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Introduction
 
For many people “practical philosophy” is an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms. Surely, they say, philosophy is the least practical discipline you can think of! Go tell it to Socrates, I answer. Indeed, the Socratic turn in the history of philosophy has been so momentous that we refer to those thinkers who preceded him as “Pre-Socratic.” 
 
What is the difference? Most Pre-Socratic philosophers — from Thales to Anaximenes, from Heraclitus to Empedocles — were interested in what we would today call metaphysics and natural science. They wanted to know how the world works, and their explanations, as simplistic as they appear by contemporary standards, were based on the rejection of mythology and the supernatural. It was a giant leap forward in humanity’s quest to understand its place in the cosmos. 
 
Socrates, however, turned his gaze toward the human dimension, and particularly ethics, broadly construed as the study of how to live a good life. Nothing, he correctly reckoned, could be more important for a human being. The unexamined life is not worth living. 
 
In these twenty essays, published on my Patreon site from August 2018 to November 2019, I explore a number of issues that fall under the wide umbrella of practical philosophy, i.e., the kind of philosophy that pertains to real life situations and problems faced by actual human beings. 
 
Why does life matter? Are ethical judgments objective? What gives meaning to our lives? What sort of ethical framework should we adopt to navigate our existence? What do you do if some of your loves ones turn out to be sexist or racist? And are you ready for the ultimate test of your character, death? 
 
I hope these writings will offer food for thought and stimulate your own Socratic journey. It will be time well spent. 
 
~Massimo Pigliucci 
New York, October 2020

1-Why does your life matter? A personal story and a challenge to readers ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Iread a book inspired by Marcus Aurelius’ famous Meditations, William Ferraiolo’s Meditations on Self- Discipline and Failure. Despite the fact that I endorsed it when I was asked to examine a pre-publication copy, I now think it is an example of what I term “dark Stoicism,” and I have explained in a full length review why it does not make for a good reading for people interested in a positive philosophy of life. 
 
Nevertheless, there are some interesting bits in it, and one in particular struck me as worth reflecting. It’s a question Ferraiolo poses in chapter 30, section 7 (p. 162 in my electronic version), and it goes like this: 
 
“Is there one attainment to which you can point and say, with confidence and sincerity, ‘that is why my life mattered’? If you were to write out a comprehensive list of your virtues and admirable achievements, how much paper and ink would you need?”
 
In context, this is part of Ferraiolo’s tendency to brooding and self flagellation. But I figured it would be interesting for me — a self-described reasonable optimist — to take up the challenge and see what would come out of it. So brace yourself, as this is going to get personal. Before we get into the thick of it, however, let me stress that what you are about to read is not just someone else’s critical self reflections, it’s an invitation for you to do the very same thing, though not necessarily in public as I’m doing here. After all, according to Socrates, the unexamined life is not worth living... 
 
The first thing I can be confident about in this context is that it wouldn’t take too much ink (or e-ink, as the case may be) to list the reasons I think my life — so far (I am 54) — has been worth living. The second thing we need to agree on is that there isn’t an objective, universal standard of worth to be applied here. Different people will regard both their own and others’ accomplishments as more or less worthy of attention. Still, I think it is fair to say that my life has been far more worthy than Hitler’s (okay, really low bar!), and far less than Socrates’ (very high bar!). You get the gist. 
 
In order to better organize my thoughts, I figured it would be helpful to break down the analysis in terms of a number of categories that are important not just to me, but to people in general: love, family, friends, and career. Let’s take them up one by one. 
 
Love. Ouch. This is arguably my worst category. Can I pass? No, I guess that wouldn’t be fair. Fine, then, I have to admit that I’ve been far from a success in that department. Not only I find myself middle aged and single, but I have gone through a number of long term relationships (and a fair number of marriages) by making a series of predictable, often repeated, mistakes. I have been fortunate enough to meet and fall in love with several women who would be other guys’ dream (and a certain number who wouldn’t, but that’s life), and yet I was not able to hold on to the relationship. My longest one lasted seven years, and my average is around five. 
 
