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Stephen Trombley has mined two and a half millennia of Western thought for observations that reflect the seriousness, the joy and the strangeness of human existence. Via thirty-nine eclectic themes, he journeys across the history of philosophy, from ancient Greeks to contemporary continentals, from idealists to existentialists and from empiricists to analytics.
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Introduction

The aim of this little miscellany is both to amuse and to inform the reader as I have been amused and informed while writing it. I was generously given free rein to gallop across the whole spectrum of subjects covered by philosophy, and back and forth in time, to inquire what philosophers thought about those subjects in any given era. It has been a wild journey, and Ive done my best here to give an account of it.

While there has been some method to my work, whimsy is the chief criterion I employed in deciding what subjects to write about and which philosophers thoughts on them to include. I present some of the greatest minds in history reflecting on topics that might be found in an agony column: Advice, Backbiting, Day Jobs, Drugs, Extraterrestrials, Friendship, Fun, Haircuts, Laughing, Sex, Sport and Walking. I also gather their thoughts on subjects which we might more usually expect to be treated in a philosophy book: Belief, Consciousness, Duty, Freedom, Intuition, Truth, War and others like them.

If I were composing an anthology of philosophy, as opposed to a miscellany, I would have a certain duty to the reader to be inclusive. But Im not and I dont. Because its a miscellany, I am at liberty to include  and exclude  anything that takes my fancy. My method has been this: each treatment of a subject under discussion here usually begins with the thoughts of the ancient Greeks, then moves progressively to the present. One reason why the Greeks get first shout is that they were the first thinkers in the West to consider these topics. After the Greeks, Roman, scholastic, Renaissance, Enlightenment, idealist, naturalist, empiricist, analytic, continental and other thinkers all get a look-in. I leave it to the reader to decide, as we work our way through the ages, whether subsequent thinkers improved upon Greek ideas. In many cases valuable clarification and introduction of new subtleties has occurred. In other cases, later thinking has offered more obfuscation than explication (see pages 28794).

The ancient Greeks are usually clear in their definition of a problem and the proposed solution. There was for centuries a kind of unspoken rule among subsequent philosophers that they, too, should strive for clarity in their prose, and this continued up until the late eighteenth century and the rise of German idealism. Then, philosophers like G. W. F. Hegel earned a well-deserved reputation for dense and opaque writing; for the introduction of jargon and unnecessary neologisms. The result is often  as in the case of the twentieth-century German thinkers Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger  writing that is nothing less than execrable. This tendency caught hold, and marks much of what is called continental philosophy in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. My aim throughout Wise Words has been to find passages in the works of even the most difficult philosophers that are clear and which speak directly to a non-professional audience on subjects that might concern them, but whose concern is not great enough to justify hours of wading through turgid text.

One might ask why Ive bothered to do this, given that it is no small task. I could reply that I took it on in the spirit of the Roman poet Horace, who famously declared that Poets wish either to instruct or to delight.*1 One can also combine the two, and that is my intention. In my years of reading philosophy I have always found it instructive, if sometimes a hard slog. But on many occasions I have been delighted  charmed  with the observations, arguments or conclusions of philosophers. It is those charmed moments that I wish to share here.

A final word about the modest apparatus of this book. Because I presume it is to be sampled as a dipping-in book rather than read straight through, I had to find a way of indicating the relevant eras in which individual thinkers were active without repeating myself ad infinitum. The solution is simple: a directory of philosophers consulted, including their dates, nationality and a brief description, which appears at the back of the book. I have also included a bibliography of secondary works cited, a list of internet sites where classic philosophy texts can be consulted and a brief note about online philosophy encyclopaedias. Since many of the ideas discussed by philosophers under one heading have relevance to other entries in the book, I have included a system of cross-references. Each development of an idea within sections is assigned a roman numeral. This way, cross-references may be made in the style (see FRIENDSHIP iv).

Philosophy is an endless task; even a lifetimes reading would give us an incomplete account of it. I make no claim to inclusiveness in this present exercise. However, I do hope that anyone who has absorbed its contents might have gained at least a passing acquaintance with Western philosophers and their ideas, and be stimulated to inquire further.

