other half of philosophy’ – the philosophy of life – the philosophers, the philosophes, are not just philosophers or philosophes as such, they are also the novelists, historians, dramatists, essayists, poets and scientists whose explorations and thoughts are likewise about life and how we do, and should, live it. This is because reflection on life, exploring its complexities and possibilities, seeking routes to survival at least and flourishing at best – finding the good that is in things bad and wrestling with the bad that is in things good, and deciding what really matters in the end – is everywhere the business of intelligent minds when they apply themselves, whether directly or indirectly, to answering for themselves the Socratic Question.

The period in the history of Western philosophy when the question of how to live was most actively pursued – and the results applied in life itself – was the Hellenistic and Roman period in which Stoicism, Epicureanism and other approaches took their classic form: between the fourth century BCE and the fourth century CE.

In Indian philosophy the connection between understanding the nature of reality and what to do as a result was never severed. The dominance of Christianity over intellectual life in the West which began in the fourth century CE and lasted until the seventeenth century CE, and over moral life which still lingers today either actively in some quarters or as general backdrop, was the major factor in the loss to culture of the ethical schools of antiquity, although in fact Christianity adopted many of their teachings and insights and made them – often disguised them – as its own.

There has of late been a revival of interest in the ideas of the ancient ethical schools, Stoicism chief among them. As the persuasiveness of religious doctrines evaporates, interest in philosophical approaches to life increases among those who think. This is a welcome development. It is somewhat hampered by the fact that too much of what is, in consequence, offered as accounts of philosophical approaches to life is thin and shallow, in the ‘rules for life’ or ‘what such-and-such a great name can teach you about life’ genre. The proffered nostrums rarely stick, and readers of them might think, ‘If this is all, it’s not much use’ – and thus be put off the quest. To assemble materials for formulating one’s own individual answer to Socrates’ question requires more, therefore; the pages that follow are a contribution to that ‘more’.

It has been my good fortune to have the opportunity – the privilege, really – provided by a career as a professor of philosophy, to study much and write often about the answers given to the Socratic Question by philosophers, scientists, poets, thinkers of all kinds from all ages and cultures. A major part of the aim in doing this was to contribute to the conversation that we have, or at least should have – both with ourselves as individuals and with each other in society – about the challenge that the Socratic Question poses. Another part of the aim was to educate and encourage myself; with the poet Paul Valéry I might say, ‘Others make books; I am making my mind’ – of course (given human nature) with only partial success.4 Indeed it might be argued that the most important insights in this arena come from one’s failures and turpitudes, as Clavdia Chauchat tells Hans Castorp in Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain.5

In what follows here I gather and discuss the responses offered by the great traditions of debate, to provide materials to anyone who will make use of them to reflect on his or her own views. The endeavour justifies itself, for I believe as strongly now as I ever did that Socrates’ question is the most important anyone can be asked to answer.




Introduction

The Socratic Question – which can be posed in several alternative but equivalent ways: ‘What sort of person should I be?’ ‘What values shall I live by?’ ‘What shall I aim for?’ – is both an invitation and a challenge. As the discussions in the following chapters show, there is no one-size-fits-all answer, but instead a serious invitation to each individual to formulate a personal answer. A powerful aid to doing so is reflection on the debate that Socrates initiated two and a half millennia ago and which has continued since. There are many insights and suggestions in this debate which any of us can take and put to work for our own purposes; we can help ourselves to them, for wisdom is free and belongs to everyone.

This book has three sections. Part I clarifies the Socratic Question and puts in place two important preliminaries required by Part II, these being a consideration of human nature – who are the ‘we’ who answer Socrates’ question? – and a survey of the main schools of ethical thought since Socrates’ time. The ideas and principles of these schools – Cynic, Peripatetic, Stoic, Epicurean and others – will be mentioned often in the following two sections. A detailed example of Stoic and Epicurean ideas being applied in practice is given in Appendix 1, along with an illustration of the ‘faith and reason’ contrast in thinking about ethics.

Part II considers the great matters of death and love, happiness, grief, success and failure, courage, compassion, altruism, good and bad, right and wrong, the challenge of life’s inevitabilities, and the ultimate question of meaning. All lives, from the most ordinary to the most extraordinary either in positive or negative senses, are marked by these things, making them the focus of philosophical reflection; they are what a philosophy of life is a philosophy of.

Death and love are such big matters for human beings that each deserves a thorough examination in itself, and receives it. The virtues – to use a term most often associated with the ‘cardinal virtues’ of courage, wisdom, temperance and justice (very different from the ‘theological virtues’ of faith, hope and charity) – provide a significant point of departure for thinking about the ideas of what sort of person one would like to be, and of how one should behave in the different conditions and circumstances of life. These conditions (for example: is one healthy or unhealthy?) and circumstances (for example: does one live in a poor strife-torn country or a wealthy one?) make an important difference to some aspects of what is possible in one’s philosophy, as in one’s life, but reflection also shows that some things are perennially significant, independently of circumstances.

There is a genre of literature which has encouragement and solace as its chief purpose in discussing these matters, usually presented in small-format books with pastel covers. The concern they prompt is that many who read them might think, ‘Is that it? Is that all that philosophy says?’ and be put off. One does better to dig deeper, more thoroughly – and with honesty, accepting that there are more questions than answers in philosophy and that we have to seek the latter for ourselves. There is no reason why this cannot be done accessibly and engagingly. What follows here does not belong to the pastel genre. Where philosophy provides either encouragement or solace, it does so for deeper reasons; and for deeper reasons sometimes it does neither. The aim here is to display some of the best that has been said and thought about the matters mentioned, so that all who wish to do so can make use of it to formulate a philosophy of their own.

Readers may wish to go straight to Part II, leaving the preparatory discussions of Part I to be read afterwards; but these preparatory discussions are essential to making optimal use of Part II, which is why they are offered.

Part III surveys the way that philosophies have been and are lived, especially consciously chosen philosophies, though it is also important to note how unconscious philosophies function, and the problems that can arise in them from unclarity, or internal contradictions, or conflicts between a society’s currently prevailing philosophy and an ideological commitment – religious, political or other – that a person simultaneously tries to apply. In the penultimate chapter, having been largely dispassionate throughout the discussion to that point, I sketch a life in philosophy: the philosophical choices I have made, and my reasons for them.

To dramatize the importance of finding one’s own answer to Socrates’ question, I like to cite a story told by Herodotus in his Histories of the visit made by Solon of Athens to King Croesus of Lydia at the beginning of the sixth century BCE.1 Solon, one of the Seven Sages of Greece, had been asked by his fellow Athenians to give them a new set of laws. He did so, then – wishing to avoid being asked to change the laws until they had time to prove themselves – he went on ten years of travels in Egypt and Asia. In the course of those travels he visited King Croesus’ court at Sardis in Lydia, in what is now Anatolia. Croesus was fabulously wealthy, the richest person of ancient times, and he liked to show off his store of treasures to visitors. He would then ask them who they thought was the happiest man in the world, expecting that they would nominate him because he was a king and so rich.

When Croesus asked Solon this question he was very surprised by the answer, for Solon – after mentioning a minor king who had lived an unexceptionably normal life of the kind approved by convention – nominated a pair of brothers, Kleobis and Biton, who had been rewarded for a display of filial piety. Their mother, Cydippe – a priestess of the temple of Hera, queen of the gods – urgently needed to attend a great festival honouring the goddess, but there were no oxen available to pull a cart to take her. So the brothers hitched themselves to the cart and pulled her to the temple, a distance of six miles. Cydippe prayed to Hera to give her sons the best reward that anyone could have; Hera responded by giving them, right there and then, a quiet and easeful death.

Solon explained to Croesus his choice of the brothers by saying, ‘Call no man happy until he is dead.’ He meant that you cannot judge whether a life is a happy one until it is over, because of chances and changes, uncertainties, the brevity of good fortune and the ever-present possibility of trouble. By ‘happy’, incidentally, Solon – and everyone until very recent times – did not mean a pleasant and satisfied emotional state, ‘all smiles’ as one might say; indeed he did not mean an emotional state at all, but a condition of life: if you are generally secure, fed, warm and dry, then you are in a happy condition even if at this particular moment you are annoyed about something or suffering with toothache. The American Declaration of Independence talks of ‘Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’, and by ‘happiness’ it does not mean ‘all smiles’ but what Solon meant: secure, fed, warm and dry – a good and satisfying condition of life.