There are, of course, all sorts of psychological reasons for this pattern, some of them rooted in my childhood. Then again, for how long is it reasonable for an adult man to keep blaming his parents for what he is doing decades later? Don’t answer, this is a purely rhetorical question. 
 
Will I be able to do better in the future? Well, hope springs eternal, as they say, and I think I’ve learned a thing or two. But as a good friend of mine recently told me, don’t worry Massimo, one of these times it’s going to be the last one, that you want it or not... 
 
So we begin our analysis with a somewhat negative balance. Not good. 
 
(Update: almost exactly a year after writing this I met Jennifer, the love of my life. At Stoic Camp. We are happily married and live in Brooklyn.) 
 
Family. Okay, in this department things are mixed, which means better than in the previous one! As you might have surmised from the above, I did not have a good relationship with either of my parents, though things improved somewhat before they died, especially with my father. Out of my two brothers and one sister, I have an excellent relationship with two, and I keep trying with the third one. As Epictetus puts it: 
 
“Everything has two handles: one by which it may be borne, another by which it cannot. If your brother acts unjustly, do not lay hold on the affair by the handle of his injustice, for by that it cannot be borne, but rather by the opposite — that he is your brother, that he was brought up with you; and thus you will lay hold on it as it is to be borne.” (Enchiridion 43) 
 
I’m working on picking up that particular cup by the right handle... 
 
Meanwhile, the aspect of this category that really brings up my score, I think, is my daughter. I have honestly always been supportive of her, and I sense that we have a very, very solid and good relationship. So, to begin to answer Ferraiolo, this is the first item I would put on my list of “why my life mattered.” What is it you say? Big deal, a parent is supposed to be supportive to his children? Well, have you met my parents? 
 
Friends. Aristotle said that your friends are mirrors to your soul, you have to be able to have the sort of relationship with them that they would feel comfortable looking you in the eyes and telling you that you are not doing something right. They are not just here for a drink or movie night, they are here to support you but also to help you become a better person. So I guess he wasn’t talking about Facebook friends... 
 
By Aristotle’s high standards, I’m doing okay. I do have a small number of friends that fit the bill, and a small number is all you can have, really, because actual friendship requires effort and time. When someone tells you that they have hundreds of friends they simply don’t understand the meaning of the word. So put this one down as a second entry in my obituary: he also had friends. 
 
Career. Ah, this is going to take some time, and not just because I’ve had two distinct careers in academia — one as a biologist, from the mid-1980s to 2008, the other as a philosopher, from 2009 on. It’s also because I’ve had, and am still developing, a number of sub-careers. So let’s organize things. 
 
To begin with, we need to separate my output as a biologist from that as a philosopher. Within each sub- category, we need to distinguish my academic writings from my public ones. And then there is my teaching, and therefore my students. 
 
At last count, I have published 87 papers as a biologist, 71 as a philosopher, plus five technical books as a biologist and two as a philosopher. But these are just numbers. How many of these do I actually count as worth listing in the context of the current discussion? Two: my first book as a biologist (Phenotypic Evolution: A Reaction Norm Perspective) and my first one as a philosopher (Philosophy of Pseudoscience: Reconsidering the Demarcation Problem). Phenotypic Evolution, co-written with my PhD advisor, Carl Schlichting, helped put what is now called the Extended Evolutionary Synthesis, the new version of evolutionary theory, on the map, so I think we did a good service to the field. Philosophy of Pseudoscience (co-edited with my friend Maarten Boudry) basically started up that sub-field from scratch and re-opened anew the discussion in philosophy of science about the demarcation problem, the distinction between science and pseudoscience, which had been dormant for decades. 
 
The rest of my academic production varies from irrelevant (though it didn’t seem so at the moment!) to okay but certainly nothing one would want to brag about on his deathbed. This conclusion, as you might imagine, is humbling. And I’m not a humble kind of guy. 
 