*1 Aut prodesse volunt aut delectare poetae. Ars Poetica (c.19 BC).
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i

SOCRATES CONSULTED THE ORACLE AT DELPHI.*1

We know this from Xenophon, one of the masters lesser-known students. Xenophon tells of it in The Memorabilia (c.371): The divinity, said he, gives me a sign. Further, he would constantly advise his associates to do this, or beware of doing that, upon the authority of this same divine voice; and, as a matter of fact, those who listened to his warnings prospered, whilst he who turned a deaf ear to them repented afterwards.

Xenophon reports that Socrates did not advise seeking the oracles advice on the ordinary necessities of life; to do so, he taught, was a type of profanity. In everyday matters he urged his students to Act as you believe these things may best be done. But, in the case of those darker problems, the issues of which are incalculable, he directed his friends to consult the oracle, whether the business should be undertaken or not.

As an advice-giver, Socrates practised what he preached. For instance, he counselled thrift. Xenophon again: a man must work little indeed who could not earn the quantum which contented Socrates. He was frugal where food and drink were concerned; but Xenophon noted how, in frugality, Socrates found pleasure. Of food he took just enough to make eating a pleasure  the appetite he brought to it was sauce sufficient. The same with drink: seeing that he only drank when thirsty, any draught refreshed. Overindulgence in food and drink, said Socrates, is bad for stomachs, brains, and soul alike. And it is not only physical health that is promoted by moderation in food and drink: ones wits were also preserved: It must have been by feasting men on so many dainty dishes that Circe produced her pigs.*2

Thoughts of Circe lead Xenophon to reflect on Socrates advice regarding male sexual desire for women. His advice was to hold strongly aloof from the fascination of fair forms: once lay finger on these and it is not easy to keep a sound head and a sober mind. He likened a womans kiss to that of a poisonous spider bite:

do you imagine that these lovely creatures infuse nothing with their kiss, simply because you do not see the poison? Do you not know that this wild beast which men call beauty in its bloom is all the more terrible than the tarantula in that the insect must first touch its victim, but this at a mere glance of the beholder, without even contact, will inject something into him  yards away  which will make him man? And may be that is why the Loves are called archers, because these beauties wound so far off. But my advice to you, Xenophon, is, whenever you catch sight of one of these fair forms, to run helter-skelter for bare life without a glance behind.

* * *

ii

SENECA THE YOUNGER, a Stoic philosopher of the first century AD, is famous for having dispensed advice to the Roman emperor Nero, whose tutor he had been. While acting as Neros counsellor between AD 54 and AD 62 he also gave advice in the form of a series of letters to Lucilius Junior, procurator of Sicily. Moral Letters to Lucilius is an important Stoic text and was a major influence on the sixteenth-century French philosopher Michel de Montaigne whose Essays (1580) include ON DEFENCE OF SENECA AND PLUTARCH.

Seneca wrote 124 letters to Lucilius on topics as diverse as saving time, crowds, groundless fears, travel as a cure for discontent, the relativity of fame, asthma and death, quiet and study, pleasure and joy, harmful prayers, meeting death cheerfully, good company, taking ones own life, drunkenness and self-control. Seneca advised that time is our most valuable resource. Whatever years be behind us, he says, are in deaths hands. Hold every hour in your grasp. Lay hold of todays task, and you will not need to depend so much upon tomorrows. While we are postponing, life speeds by.

Seneca did not like crowds, and advised young Lucilius to avoid them. To consort with the crowd is harmful; there is no person who does not make some vice attractive to us, or stamp it upon us, or taint us unconsciously therewith. Certainly, the greater the mob with which we mingle, the greater the danger. Seneca particularly warned against attending the games (Roman gladiatorial contests, in which spectators watched armed combatants fight to the death). Nothing is so damaging to good character as the habit of lounging at the games; for then it is that vice steals subtly upon one through the avenue of pleasure. What do you think I mean? I mean that I come home more greedy, more ambitious, more voluptuous, and even more cruel and inhuman, because I have been among human beings.

Seneca identifies groundless fear as a great troubler of souls. He offers advice that is at once tough-minded and reassuring as a mothers touch:

There are more things, Lucilius, likely to frighten us than there are to crush us; we suffer more often in imagination than in reality. I am not speaking with you in the Stoic strain but in my milder style. For it is our Stoic fashion to speak of all those things, which provoke cries and groans, as unimportant and beneath notice; but you and I must drop such great-sounding words, although, heaven knows, they are true enough. What I advise you to do is, not to be unhappy before the crisis comes; since it may be that the dangers before which you paled as if they were threatening you, will never come upon you; they certainly have not yet come. Accordingly, some things torment us more than they ought; some torment us before they ought; and some torment us when they ought not to torment us at all. We are in the habit of exaggerating, or imagining, or anticipating, sorrow.