And then Solon came to the really important part. He said to Croesus, ‘I do not know whether you are happy, but I do know that it is important to think about what would make you so. Because a human lifespan is very brief; it is less than a thousand months long. A large part of it has gone even before we realize its brevity.’

Less than a thousand months. Think of it. If you live until the age of eighty, you live 960 months. Unless you are an insomniac or an avid partygoer, you are asleep for a third of this time, 320 months. Of the remaining 640 months much time is spent shopping for groceries, paying electricity bills, waiting at bus stops, suffering from flu or relationship breakdown, watching television, playing games on your phone, recovering from a hangover, working at a desk, making plans, standing in queues. By the time you have reached the age of twenty you have already had 240 months out of your 960.

This is why an unknown Aztec poet said, ‘That we come to this earth to live is untrue. We come but to sleep’ and why the great poet of ancient Greece, Pindar, said that a human being is ‘but a shadow in a dream’. A stroll through a cemetery is a poignant reminder that when one’s brief span of months is over, even one’s existence as a memory lasts no longer than the span of months left to those who remember you.

These are sombre thoughts. But! – let us suppose, while we are still in arithmetical mood, that the shopping-queuing-influenza-etc. months amount to half of the waking months, thus leaving us 320 months to use effectively. Three hundred and twenty months is roughly twenty-six years, so matters are actually not too bad: these are twenty-six years available to live, really to live, to do things deeply worthwhile, to find meaning, to justify one’s existence, to stand up and look at the world and both give it and receive from it the best of what we can do and be.

And there is yet better news. One can even forget talk of a thousand months and of twenty-six years, because in one important sense there is no such thing as time, there is only experience. How long you live is not measured by quantity but by quality, and quality determines quantity, like this: suppose you go somewhere with someone you really like for a romantic weekend. While you are there, time stands still. When you return home, the weekend seems to have passed in a flash. Time is thus elastic around experience, expanding and contracting in such a way that if you live a life rich in experience, you do not live one lifetime but many; a thousand lifetimes, perhaps, as measured by the wealth and depth of experience you have.

Another way of seeing this truth is to consider this: suppose you do exactly the same thing at exactly the same moment every day of your life. You get up at the same hour, eat the same things for breakfast and all other meals, read the same words on the same page of the same book – every single day. How many days do you live? The answer is: one. Just one, the same one, over and over. This proves that time is measured in experiential terms, not by the mere ticking of a clock.

Some people think that ‘experience’ denotes wild parties, drinking, uproariousness, excitement (the Chinese expression for a good time is rinao, literally ‘hot and noisy’). These are certainly good escapes, while they last, from anything that does not have itself as the only goal of the activity. Schopenhauer observed that whereas all other animals live in the present moment, humans live in the past and future, and this is the source of what he saw as their misery. Wild parties are graspings of present moments, and such moments can consist in exhilaration, laughter, high pleasure. They are about achieving happiness in today’s emotional sense of the term. The liberation from self and from the more drudging or difficult aspects of life thus provided is welcome. There are some who make the quest of such moments their purpose in life; they live to party. There are some among these some, in turn, who find that the kind of out-of-self experience involved is injectable – literally.

These considerations prompt one to ask why, if happiness is the goal of life and if by ‘happiness’ we now mean a pleasant, pleased, positive – even exhilarated – emotional state, we do not simply pump Prozac or (for that matter) opium into the mains water supply. Another way to frame this thought is to invoke the old trope, ‘Which is better: to be a happy pig or an unhappy Socrates?’ And here the point that lies at the heart of Socrates’ question leaps out: what is meant by ‘better’ in this question? What would one mean by ‘the better, or the best, life for me to live’?

Whatever answer one gives, it will be an answer to Socrates’ question.

It is undoubtedly easier to accept the implicit, mainly unconscious, philosophy of life widely assumed in one’s society in the current phase of its history, than to think about how to answer Socrates’ question. Thinking about what one really believes and values, justifying these values to oneself, maybe choosing different values – and with them, perhaps, new goals – and setting oneself to live by them, probably seems like hard work. One might think about these matters and decide in the end to accept what current social norms prescribe. One might examine the tenets and doctrines of this religion or that, and decide to accept and believe, and to live accordingly. Provided one does this seriously and authentically, at least one would have used one’s power to think and one’s will to choose. It is a fair bet that scrutiny of social norms – or where these differ, and they mostly do, religious teachings – will prove productive for any enquirer, one way or another. It is a yet better bet that a serious endeavour to answer, for oneself, the Socratic Question could be an enhancing life-changer.

Philosophy far too often deals in generalizations and abstractions alone. In the pages to follow, general questions and abstract ideas will be exemplified by particularities. This is important because everyone has a philosophy, everyone lives a philosophy, but – as already mentioned – most people do not know they have and live a philosophy, and do not know that they have and live a philosophy devised for them and decided for them by society’s conventions and history, and by the expectations of others. We might, once we have examined what we assume and believe and do, decide that we are happy to go along with those conventions and expectations. But we might decide to think and live a bit differently, or even a lot differently, once we have examined our assumptions and beliefs, and thought about how we live and why we live that way.

Whatever we decide, it will be on the basis of having thought about things: we will have answered the Socratic Question.




Part I




1. The Question

The Socratic Question, ‘What sort of person should I be?’ – and its variants, ‘What kind of life should I lead?’ ‘What values shall I live by?’ ‘What shall I aim for?’ – asks any reflective person, at any point in life, to pause and consider what really matters, and as far as practically possible to live according to the answers. The Stoic philosopher Epictetus pointed out that a person might be struck by the force of this Socratic challenge even in the last hours of advanced old age, and at that moment ‘begin’, as he put it, ‘to be wise’. It is never too late.1

It might strain optimism to think that a philosophy of life could be arrived at early, in the sense that a youth might consider Socrates’ question, come to a decision, and thereafter live in conformity with that decision. Yet although it is never too late to consider one’s philosophy of life, neither is it ever too soon. Life is a winding road, littered with the debris of experience, and the challenge to consider one’s answers to Socrates’ question is a recurring one. We have to be able to change when circumstances require it, but that does not imply that a life can be lived without a theme, consisting in a view of what matters and what aims one sets oneself, even if the theme adds new notes or modulates to a new key in response to what is learned along the way. The theme might change from time to time, but there is a theme always.

To not think about how to answer the Socratic Question is to betray one’s own intelligence. It is to be lazy. Worse, it is to put oneself in the hands not merely of convention but of those who, knowing that most people do not think about this matter, can therefore too easily manipulate them. Advertisers and politicians, partisan media, purveyors of every form of charlatanism trade on this fact. Above all, to ignore the Socratic Question is to waste one’s life; it is to live asleep, to miss opportunities. A Russian proverb says, ‘We are born in an open field, but we die in a forest’ – one interpretation of which is that many possibilities lie before us when we set out in life, but if we are not active choosers we are progressively limited in our options as the years pass, until we find ourselves with no options left in the final enclosure, darkly pressed about by thickets of inevitability.

‘Active choosers’ – but yes, admittedly, convention and the conditions of society already make many choices on our behalf which, in general, we can do little about. We have to earn a living, we generally have to behave in socially acceptable ways; standard expectations are operative even in our private lives. What is seen as desirable in the way of success – wealth, fame and influence, getting to the top of the ladder; even the lower rungs glitter with invitation to lesser degrees of these – is dangled hypnotically before our eyes. But walk down any city shopping street and consider: only the very richest could buy much of what entices in the shop windows, which means that the great majority of people live in a state of unsatisfied desire, not least the desire to be a person who possesses and is seen to possess such things. Yet! – even so, choice remains, as proved by the existence of the ultimate choice: whether to continue living. For the philosophers of antiquity this fact was the guarantee of freedom. They said, ‘To learn to philosophize is to learn to die,’ meaning that once they ceased to fear death and instead saw it as the final and complete palliation of the worst that could happen, they could live with liberty and courage in the face of all things. In light of this fact, however much heroism it might take to throw off the bonds of convention and enforced obligation, the possibility of doing so genuinely exists – and that means there are senses in which, and ways in which, we can indeed be active choosers in the answer we give to Socrates’ question.