What about my public writings? I’ve done that since the mid-’80s in Italy first, then in the US, having published so far four books on popular science and skepticism and two on popular philosophy. Of these, the ones I think were definitely worth the effort where Nonsense on Stilts: How To Tell Science from Bunk (second edition coming very soon) and How to Be a Stoic: Using Ancient Philosophy To Live a Modern Life. Interestingly, these are also by far my best sellers. 
 
But while Nonsense on Stilts was fun and has hopefully been useful here and there, How to Be A Stoic has generated the sort of feedback that definitely goes on my short list of answers to Ferraiolo’s question. Lots of people have told me that their life has been impacted and significantly changed for the better by reading the book. Great part of the merit, of course, goes to Stoic philosophy, not me. But even the best philosophy needs good popularizers, and besides I have introduced a few minor tweaks of my own to contribute to the update of ancient to modern Stoicism. I can’t tell you how good it feels to know you are actually helping people with your writings. 
 
And there is yet another aspect of my work that I feel good about: my teaching. I have now taught countless undergraduate students and a fair number of graduate students. It’s a priceless experience when you see the light bulb suddenly going off in the mind of an undergraduate who had not appreciated philosophy before (I cannot recall the same experience with my biology students). And I’m proud of having helped my graduate students and postdocs find good jobs, having thus contributed in a positive manner to their lives. 
 
The moral of the story, and a challenge. So at age 54, prompted by Ferraiolo’s question, I have reflected on my “list of virtues and admirable achievements” and have arrived at the following, perhaps not surprising, conclusions: what I think mattered so far in my life are my daughter, my friends, my students, and the people who I don’t know and yet have managed to help through the miracle of writing. Oh, and I did a couple of things to slightly advance my professional field. On the relationship thing... still working on it, Fate permitting. 
 
So now I invite you to reflect on your own answers to the Ferraiolo challenge: Is there one attainment to which you can point and say, with confidence and sincerity, ‘that is why my life mattered’? If you were to write out a comprehensive list of your virtues and admirable achievements, how much paper and ink would you need? 
 
Think about it, answer it sincerely (and no, you don’t have to do it publicly, as I did here), and then use it as a starting point to begin the rest of your life.
 

2-On the objectivity of ethical judgments  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
It is fashionable, these days, to deny that there is such thing as objective morality. It’s not exactly a novel position, as Aristotle pointed out that what goes in Athens doesn’t go in Sparta, meaning that what is considered ethically acceptable in one place may not be in the other and vice versa. Ethics, after all, comes from the Greek word for character, which Cicero translated into what became the Latin root for morality, meaning habit, custom. 
 
Perhaps the current anti-realist and relativist trend is a predictable, and even welcome, corrective to centuries of moral realism founded in religion. As everyone who is brought up within one of the faiths in the Abrahamic tradition knows well, X is right (or wrong) because God says it is right (or wrong). And you better behave accordingly or else. The problem with that sort of deontological (rule-based) approach is that it was debunked by Socrates almost two and a half millennia ago, specifically in the delightful Platonic dialogue known as the Euthyphro. At one point, Socrates puts the crucial question to the obnoxious title character who thinks he knows exactly the difference between pious and impious (right and wrong, in modern terminology) because he so well understands the gods: “The point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious or holy is beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.” Either way you answer, you are in trouble, despite the protestations of countless theologians during the past two millennia. 
 
And if you think there is a non-God invoking way to get moral realism, I invite you to read about J.L. Mackie’s famous “argument from queerness,” which pretty much dispatches of that possibility as well. Yes, I know, there are critics of these arguments. This is philosophy, there are critics of everything. But both the Euthyphro and Mackie’s approaches are more than satisfactory to my judgment, as I find the rejoinders wholly inadequate and chiefly based on either unproductive logic chopping or a misunderstanding of the actual argument. 
 