☞ See also FRIENDSHIP iii.

* * *

iii

ONE OF SENECAS more curiously titled letters is On asthma and death. In it the philosopher uses his own experience as a lifelong asthma sufferer to contemplate mortality. Seneca tells Lucilius that death poses no test for him; rather, he tests death. Death is nothing but non-existence, Seneca says; What was before me will happen again after me. Lest Lucilius find this view bleak, Seneca writes: I ask you, would you not say that one was the greatest of fools who believed that a lamp was worse off when it was extinguished than before it was lighted? We mortals also are lighted and extinguished; the period of suffering comes in between, but on either side there is a deep peace.

Self-control is a cornerstone of Stoicism, and Senecas letter on that subject is uncompromising in its advice. He addresses a range of emotions, including grief over the death of a friend and feeling down when learning that others hold a bad opinion of one. He cautions that too much emotion of any kind is a vice. The wise man can safely control himself without becoming over-anxious, says Seneca; he can halt his tears and his pleasures at will. But, he cautions  and it is a radical but  in our case, because it is not easy to retrace our steps, it is best not to push ahead at all. Imagining his readers reaction to what Seneca knew might appear harsh, he wrote:

I think that Panaetius*3 gave a very neat answer to a certain youth who asked him whether the wise man should become a lover: As to the wise man, we shall see later; but you and I, who are as yet far removed from wisdom, should not trust ourselves to fall into a state that is disordered, uncontrolled, enslaved to another, contemptible to itself. If our love be not spurned, we are excited by its kindness; if it be scorned, we are kindled by our pride. An easily won love hurts us as much as one which is difficult to win; we are captured by that which is compliant, and we struggle with that which is hard. Therefore, knowing our weakness, let us remain quiet. Let us not expose this unstable spirit to the temptations of drink, or beauty, or flattery, or anything that coaxes and allures.

Seneca addresses the question of suicide in On taking ones own life. He proposes the example of his friend Tullius Marcellinus who had aged prematurely from a debilitating but not fatal disease. Today we would say that Tulliuss quality of life had declined  so much so that he needed assistance to carry out his plan to commit suicide. He asked his slaves to help him, but they, holding him in high regard, refused. Tullius consulted a Stoic, who advised him to parcel out his worth in gifts to his slaves. He fasted for three days. When he was near death, a tub was brought in; he lay in it for a long time, and, as the hot water was continually poured over him, he gradually passed away, not without a feeling of pleasure, as he himself remarked,  such a feeling as a slow dissolution is wont to give. Those of us who have ever fainted know from experience what this feeling is. And so Tullius died. Though he committed suicide, Seneca reflects, yet he withdrew most gently, gliding out of life.

Seneca takes the individual example of Tullius to make a universal point. He asks what we would think of a man who wept because he was not alive a thousand years ago. A fool, of course. And is he not just as much of a fool who weeps because he will not be alive a thousand years from now? And then he delivers the factual, incontrovertible judgement of Stoicism: It is all the same; you will not be, and you were not. Neither of these periods of time belongs to you.

Senecas letter about Tulliuss suicide presaged his own death in AD 65. There was a plot against the life of the increasingly despotic Emperor Nero. Seneca was suspected, and Nero ordered him to commit suicide. He slit his writs and bled to death in a hot bath, surrounded by friends  a homage to Socrates.

* * *

iv

THE FIFTEENTH-CENTURY Florentine politician and philosopher Niccolò di Bernardo dei Machiavelli wrote the most enduring advice for those who would govern. The Prince (1532) is a handbook for rulers that reached a large and popular audience because it was written in the Italian vernacular rather than Latin. Forthright and secular in its outline of what we now call political science, The Prince is full of practical advice of the end justifies the means variety. It spawned the eponymous noun Machiavellianism: the employment of cunning and duplicity in statecraft or in general conduct.*4