But wait: ‘the possibility of choosing genuinely exists; we can indeed be active choosers’ – who are ‘we’, and is it true that we possess a power of ultimate choice, meaning that we have ‘free will’ in the full sense of this term? Socrates’ question makes no sense if the answer to this last question is ‘No’. And answers to the question about who ‘we’ are turn out to be highly relevant. In due place below, powerful reasons are given for assuming that the answer to the free-will question is ‘Yes’, and all the more powerful for relating to the ‘we’ at issue.

Given this, one can proceed to ask: where does one start to answer Socrates’ question? Here is where being on one’s guard against wrong answers matters. At the outset one has to understand certain simple but deep assumptions already present in asking the question. First: we have to think, and for ourselves, because second: the answer to the question is individual to each person who seeks to answer it. This is a supremely important point. There is no one-size-fits-all answer. This is what the ideologies (again: religions mainly, but all ideologies) offer, and in their very nature their nostrums demand a oneness, a commonality, a lack of diversity in humanity, because the nostrums only work if people renounce their individuality and submit to – conform to – the model required, so that ‘one-size-fits-all’ will fit all. Note that if one chooses to submit and conform to a model, after genuinely examining the tenets and promises of what one is handing oneself over to, then: fine. But most followers of a one-size-fits-all ideology did not choose or reason their way into giving themselves over to it (which means giving themselves over to those in charge of it: the priests, mullahs, demagogues); no, it is almost always upbringing, social pressure, emotional drivers that slotted them into the model, independently of their own rational choice. For one example: how many would, if encountering the Christian story for the first time when intellectually mature, give it any credence? It is in essentials the same as any number of other ancient Near-Eastern and Greek myths, such as the story of Zeus fathering Hercules on Alcmene – Hercules, the worker of marvels, who visits the underworld and then joins his father on Olympus – exemplifying the pattern ‘God fathers a son on a mortal woman, the son works wonders, descends into hell then ascends into heaven’ and in supplementary or analogous versions dies and resurrects, as do Osiris in Egypt, Baal and Mot in the ancient Levant, Jesus in the more recent Levant, and numerous other tales in that genre.

The discussion in what follows, accordingly, is premised on the idea that each individual has to think and choose, for himself or herself, what answer to give the Socratic Question and its variants, because the fact of human diversity by itself tells us that one-size-fits-all ideologies by their very nature can never wholly satisfy anyone without self-denial or self-deception.

This discussion is ethics. Not ‘morals’, not ‘morality’, but ethics. Ethics is about the answer we give to the Socratic Question; ‘ethics’ comes from ancient Greek ethos, meaning ‘character’, and therefore concerns what we are, what we value and what we aim for. Morality is different. It is about behaviour, and almost exclusively about interpersonal behaviour – keeping promises, not telling lies, staying sexually faithful to your spouse. Moralities wax and wane over time in their degree of strictness or liberalism: some things regarded as immoral ceasing to be so (e.g. homosexuality, at least among liberal-minded people); some things once regarded as acceptable coming instead to be abhorred (e.g. slavery). The word ‘moral’ derives from a coining by Cicero, who adapted the term mos, moris (plural mores) – variously connoting ‘custom’, ‘manners’, ‘etiquette’ – to form moralis, from which our term ‘moral’ descends.

So: ethics is about character, about what sort of person you are and the nature of your life; morals is about aspects of your behaviour. Your morals will flow from your ethics, but they are not the same thing, and it is important to keep the distinction clear.

In connection with the point made above about what confronts us as ‘active choosers’, I have to nominate a word to describe the important phenomenon which, in that respect, is at work in people’s lives. This phenomenon, already alluded to, is currently (for any ‘currently’) prevailing social sentiment, opinion, custom, tradition and expectation – the net, woven out of place, history and other people, in which we are stuck like flies in a spider’s web. Despite the negative connotations of this simile, entanglement in the net has good aspects: it gives definition and structure to life (there is some truth in T. H. Huxley’s remark that ‘A man’s worst difficulties begin when he can do as he likes’), and not just to its externals but to the way we think, which is significant because the way we think helps us to navigate the net and to understand other people also entangled in it. But entanglement in the net has bad aspects: it is limiting, constraining, sometimes stifling and often burdensome. It is a vexation to some to reflect that, having not asked to come into the world, nevertheless upon arrival in it – at least: upon arrival at the stage in life when they become aware of their entanglements – they have obligations and duties, there are expectations, they are almost inescapably caught in the mesh of society, law, custom and other people. Almost inescapably: some do head out into the desert to live alone in a cave, figuratively more than literally these days, becoming hippies, dropouts, all the way from antisocial solitaries behind closed curtains to tramps on the street.

The word I will use to capture this net of currently prevailing social sentiment, opinion, custom, tradition and expectation is ‘normativity’. This is an unaesthetic word, granted, but it is preferable to alternatives such as ‘spirit of the age’ and ‘mind of the time’, which the shallow slipperiness of human thought too easily interprets as an agent of some sort, like a genie or god – a dangerous slippage because society is not an agent but a dumb power made up of tens of millions of units, each only barely aware, if aware at all, that they are imposing those sentiments and expectations on themselves and others. The unawareness is part of the problem. The weight, the sometimes-crushing weight, of the burden of normativity is largely responsible for the way so many – perhaps most – lives diminish as the years pass; the bright hopes of youth, and its ambition, being eroded away by disappointment, mortgages, domestic responsibilities, realization of the large forces that stand in the way of the (by comparison, puny) efforts of individuals.

So, to repeat: by ‘normativity’ I mean prevailing sentiment, conventions and expectations, and one reason for placing the fact of normativity, thus understood, front and centre in thinking about life is that it is – alongside the benefits noted – one of the two principle sources of obstruction to fully living the answers one gives to Socrates’ question. The other principle source, already mentioned, is the metaphysical question of whether there is such a thing as ‘free will’. Note that even if we humans have free will in an ultimate, metaphysical sense, it could remain that normativity wraps such a powerful set of chains around us that in practice our metaphysical freedom cannot be exercised. Indeed, a sceptic about society might say that it is precisely normativity’s aim to deny our metaphysical freedom as much as possible, even to eliminate it, to squash people into sardine cans of conformity as tightly and inescapably as possible.

But one must not forget that many people – again: perhaps most people – welcome the effect of normativity on life. It has made their choices for them; it tells them most of what they need to know about what to think and what to do and be in life. It stipulates what a normal life looks like: you get an education, you get a job, you marry, buy a house, have a family, go on annual holidays, pay into a pension, retire, potter about for a bit, die. In the meantime you vote for the same political party most of the time, shake your head in disapproval over some of the things normativity definitely does not like, though you daringly disagree with normativity about one or two things, especially when the party you did not vote for is in government. And through it all you cope with the pain of relationships that break down, grief at the death of parents or others you care about, anxiety about your income, your weight, your career prospects as these dwindle with the years; you might turn to ready nostrums for support in those times when the difficulties are eating at you, sucking at your resolve: alcohol, religion, an affair, an acceptance of and compromise with defeat. Meanwhile there are genuinely some things you enjoy: that TV series, that book, that beer, that holiday beach. These things keep you going, after a fashion; a little something to look forward to, week to week, year to year. And there is always the lottery ticket, and certain dreams you have – vague perhaps, but dreams. When you stop hoping, you can still have dreams; when you stop dreaming, the last of life’s colour drains away.

On the outer edges of the life that normativity has ordained and that most people accept, there are those whose health cracks apart under the strain, who go insane, commit suicide or murder – in short, who fall out of the spider’s web by madly wriggling and twisting in ways that normativity cannot and will not endure. Prisons and mental hospitals sequester those who do not keep to the paths laid out. But this is at the outer edge, note; there is no inevitability that these are the only ways a person can be free while being what all normal human beings are, viz. social beings, actively in need of love, friendship, community membership and a sense of belonging. For even in the journey along normativity’s laid-out paths, most especially in what can be the vast inner universe of a life and mind, there is great scope for a life worth living, for meaning, for things that make existing better than not existing.