So now what? If realism isn’t tenable and therefore anti-realism wins by default, are we forced to agree that there is no objectivity in ethics? Not exactly. An interesting article by Tim Sommers in 3 Quarks Daily, entitled “Two sources of objectivity in ethics” offers a third way, one very similar to something I have been arguing for a number of years, and which in a technical paper published when I was a graduate student in philosophy I referred to as moral quasi-realism. 
 
After introducing Mackey’s “error theory” of moral judgment, according to which when we say that something is immoral we are simply saying that we have a profound dislike for it, Sommers acknowledges the existence of simplistic forms of modern moral realism derived from a scientistic attitude to the problem, as in Sam Harris’ infamous book, The Moral Landscape. Amusingly, Sommers writes: 
 
“[Then] there is Sam Harris’s widely-read book from a few years ago: The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values. Now, if ‘science’ could determine human values, depending on exactly how it did so, we might well have an answer to ... subjectivism. Unfortunately, if I had been asked to review that book, I might have followed Wittgenstein who once said of a book that he would agree with it if you put the entire text in brackets and wrote in front ‘It is not the case that...’ ... Harris’s central claim that ‘science’ will save ethics is either tautological – because whatever objective methods we develop to answer ethical questions will be, by an expansive enough definition, some kind of science – or false – since none of the existing sciences – physics, chemistry, or even biology – are likely ever to answer ethical questions.
 
Precisely, so let us not waste any more time on this. The core of Sommers’ article is that if we look at things from outside the narrow confines imposed by the false dichotomy of realism vs anti-realism, there are two sources of objectivity in ethics, firmly grounding what I call quasi-realism. 
 
The first such source can easily be understood by making an analogy between ethics and health. Since we are biological organisms of a certain kinds, there are objective statements about what is or is not, biologically speaking, healthy for us.The fact that people don’t always act accordingly, or that they have different opinions about it, is irrelevant. When your doctor tells you not to smoke, or to drink less, she is making a normative, not just descriptive, statement. You ought not to smoke, or you ought to drink less (if you wish to keep healthy and live longer). 
 
Similarly, from an ethical perspective, we are highly social beings capable of language and sophisticated reasoning, so there are certain things that are objectively good or bad for us from a moral perspective (if we care about human welfare and flourishing). Random violence from others is bad, access to education is good; being another person’s slave is bad, being able to pursue our projects as rational agents is good. And so forth. 
 
(Harris has also made the medicine-ethics analogy, but clumsily botched it by wanting to extract far more from it than is warranted. And he wasn’t original there either: all ancient Western philosophers thought of ethics that way.) 
 
As Sommers puts it, welfare, like health, is at least partially objective. Which would not have come as news to the Greco-Romans at all, from Socrates to Aristotle to the Stoics. Notice, though, the qualifier “partially” and notice also my two “if” parenthetical statements above. There are many ways to be healthy or unhealthy, medically speaking; and there are many ways of being ethical or unethical, morally speaking. Which is why facts (and therefore “science”) underdetermine moral philosophy. We need the facts, but we also need to reason and argue about them. And the “if” qualifiers make it clear that we are talking about what philosophers call practical reasoning of the instrumental kind, not a priori theoretical reasoning. There is not much sensible theoretical reasoning to be done about ethics because moral goodness and badness are not objective features of the world, they are only semi-objective features of the human world. 
 
Which brings us to Sommers’ second source of objectivity in ethics. We have just concluded that ethics is a kind of reasoning about means to our ends in terms of welfare or flourishing. Again: IF we want people to be able to pursue their autonomous projects THEN we need to guarantee them not only safety and access to food and shelter, but also higher level goods, like education, health care, and so forth. And this sort of instrumental reasoning can be raised one level, so to speak, in order for us to reason (and argue) about the ends themselves, not just the means to achieve them. Should we have the goal of maximizing human agency? Flourishing? How should we balance those sorts of goals in the context of a diverse society where people have different understandings of what flourishing means? And so forth. 
 