There is a great deal of common sense in Machiavelli, and his advice on how to rule is often given with an eye to just and peaceful outcomes. In his chapter CONCERNING THE WAY TO GOVERN CITIES OR PRINCIPALITIES WHICH LIVED UNDER THEIR OWN LAWS BEFORE THEY WERE ANNEXED he considers the fact that prior to annexation, citizens of states had been accustomed to live under their own laws and in freedom. This presents a problem of governance for the new ruler to which Machiavelli sees three solutions. The first is to ruin them, the next is to reside there in person, the third is to permit them to live under their own laws, drawing a tribute, and establishing within it an oligarchy which will keep it friendly to you. An oligarchic government knows that it cannot stand without his [the rulers] friendship and interest. So, what does it do? It does its utmost to support him. The result, Machiavelli forecasts, is that he who would keep a city accustomed to freedom will hold it more easily by the means of its own citizens than in any other way. The worldly ethics of The Prince offended the Church, which placed it on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum (the papacys list of heretical, anti-clerical or lascivious books; see also TRUTH vi).

* * *

v

THE FRENCH THINKER Isidore Auguste Marie François Xavier Comte  better known as Auguste Comte  presented his positivist philosophy in the six-volume The Course in Positive Philosophy, published between 1830 and 1842. The Course outlined a theory of social progress  The Law of Three Stages  to explain mans evolutionary journey from a Theological Stage (belief in gods or God) to an intermediate Metaphysical Stage and, finally, the Positivist Stage. Comtes thinking would later inform the development of sociology as a discipline. In the 1850s he founded a secular religion, the Religion of Humanity, whose followers built churches in France and Brazil.*5

In 1854 Comte received a letter from Henry Edger, an American disciple of his work. Edger was a seeker who sought utopian happiness in the anarchist community called Modern Times (185164), founded in Brentwood, Long Island, New York, by Josiah Warren and Stephen Pearl Andrews. Rather than high-minded liberation from social rules, however, what Edger found at Modern Times was free love. He overindulged sexually to the point where he was spiritually and physically ill. He wrote to Comte, whose positivist philosophy appealed to him, for advice. He told Comte that he suffered from a dull aching pain at the very extremity of the spinal column and nervous paroxysms which were first noticed after sexual orgasm, but then often and at random. He also suffered from a dull, heavy pain in the testicles.

Edger now styled himself as the disciple of a Reverent Authority (i.e. Comte). He sought liberation from the baseness and degrading venality of the metaphysical Ringleaders of the Modern Times community. He wanted to be liberated from slavery to corporeal necessities. He had learned that indulging sexual desire was degrading and it led to a brutal despotism which... defaces Human Society. He further learned from Comte that positivism would be his salvation from free love, spiritualism and democracy. Edger signs off telling Comte he feels better already for his confession.

Comte generously shared this advice with Edger. He began with a confession of his own, relating that From puberty to thirty, I was myself extremely troubled by the sexual instinct, which I finally surmounted in a complete manner, despite its pronounced energy in my natural constitution. And then he told him to avoid sex for the rest of his life and to renounce all stimulants, including liqueurs, wine, coffee, and tobacco; to drink water; and to eat simple, substantial meals. Edger ignored Comtes advice and carried on smoking, drinking and fornicating.

☞ See also INSANITY iii.

*1 Pythia, priestess of Delphi  more commonly known as the Delphic Oracle. The Pythia is believed to have originated in the eighth century BC, with her last response given around AD 395. Upon the death of each priestess, a new one was selected.

*2 In Homers Odyssey, Odysseuss crew/companions are turned into swine by the island-dwelling sorceress Circe, after they have gorged themselves on a stew of cheese, meal and honey laced with a magic potion. Odysseus himself resists Circes enchantments




OEBPS/Images/img1.jpg
OWN
pnEss






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
39

4

STEPHEN TROMBLEY

WISE WORDS

THE PHILOSOPHYorEVERYDAY LIFE

HAPPINESS

HO
[l
7

Ll
I

T





OEBPS/Images/img2.jpg
—— SOME THINGS — THE WISE MAN

vl T_W‘\"fl e CAN SAFELY CONTROL
.|- O-L\.-L/L-l—'l-lu\l -L HIMSELF

US WHEN THEY OUGHT NOT WITHOUT BECOMING

To ToRMENTUS AT ALL OVER-ANXIOUS

Hold every hour in your GRASP

CHAPTER ONE

ADVICE

6)

NOTHING is so damaging to
good character as the habit
— o —
LOUNGING AT THE GAMES