Some societies are essentially pluralistic, allowing variety in styles of life, and some are essentially monistic, requiring great conformity of practice and belief, and usually just one set of belief practices. The latter are almost all societies in which the principal source of normativity is a religion. Monistic normativity is exemplified by a Mennonite village, an ultra-Orthodox Jewish community, a Muslim-majority country. In pluralistic normativities there are more opportunities for choice in the pursuit of individual paths in life, and more opportunities for escape for those who wish to escape. But normativity remains the norm even there. It even defines the nature of the escape from it, by negation; to be a hippy, for example, is to ‘tune in, turn on and drop out’ as the old phrase had it – tune in and turn on to the theme of the alternative lifestyle, and drop out of society. Into what? – a new normativity. It might be that the one true kind of escape is inward: into the mind, either into its potential for madness or into the universes of thought it is capable of creating and exploring. One interpretation of the deep bass note sounded by so many philosophies of life is that the ultimate freedom of the individual is to be found within.

It is timely now to add a word both satirical and sceptical about what we are doing here. The essay ‘On Not Being a Philosopher’ by the Irish writer Robert Lynd is a must-read for anyone beginning the quest for a philosophy of life.2 It is a salutary corrective to the idea that one could take in hand a volume of the classical philosophers and find there, ready-made, the answers one seeks to the questions one asks, as if it were a book of divination like China’s Yi Jing. Lynd’s amusing essay records how he heard someone extolling the wisdom of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus: ‘I became interested, curious, for I had never read Epictetus, though I had often looked at his works on the shelf – perhaps I had even quoted him – and I wondered if here at last was the book of wisdom that I had been looking for at intervals ever since I was at school.’

Accordingly he got hold of a volume of Epictetus and settled down in an armchair: ‘I read him. I confess I read him with considerable excitement. He is the kind of philosopher I like, not treating life as if at its finest it were an argument conducted in difficult jargon, but discussing, among other things, how men should behave in the affairs of ordinary life.’ And Lynd found himself agreeing with everything Epictetus said. ‘Indifference to pain, death, poverty – yes, that is eminently desirable. Not to be troubled over anything over which one has no control, whether the oppression of tyrants or the peril of earthquakes – on the necessity of this also, Epictetus and I are as one.’

But, as he read, Lynd came to feel that although he and Epictetus were at one in their opinions, Epictetus was wise but he, Lynd, was not wise. He could agree with Epictetus’ opinions but not for a single instant could he live by them when faced with ‘death, pain and poverty’, which Epictetus says we must be indifferent to but which Lynd regarded as ‘very real evils, except when I am in an armchair reading a book by a philosopher. If an earthquake happened while I was reading a book of philosophy, I should forget the book of philosophy and think only of the earthquake and how to avoid tumbling walls and chimneys. This, though I am the staunchest admirer of Socrates, Pliny, and people of that sort. Sound though I am as an armchair philosopher, at a crisis I find that both the spirit and the flesh are weak.’

And yet, Lynd continues, almost everyone accepts that the philosophers are right that ‘most of the things we bother about are not worth bothering about’. Here, therefore, a paradox arises. For even as it is admitted that the philosophers are right, ‘most of us would be alarmed if one of our dearest friends began to put the philosophy of Epictetus into practice too literally. What we regard as wisdom in Epictetus we should look on as insanity in an acquaintance. Or, perhaps, not in an acquaintance, but at least in a near relation … I am sure that if I became as indifferent to money and comfort and all external things as Epictetus, and reasoned in his fashion with a happy smile about property and thieves, my relations would become more perturbed than if I became a successful company promoter with the most materialistic philosophy conceivable.’

Indeed. Normativity and the wisdom of the philosophers appear to diverge rather sharply – if one’s understanding of what Epictetus and others are saying is superficial enough. For let’s examine what Lynd understood Epictetus to mean in preaching a Stoic attitude to material possessions and the things over which we have no control, such as earthquakes and death. The Stoics did not suggest sitting calmly in your armchair while your house tumbles around your ears. They would have regarded it as rational to flee to safety, just as you and I would; because it is preferable to be alive and well than injured or dead. But they argued that you do yourself a great favour by schooling yourself to recognize – and to act accordingly – that what ultimately matters in life is not wealth or social status, but whether you have been courageous and true to yourself and your principles.

A direct contrast to Lynd is offered by the English essayist and novelist Llewelyn Powys, who not only read the philosophers but lived according to the tenets of one whose views he properly understood in their original intention: Epicurus.3 His application of the rational materialism of the Epicurean view is the more striking because of the way it supported him throughout a positive, creative life lived in the permanent shadow of death; stricken with pulmonary tuberculosis as a young adult, coughing up blood for the next thirty years of a hampered and frequently bed-bound existence – a vexation to one who had been a great walker and lover of the countryside as a youth – he both championed and lived the Epicurean philosophy. Note well that the modern meaning of ‘Epicurean’ to denote someone committed only to careless pleasure-seeking, a bon vivant lifestyle, is not at all what Epicurus or Powys meant, as we shall see.

To think about life is to think about possibilities and inevitabilities, good and bad. It is to think about that litany of fundamental things already mentioned and worth repeating: love and death, striving, triumph, defeat, success, failure, desire, despair, gain and loss, grief, joy, hope, pain, happiness. These are commonalities of the human condition, and not just philosophers and poets but reflective people everywhere have pondered them, struggled with them, and either succumbed to them or won victories over them, throughout recorded history. The universality of the great themes – their timelessness; their irremovable lodgement in the human condition – is very easy to demonstrate. We see, and feel, the deep human experiences from across all recorded millennia. Think of grief-stricken Achilles mourning his beloved Patroclus on the beach of Troy:


A dark cloud of grief fell upon Achilles. He filled both hands with dust from the ground and poured it over his head, and flung himself down, huge and hugely at full length, tearing his hair with his hands. The bondswomen of Achilles and Patroclus screamed aloud for grief, beating their breasts, their limbs failing them for sorrow. Antilochus bent over Achilles the while, weeping and holding both his hands as he lay groaning for he feared that he might plunge a knife into his own throat.



Writing nearly three thousand years after The Iliad, Tennyson mourned his friend Arthur Hallam in In Memoriam:


O Sorrow, cruel fellowship,

O Priestess in the vaults of Death,

O sweet and bitter in a breath,

What whispers from thy lying lip?

[…] Never morning wore

To evening, but some heart did break.



As to love and desire – on a Mesopotamian cuneiform tablet dating from the age of Sumer in the fourth millennium BCE we read:


My sweetheart brought me into his house

He lay me down on the honey-fragrant bed

And when my dear sweetheart had lain very close to me

One-by-one, making tongue, one-by-one,

As if dumb struck I moved toward him,

Trembling below, I pushed quietly to him,

My sweetheart, my hand placed on his thigh,

So did I pass the time with him there!4



We meet the same themes in the Song of Solomon two thousand years later:


He brought me to the house of wine,

And his glance toward me is love;

Support me with raisin-cakes,

Spread me among the apricots;

For I am sick with love.

His left-hand is beneath my head,

His right-hand embraces me.



– and in Ovid a thousand years after that:


Such lovely hips, such silken thighs,

Why itemise further? All was perfection;

I pressed her naked body to mine:

Who does not know the rest?

Afterwards we slept entwined:

May many such afternoons again be mine!5



Much might change as the great wheels of history turn, in the way of customs, institutions, manners, moralities, the appearance and configuration of things; but underneath all these changes the fundamentals of human experience remain, like grief and the pleasures of love just described. Few people like to be cold, hungry, in pain, afraid, ill, grief-stricken, lovelorn, oppressed, caged; most people like the feel of the sun’s warmth on their faces, the sound of a running stream, the laughter of friends, the taste of good food, a lover’s touch, the prospect of a day free from labour and care. From these basic facts we can infer much about how we should respond when we encounter people who are in pain or in need, for we know well how little we like either state ourselves. And we know what kinds of things enhance life, liberate it, bring pleasure into it. There are few excuses for being morally blind, given these simple facts.

But when we encounter the negatives of existence, how are we to respond? And as we seek its positives, how are we to determine – each of us in our individuality – which to pursue, and why? Answering these questions is answering the Socratic Question. Answering the Socratic Question is doing philosophy. In light of the facts – assorted examples of which are that we are social animals; we have built-in instincts, needs and desires; our choices and actions are mainly governed by our emotions; most resources are scarce; we have, or are capable of exercising, intelligence; we are all going to make mistakes; we are all going to die – doing philosophy is not an option, it is a necessity.




2. ‘We’ and Human Nature

There has already been mention of ‘we’ in these pages, and there will be more. Who are ‘we’? This is a question which, already complex enough, has become a focus of conflict.

There is also the question of what ‘human nature’ is, and even whether there is anything sufficiently uniform about the varieties among human cultures, communities and individuals to be definable as such. By itself this suggests that taking ‘we’ to mean ‘we human beings in general’ is problematic.

In considering who ‘we’ are we have to take into account the related questions of intersectionality and positionality. Take each of the adjectives in the description ‘white heterosexual middle-class fully employed female citizen’ and ring the changes on them, substituting one by one, then in combinations of two and three, and finally all, the words ‘black/non-white, gay/transgender, working-class, unemployed’ and add remarks about education level, disability, age, immigration status, and membership of minority ethnic and/or religious communities. Then ask: who are ‘we’ in a highly diverse world?

And then there is the fact that most if not all human beings do not consist of a single self, in just one clearly defined referent of the pronoun ‘I’, but in a number of selves projected to the world – to different people, in different circumstances – and even inwardly, introspectively, to themselves, depending on mood and the prevailing condition of their lives at a given point. Many people engage in constant or at least frequent efforts to modify themselves, or to develop a dominant self that will master other but self-betraying selves they find within – the self-betraying selves that cannot concentrate, sleep, combat fears, face realities, maintain the discipline to persist in reaching a goal. In this regard one can forget ‘Who are we?’ and ask, ‘Who am I? Which am I?’

But on the other hand, there are indeed generalizable facts about human beings. As noted above, almost all human beings, just as such, are capable of experiencing cold, hunger, pain, loneliness and fear. They are also capable of experiencing pleasure, happiness, satisfaction and comfort. Most human beings have a reasonably good idea of what, given the various circumstances they can find themselves in, conduces to experiences of the first and the second kinds, at very least in basic respects. What conduces to the second kind includes shelter, warmth, food and safety, together with some assurance of the continuity of all four, and in addition companionship and a sense of living a worthwhile life with at least reasonable hopes for the future. These facts are the groundwork of thinking about moral obligations and the justification of regimes of law and human rights. Indeed without such generalizable facts it would be impossible to explain the point of discussing intersectionality and positionality – if we did not care about justice or rights, we would not care about discrimination and suffering – and at the same time with them we can ground some useful further generalizations about human beings and what counts among the fundamentals of good and worthwhile lives.

Answering Socrates’ question – ‘What sort of person should I be?’ – begins from this latter thought. But what it abstracts from must always be remembered. The temptation to see a human being as an idealized, naked individual entity, detached from society and physical nature, has to be resisted most of the time in thinking about others, and at least half the time in thinking about oneself. Immediately this seems to make it hard to see, through the veils of entanglements and dependencies that constitute living in society and the world – and which therefore constitute most of a person’s normativity-constituted selves – what possibilities of choice individuals have in their lives. For the most part, the truth about ‘who I am’ is a function of a story, a historical and social setting and its constituent net of relationships, because a mind – a personality, a character – is the product of many settings and encounters.1

But on the other hand – yet again – there is indeed also room for the thought of an individual as such, as a point within reflection and self-consciousness, the ‘I’ among the constellation of selves which is a reference for the unfolding narrative of these selves’ experiences – the ‘I’ which we take to be what remembers, feels shame or pride, knows joy and despair; the ‘I’ which is the prisoner not only of outer circumstance but more poignantly of its own emotions, and indeed the most primal of them when they make themselves felt: fear, grief, greed, yearning, lust, anger, envy, hatred, pity, love, desire. I – ‘I’ – might wish to learn ancient Greek or master the calculus (I might wish these things ardently) but this ‘I’ is not the ‘I’ of my fears and inchoate yearnings. It is a self I privilege to myself as what I take to be, or wish to be, the ‘myself’. It counts as the particular private self, the moi profond of which Proust spoke, doubtless elusive to others and sometimes to itself, but the least artificial of all the selves out of which one’s being in the world is formed. So, at any rate, we hope and believe.

However sceptical one might be about the existence of such a ‘true self’ as an actuality – or better: as what we seek, or seek to create, through answering Socrates’ question – the assumption that such a thing exists is, as the logicians say, undischargeable; we cannot do without it. For without it, all else falls apart, nothing makes sense. The world and life within it would then just be an inchoate sequence of momentary impressions, nothing more. Yet mysteriously it appears that the impressions that constitute our experience are linked in a generally coherent way, which makes us ask: appear to whom or what? And why?

This essentially assumed central, private self is the self which the motto on the gate to Delphi commanded visitors to seek: gnothi seauton, ‘know thyself’. It is not easy to obey this injunction, given that the usual first victim of one’s widely successful efforts at deception is oneself.

In searching for (or creating) this deep personal self, people have to be aware that their autobiographical selves are by no means guaranteed to be this self, because their autobiographies are constructs, constantly revised and adjusted for presentation to the outside world – constructs they must themselves find almost completely credible in order to make them seem plausible to others. In any case, people wish to believe their autobiographies; their autobiographies contain all the excuses, self-justifications and exculpations needed to shore up their self-respect and shift the blame for the messes they have made. Procedures such as psychoanalysis represent attempts to evade the propaganda of autobiography and to reach the self that underlies and motivates all the other selves. Answering the Socratic Question can be construed either as seeking or making that underlying, ultimate self.

In light of the foregoing remarks, ‘we’ and the ‘self’ which every ‘I’ is taken to denote are to be understood as follows in this book: the instances of ‘I’ who make up the ‘we’ to whom its remarks are addressed are in each case the underlying, fundamental, private selves lurking among the historically and socially constructed selves which are presented to the world as a public ‘myself’. And the ideal of philosophical reflection aimed at answering Socrates’ question is to make the fundamental self this public ‘myself’, or at very least its governor.

At the same time, it would be incorrect to say that the ‘we’ of this book is the human species in general, for in truth it is at most the people who do or might read a book such as this, and who therefore constitute a minority. In all their diversity otherwise, these ‘we’ are people who at some point pause to reflect on Socrates’ question, and who might make choices as a result.

But these last remarks raise an important question. Although the reference of ‘we’ is restricted in the way just described, it is important nevertheless to have a sense of what is meant by talk of human nature in general, because – to repeat, and now dropping the ‘scare quotes’ around ‘we’ – we are fully part of nature and society and their respective evolutionary histories, and the degree to which we are not governed by their deterministic aspects matters to the question of whether we can in fact make choices, instead of only thinking that we do. On this crucial point the entire question of whether we can give individual answers to Socrates’ question turns.

To put this point in its simplest and crudest terms as a question: do we have ‘free will’, the ability to choose without prior irresistible restriction or compulsion of any kind, at least on significant occasions, between genuine alternatives – or is everything we do the outcome of deterministic causal processes in the sense that what we do cannot have happened otherwise, given antecedent conditions? Are we ever agents, acting in and on the world – or are we ever only patients, passive recipients of events being passed along through time, our doings not doings but happenings, links in a causal chain begun long ago?

The thrust of biology and in particular neuropsychology answers ‘No’ to ‘Are we agents?’ and ‘Yes’ to ‘Are we causal patients?’ They say that if the idea of ‘free will’ is the idea that we can initiate wholly novel causal sequences, or can intervene in the causal realm from outside it and redirect causal flows, then there is no such thing as free will.

And this is a major problem, which threatens to bring what this book seeks to do to a shuddering halt right here. Given that we think that we make choices, that we believe we can change things as a result of deciding to do so, that the whole of our picture of humanity and the moral universe turns fundamentally on the idea of free will – which means: on commitment to the idea that we are responsible for what we do, and can be praised and blamed accordingly, because we have genuine, ultimate, novelty-introducing choice over alternatives in the situations meriting either – then if we are wrong about this we have to see ourselves as the victims of a massive and systematic error. And if so, evolution has played a mighty trick on us in endowing us with this false view. (But again: if this is indeed so, there would presumably be some kind of evolutionary advantage achieved by nature’s deluding us in this way; on the supposition that everything living is ultimately impelled by the aims of surviving and reproducing – of surviving long enough to reproduce – one might be able to construct a story in which believing that we have free will enhances that project.)

One can see assumptions and risks at work on either side of the division between thinking that people are genuinely able to choose among real (not just apparent) alternatives, and seeing them as passive recipients and transmitters of causally determined processes. Thus put, the contrast between the two views, agent versus patient, is stark.

The agent view attributes at least some degree of malleability to human nature, such that experience, education, culture – in general: the ‘nurture’ side of the nature-nurture pairing, including self-nurture and endeavour – enters into the formation of individual character. Humanity bases its vast investments in education, morality, law, indeed almost all social institutions and practices – in short: in everything that has a possibility of influencing what people think and do – on the premise that they can be educated, influenced, persuaded, and can change accordingly.

The patient view attributes most if not all to our genes and their hardwiring of our brains. Studies of identical twins suggest that preferences, including even political inclinations, are genetically predisposed, and studies of brain activation in experimental observations of people making choices appear to show ‘the brain deciding’ before the people themselves are conscious of making a decision.2 On this view, humanity’s investment in the belief that people can be persuaded and can choose differently as a result of such endeavours as education and persuasion, even punishment, is wasted. What, for example, would be the point of a prison system aiming to punish or reform if criminals are literally incapable of acting otherwise than they do? It is a very ancient Greek idea that an individual can be inescapably fated to commit a crime but merit punishment for it anyway. (Such was the fate of Oedipus, who to the modern mind suffered a cosmic injustice.) And if criminality is a predeterminedly fixed aspect of a person’s character, what hope is there of reform?

Needless to say, there is a large philosophical debate – one might say: industry – devoted to the free-will question, for it is one of the hardest of all questions in philosophy, and one of the most important.3 Roughly speaking there are three positions available: pro-free will plus anti-determinism; pro-determinism plus anti-free will; and ‘compatibilism’, which as the label suggests is the attempt to reconcile the idea that we are responsible agents with the fact of our being physical entities in a causal universe. On this latter view it is reasonably pointed out that we wish, as agents, to be causally connected to what our actions produce, so that we can be praised for them when appropriate – and we wish to hold others (sometimes ourselves, in fits of honesty) accountable when things go wrong, as being the cause of their being so. So here our agency is itself in need of being part of the causal realm. The persistent difficulty is that these acts are themselves the effects of preceding causes – and without an originating novel cause, a Very First cause (and what would such a thing be: an uncaused cause?), the regress of causes appears to run unstoppably back to the Big Bang – in which case whatever happens has precious little to do with our or any agency.

Before cutting the Gordian Knot of this problem, one thought that bears noting is that the free-will dilemma is essentially predicated on regarding the world as a causal realm. All our ordinary thinking about the way the world works is based on this idea. Yet note that the world as it appears to us in our ordinary experience of it is a virtual reality, a projection from the way the faculties of our cognitive psychology handle the input data of experience. Kant long ago observed that the conceptual categories we apply in managing experience create a world for us consisting of property-bearing particular things standing in causal relationships to each other in space and time. But all these concepts – ‘particular thing’, ‘space’, ‘time’, ‘causality’ – are imposed by our minds on the raw data of experience to give them shape and coherence; they are our constructs, and Kant was of the view that by definition therefore they are not descriptive of reality as it is in itself – what he called ‘noumenal’ reality to distinguish it from the way the world appears to us, this being ‘phenomenal’ reality.4 On this view, the concept of causality is a cognitive convenience, not a fact about ultimate reality.

Two further thoughts add considerable weight to this view. One is that, in our currently best theories in physics, the concept of causation plays at best an equivocal role – if any role at all – as shown by the (already experimentally observed) occurrence of ‘quantum entanglement’. The other is that the concepts we apply in our experience of the world around us are ‘paraconsistent’ – that is, only consistent within their own bubbles of application, and inconsistent with others in other bubbles. We have inconsistent notions of time and space: we think of the space of visual and tactual perception as a three-dimensional continuous Euclidean realm, but it is in fact neither Euclidean nor continuous; some of the standard visual illusions (such as the parallel arrows, duck-rabbit and ‘gorilla video’) amply illustrate the way the brain makes up a lot of what we think we see.5 Our perceptual apparatus and the concepts associated with them, causality among them, are sometimes mutually conflicting conveniences, helpful illusions, pragmatic falsehoods. At very least, therefore, rejecting an interpretation of ourselves as agents – capable of choosing, of initiating and intervening in and thereby changing events – because we accept instead that causality is an unbreakable iron law of ultimate reality, is to make a dramatic choice of world view indeed.

But in any case the Gordian Knot can be, and in fact has to be, sliced through. Taking ourselves to be ‘free-willed beings’ in the full sense of this term – genuinely able to make choices between genuine alternatives; agents; initiators of and interveners in events; responsible, accountable – is every bit as much an undischargeable assumption as the assumption that we are each possessors of a ‘true’ self. As with this latter assumption, denying that we have free will means that we stop right here; there is no room for further discussion. Socrates’ question assumes both that there is an ‘I’ and that it can make real choices, can change and thereby self-create.

But – another ‘but’! – ‘free-willed beings in the full sense of this term’? These words immediately ring a different set of alarm bells. For an important example: some people who are hostile to homosexuality claim that it is a choice, not a natural endowment, and that boys can be ‘turned into’ homosexuals by being interfered with when young. Gay people themselves deny that their sexuality is a matter of choice. Much sorrow and tragedy has been inflicted on people who have struggled to deny their sexual nature in the belief – other people’s belief – that they could ‘choose’ to be, or could be psychoanalysed into being, heterosexual. The same applies more generally to questions of sex, sexuality and gender across a wide spectrum of possibilities. This is a sharp reminder that considerations of nature, genetics, the hard-wired aspects of the brain, are not to be swept blithely aside by the assertion of humanity’s self-perception as free, and by the compelling truth that this is a principle on which civilization itself is built. Thus the dilemma is reintroduced in a slightly different guise. In this new guise it presents as a question about the nature in ‘human nature’ – in particular about the contribution of genes and their evolutionary development to what constitutes human beings.

Every theory of human nature apart from the obviously false one – if there is such a one, viz. that human beings have no nature at all but at birth are completely plastic and blank (tabula rasa) – entails that there is some degree of determinism, or at very least a strong inclining pressure implicit in the facts of that nature. All such theories premise themselves on identification of something taken to be the essence of humanness, and thus by definition are ‘essentialist’ to some degree. Determinists are hard essentialists; soft essentialists are what we might call ‘inclinationists’. Those who think that our genes set strong parameters to what we can be and how we can act are at the hard essentialist end of the spectrum. A view such as Aristotle’s, namely that possession of reason is defining of humanness, is at the soft essentialist end of the spectrum, in that it premises the idea that reason makes it possible for us to choose well if we put our reasoning powers to work.

The difference between hard and soft essentialism, obviously enough, concerns the respective degrees of the influence of nature and nurture in the formation of individual character. But note that the undischargeable free-will assumption is not just about the degree to which an individual can defy the impulsions of genetic endowment (for pertinent examples: the impulses to aggression, lust, and the like), but also the strong inclinations formed by nurture (by upbringing, education, community pressure to conform, and the like again). The assumption thus cuts across the nature-nurture binary too.

Until the advent of sociobiology and its successor as applied to human beings, viz. evolutionary psychology – both these enquiries near-contemporaneous with genetics and closely followed by neuropsychology, all of these pursuits grounded in empirical science – theories of human nature were variously based on experience, reflection and doctrine; in the case of the last of these, as often reflecting theorizers’ wishes as their observations. For brevity let us distinguish the recent science-based theories from their philosophical predecessors by grouping the former as ‘biological’ and the latter as ‘aspectual’ (because they focus on some aspect of human psychological endowment or proclivity that seems to the theorist to be characteristic).

Consider the aspectual theories first. Ancient Greek philosophers all accepted that human beings (or at very least, men: human males) are distinguished from the rest of the universe – except for its gods – by possession of reason and free will, and therefore by the capacity to master the negative and harmful impulses of their nature and to direct themselves into paths of virtue instead. They recognized that this required effort, given natural propensities to laziness, cowardice and the like, but they did not question the assumption that having a reason for acting one way rather than another was a sufficient motive for doing so. This view was directly controverted by David Hume many centuries later; he argued that only emotions motivate actions, and that having a reason is never enough by itself. These two views mark the opposite ends of a scale in aspectual theories about the place of reason and emotion as sources of action.

There was an equally sharp division of opinion, though on a different matter, within the Confucian tradition in China. The view attributed to Confucius himself, as recorded in the Analects, is idealistic and optimistic about human nature and the possibility of its cultivation of ren, ‘gentlemanly virtues’. Mencius, the second master of the Confucian tradition – he lived a century after Confucius’ time – agreed that human nature is fundamentally good and that therefore the prospects for developing an ideal society are likewise good. Two generations later, the third Confucian master, Xunzi, disagreed emphatically on this point; he regarded human beings as fundamentally wicked.6

Mencius explained wrongdoing as the result of external forces such as poverty and hunger, arguing that it is hard times that make people commit crimes, because they are struggling to survive. It is not natural for people to be like this, he said, but the experience of suffering ‘sinks and drowns their hearts’. As proof of innate goodness Mencius cited such phenomena as the distress people feel when they see a child in danger of falling into a well; they do not feel this because they wish to please the child’s parents or to get social approval; the sentiment arises naturally in their xin, ‘heart’.

Xunzi, by contrast, held that people are by nature inclined to be bad, from which it follows that being good takes conscious effort. People are greedy, they seek personal profit, they regard others as rivals; and as a result, envy and enmity arise, causing crime and betrayal. The very fact that people are born with sense organs makes them seek dissolute pleasures. Therefore, said Xunzi, education is required, based on models of upright behaviour. Only then can courtesy, refinement and loyalty develop. ‘Thus,’ he wrote, ‘a warped piece of wood requires the press-frame, steam to soften it, and force applied to straighten it. A blunt piece of metal must be whetted on the grindstone to make it sharp.’7

All the Indian traditions of thought, whether ‘orthodox’ astika or ‘heterodox’ nastika (the latter including Buddhism and Jainism), share some or all of the themes of suffering, liberation from suffering by extinction, this liberation following upon understanding the illusory nature of what is encountered in ordinary experience and through asceticism, meditation and the accumulation of good karma to achieve release from the cycle of rebirth. These ideas recur in all the schools, and focus attention on the central aim they share: escape from suffering.8 They are soteriologies, teachings about salvation – in their case, salvation achieved by escape from the pain and distress that is the essence of existence. Another common feature of the Indian traditions is that they are gnostic: liberation follows the attainment of knowledge, for the source of suffering is ignorance. Despite what these remarks and the various practices constituting Hinduism historically and at present suggest, most of the Indian schools are non-theistic; their teachings are philosophies, not religions.

Given the Indian schools’ concentration on the source of suffering as the essence of existence, and their recipes for escaping it, a view of human nature is implied rather than explicit. References to the capacity to suffer, to be deluded by appearances, to desire, and to cling to things and people, together portray a creature both extremely vulnerable and yet – in the possibility of achieving understanding and thereby repudiating the false appearances of things, and of overcoming desire and attachment by severe self-discipline – capable of great efforts at liberation.

Christianity is another soteriology, this time predicated on humanity’s helplessness and frailty, its inability to save itself. A doctrine of salvation requires that there be something to be saved from. The Indian traditions in effect say that we need to be saved from ignorance; Christianity says that we must be saved from our own inborn sinful nature and the weakness which makes it impossible for us to save ourselves from its dictates. We are born sick, sick with sin – Adam’s sin, for which all mankind is condemned – and have to be saved. We can be saved if we believe that at a moment in fairly recent history the deity took human form and offered himself as a blood sacrifice to expiate the sins of humankind. We need the ‘grace of God’ to be saved, and we achieve it by believing and obeying, submitting our will wholly: ‘not my will, but thine, be done’ says the universal prayer of Christianity, the Pater Noster, ‘Our Father’. The two young religions of the world – Christianity and Islam – both share this obeisant, self-negating outlook; Islam literally means ‘submission’.

Yet implied in this view is that people can rebel against the edicts of the deity, which means that they have free will and enough power as individuals to defy, at least for a time, threats of severe punishment and pressures to submit. This, the sin of pride, is an acknowledgement of human autonomy. Other foci of religious anxiety relate to the powerful drives and instincts that underlie much human motivation. For reasons that are not clear without supplementary argument, questions especially about sex take up a great deal of bandwidth in religious ethical thinking – fornication, adultery and homosexuality are far hotter trigger topics than war, injustice, wealth accumulation, slavery, the subordination of women, and a host of other matters that one might think of greater moment. Indeed, both Christianity and Islam, far from opposing such things as war and the subordination of women, have historically been active in perpetrating both, along with slavery and social inequality. Again, however, the religions thereby acknowledge human capacity to act autonomously; moral behaviour consists in large part in resisting the demands of human nature – in taming it, controlling it, extirpating it – which would not be possible unless people had the power to do it, however much effort it takes.

For all their differences, these various outlooks share a view of human beings as creatures who can reason and, however much they might be constrained by society and other factors – even when these include some powerful natural urges and instincts – have free will. Even the cynic who thinks that most people are stupid and lazy, that they do not use their powers of reason much or at all, that they are content to let others do their thinking for them, that they want to be told what to do instead of thinking for themselves, thereby assumes that they have reason and a will that they could use if only they would.

The latest and most scientific view of the matter is that the cynic is at best only partly right on this last point, on the grounds that human nature – human psychology – is the product of evolution. On this view the repertoire of human behaviours such as mate choice and competition, formation of social hierarchies, instinctive responses to snakes and spiders, disgust (for example at rotting food), incest aversion, and much more, are the outcome of natural selection over at least the two million years of the Pleistocene era, which ended twelve thousand years ago (when the current Holocene era began). But long before the Holocene began, the psychological equipment of pre- and emerging Homo sapiens had reached ‘fixation’ in the adaptations that resulted from dealing with the challenges – over those two million years and more – posed by the ‘environment of evolutionary adaptedness’ (EEA) set by Pleistocene and doubtless even earlier conditions. As one slogan encapsulating this view has it, our skulls therefore contain Stone Age minds, an idea invoked by some to explain what they see as the maladaptive nature of human life and experience in post-Stone Age conditions.

Evolutionary psychology (‘evopsych’) is controversial. In the first couple of decades of evopsych theory the controversy was especially bitter. The concept, and the reasons for the controversy, are as follows.9

It was for a long time thought that the mind is almost a blank slate, equipped with a few basic capacities enabling it to receive impressions from experience and, from them, to form beliefs and develop mental functions. These capacities are latent until stimulated by input; they need experience to furnish them with their content and endow them with powers – or at least, to awake the activity of those powers.10 This was the view of the empiricist philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and it remained an underlying assumption even as philosophy and psychology developed more elaborate metaphors of the mind, for example as functioning like a telephone exchange or like a general-purpose computer. But the ‘general purpose’ notion was key; the ability to learn, remember, reason, imbibe a culture, and so on, was regarded as what brains have a general ability to do, such that everything they acquire in the way of these things is the result of the experiences they are exposed to. This theory appears to be supported by the empirical datum that if you place a baby in any linguistic and cultural environment other than the one in which it was born, it will grow up shaped by that culture, not by its birth mother’s culture – illustrating the brain’s broad plastic capacity.

On this ‘domain-general’ view of the brain’s operations, such abilities as interpreting others’ emotions, learning a language, understanding the purpose and value of reciprocity, and almost all the rest, are taken to employ the same basic mental faculties, regarded as having no content in themselves but dependent on experience for their various special characters and functioning. But as psychology, neurology and evolutionary explanations in biology and ethology (the study of animal behaviour) progressed, this view came increasingly to seem inadequate. In particular, the fact that the brain is an important organ in a body that has evolved under the pressure of natural selection over long periods of time made it compelling to think that it too has evolved its various functions in ways specific to their tasks, so that instead of the brain’s capacities being ‘domain-general’ they are highly ‘domain-specific’, there being an evolved module for language, a separate evolved module for facial recognition, a separate module for the disgust reaction, and so for each of the rest of the mental, perceptual and psychological competences.

The basic principle of evolutionary psychology, accordingly, is that as a physical system the brain’s structure has been ‘designed’ by evolutionary pressures to deal with the challenges it faces in surviving and reproducing itself. Because for 99 per cent of their history, humans and their ancestors have been hunter-gatherers, the human brain has evolved to deal with that form of life. As two of evolutionary psychology’s chief proponents (Leda Cosmides and John Tooby) write:


The key to understanding how the modern mind works is to realize that its circuits were not designed to solve the day-to-day problems of a modern American – they were designed to solve the day-to-day problems of our hunter-gatherer ancestors. These stone age priorities produced a brain far better at solving some problems than others. For example, it is easier for us to deal with small, hunter-gatherer-band sized groups of people than with crowds of thousands; it is easier for us to learn to fear snakes than electric sockets, even though electric sockets pose a larger threat than snakes do in most American communities. In many cases, our brains are better at solving the kinds of problems our ancestors faced on the African savannahs than they are at solving the more familiar tasks we face in a college classroom or a modern city. In saying that our modern skulls house a stone age mind, we do not mean to imply that our minds are unsophisticated. Quite the contrary: they are very sophisticated computers, whose circuits are elegantly designed to solve the kinds of problems our ancestors routinely faced.11



In its early days, evolutionary psychology was confronted by formidable critics, not least among them Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin.12 Gould’s fundamental objection was to what he saw as the underlying implication of hard determinism, in which the only operative factor is natural selection tending to fixation over long timescales, arguing instead that evolution can occur also through cultural pressures and as a result of ‘spandrels’ – these being the consequence of two unrelated developments interacting and creating the conditions for novelty. While acknowledging the importance of biology to psychology, he argued for potentiality as against determinism – for flexibility in adaptation that ‘permits us to be aggressive or peaceful, dominant or submissive, spiteful or generous … Violence, sexism, and general nastiness are biological since they represent one subset of a possible range of behaviors. But peacefulness, equality, and kindness are just as biological – and we may see their influence increase if we can create social structures that permit them to flourish.’13

As the tenor of this remark implies, there was a subtext to objections to evolutionary psychology. It involved what critics of Gould described as ‘politically correct’ objections to the idea that such aspects of human behaviour as aggression, male dominance and cruelty are baked into human nature, so that war is inevitable, hierarchies and inequalities unavoidable – even that rape is ‘natural’. On the view of those who deny the genetic component in the formation of behaviour, the propensity of little boys to be noisy and destructive and little girls to play with dolls is attributed entirely to socialization, and efforts to correct the socializing tendencies by giving little boys dolls and little girls plastic guns were earnestly made.

Richard Dawkins’ ‘selfish gene’ and the so-called Santa Barbara school of evolutionary psychology (this being the location of the University of California campus at which Tooby and Cosmides taught) might be interpretable as deterministic, but another defender of the view that there is such a thing as biologically evolved human nature, Steven Pinker, is somewhat more conciliatory, acknowledging the interplay between environment and genetic endowment in the formation of individual character while demonstrating that a portmanteau ‘blank slate’ view is untenable.14 Among the advantages of recognizing the powerful empirical evidence for this, while simultaneously demonstrating the inadequacies of different versions of a ‘blank slate’ thesis (including the ‘Noble Savage’ and ‘Ghost in the Machine’ alternatives), he cites recognition of the ‘psychological unity of our species beneath the superficial differences of physical appearance and parochial culture’. The view that the human species has an underlying, genetically determined psychological commonality contributes to explanation of the ‘theory of mind’ that people so successfully operate in identifying and predicting the intentions, desires and behaviour of others, across as well as within cultures – the facial expressions of crying, laughing and feeling acute pain are simple examples.

The hard determinism implicit in early evolutionary psychology, with its commitment to the ‘Stone Age minds’ view, is predicated on the idea that natural selection operates over large timescales. The mere twelve millennia since the beginning of the Holocene (roughly contemporaneous with the beginning of the Neolithic period in the development of human culture) seems a mere flash of time compared to the three and a half billion years over which nature has repeatedly experimented with evolutionary strategies. But this view is tempered by the fact that some evolutionary processes are observed to develop much faster; for example, lactose tolerance in humans – the ability to digest non-human milk – has evolved in some populations only since the late Palaeolithic, and most notably since the beginning of the domestication of milk-yielding animals such as horses, goats and cows (twenty thousand years or less).

But arguments about the pace of evolution are not a decisive issue in this connection. A more relevant question is whether acceptance of the ‘modularity’ theory of mind, which says that the mind is a large collection of specific capacities each dedicated to just one function, entails that there are no general competences – that is, broad abilities of the kind that allow individuals to adapt themselves to new conditions, rapid changes in circumstances and radically different environments within the scope of their lifetimes. Consider that anatomically and behaviourally modern humans emigrated from Africa about sixty thousand years ago, and by fifteen to twenty thousand years ago had occupied every climate and ecosystem on the planet, from permanently frozen wastes to dense jungles to sweltering deserts. This bespeaks great adaptability in timescales far shorter than slow evolutionary determinism allows. Life in the Arctic and life in the Australian outback, life in the Amazon jungle and life predicated on canoeing vast distances between Pacific islands, life high in mountains and life in fertile valleys, these all require applications of intelligence to very different things: different conditions, different tools, different strategies for utilizing different types of resources and avoiding different types of dangers – in short, remarkable flexibility of mind, imagination and skill. And this is manifested in what, in terms of evolutionary time, is a blink of an eye. If cultural evolution happens very much faster than biological evolution, then what biological evolution has endowed in the way of the human brain’s capacities to make it apt for such rapid cultural evolution – indeed, cultural revolution – cannot be fixed to the challenges of the African savannah half a million years ago.

So even granting that human mental capacities are evolved and are modular, it would seem that in marked contrast to the largely inflexible patterns of behaviour evidenced in almost all other animals, human minds have ways of combining, sometimes overriding, and frequently generalizing their capacities. Perhaps a clinching example is the fact that humans are hard-wired for language, but what language individuals speak depends on what they are exposed to in early life, manifesting with great clarity the interaction between neurology and the environment outside the head – in short: the nature-nurture interaction.15

It is usual for evolutionary psychologists to dislike talk of nature-nurture, plasticity, flexibility, generalized capacities, and the like, as too vague and as unconformable to the clean idea of specific adaptations for specific purposes. The examples of arachnophobia, incest aversion, disgust, cheater detection, mate preferences, and more, fit well with the ‘massive modularity of mind’ paradigm that mainstream evolutionary psychology proposes. On the other hand, the examples of human adaptability to extremely different environments and new challenges, and the ability almost every individual displays to learn complicated culturally propagated skills from scratch, suggests that there is something to be said for general capacity too, consistent with modularity of most functions, either alongside them or supervenient upon them.

If a conclusion can be drawn from debates about evolution and psychology for the ‘human nature’ question itself, it is what was described above as a ‘soft essentialist’ one – that is, it is one that acknowledges the evolved nature of the human mind and grants the modularity of at least many of its capacities, but makes room for the empirical datum that it also manifests significant degrees of plasticity and domain-generality. Both are themselves of obvious evolutionary advantage to a creature dependent on intelligence – rather than claws or teeth, fur or scales, size or speed – to survive and flourish. And both underlie the universal self-perception of humans as volunteers in at least some of what they do, capable of personal change in at least some important respects, and able to adapt to new conditions and changed circumstances most of the time. For the purposes of the enterprise here – answering Socrates’ question – this is more than enough.

So to conclude: we – readers of books like this – are ultimately free, despite our many entanglements in history and society, to make choices about how we should live and what values we should live by. We are able to answer Socrates’ question, each one of us for ourselves in the interests of the best and truest self we can each individually find or make – make being the chief goal of the Socratic quest. On these undischargeable assumptions the following discussions rest.


OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘If there is any such person in Britain
today as The Thinking Man,
itis A. C. Grayling’
The Times

PHILOSOPHY
AND LIFE

Exploring the
Great Questions
of How to Live

A. C. GRAYLING

W






OEBPS/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