Here Sommers makes the same comparison between ethics and mathematics that I’ve been proposing for years as a sensible way to demystify what it means to arrive at objective ethical judgments: 
 
“If [all of this] sounds unlikely, even mystical, compare mathematics. Mathematics is also all in our head. The principles lead to axioms which lead to proofs. But they begin as intuitions to be balanced and fit together. All the rigor comes later. ... There are whole disciplines – rational decision theory and microeconomics, at least – devoted to systematizing how we think about reasoning about means to ends. There is controversy there and competing axioms are proposed. But almost no one thinks that developing an axiomatic approach to instrumental reasoning is subjective.” 
 
While Sommers applies this parallel with mathematics to ethics in particular, I have developed a general application of it to the nature of philosophical inquiry more broadly construed. For me all branches of philosophy — from ethics to metaphysics, from political philosophy to aesthetics — work in the way Sommers describes: they take as input certain facts about the world and then build alternative accounts of how to think about those facts. This is not science because the facts of the world always grossly underdetermine our philosophical accounts, and the job of the philosopher can be thought of as that of: (i) arriving at new accounts that are internally coherent and externally congruous with the best available facts; and (ii) critically examining existing accounts in order to either reject or refine them. 
 
Sommers summarizes his take, with which I wholeheartedly agree, in this way: 
 
“So here are at least two potential sources of objectivity that can inform our ethics. On the one hand, welfare, what is good and bad for persons, is (at least partly) objective – it’s really out there, part of ‘the furniture of the world’ (Quine). On the other hand, reasoning about what to do is a kind of reasoning. Like all reasoning, it goes on inside our heads, but, like all reasoning, it (potentially) has a kind of objective rigor to it.”
 
It will come to no surprise to my regular readers that this is exactly the approach used in virtue ethics, and in particular (but certainly not only) by the Stoics. There is no paradox at all involved in acknowledging (with Mackey) that moral facts are not Platonic ideas out there in the world, and yet rejecting the relativist conclusion that anything goes, or that (again Mackey) when we say “X is unethical” we are simply expressing a strong dislike. There are good reasons, based on facts about human nature, and which can be philosophically articulated, for arriving at ethical judgments.

3-Telic vs atelic activities, and the meaning of life  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
SI’ve read an interesting review of a new book by philosopher Kieran Setiya, entitled Midlife: A Philosophical Guide (Princeton University Press). Like me, Setiya is an academic philosopher who has rediscovered the ancient notion that philosophy ought to matter to people. It’s fine and dandy to publish abstruse but “fun” technical papers that will be read by a few dozen people and that will get you tenure and promotion, but are you making a difference in your own and other people’s lives? If the answer is negative (and it is for many academics, not just in philosophy) then you may want to reconsider what you are doing and why. 
 
I will not comment on Setiya’s book, which begins with a premise - a personal midlife crisis - very much like my own How to Be a Stoic. Rather, the reviewer, Anil Gomes, reminded me of an all-important distinction among activities that make our life meaningful, one that in turn showed me once again just how much the Stoics got right about the human condition. 
 
Said distinction was introduced by Aristotle, who I think got it exactly right. And yet, in my mind, the Stoics (and, to be fair, others, like the Epicureans) were the ones that actually put it into practice. Aristotle said that there are two broad categories of activities that may make life meaningful: telic and atelic. 
 
Telos in Greek means purpose, or goal. Telic activities vary from fairly difficult and unusual ones, like making it into the Olympic squad for a particular sport or writing a book, to the more common ones of getting a college degree or obtaining a promotion at work. The problem with telic activities is that they generate a paradox: if you fail, you are unhappy because you failed. But if you succeed, then the pleasure you got from reaching your goal is extinguished right at the moment you do achieve it, or shortly thereafter. 
 
When I moved to the United States in 1990 I remember vividly the satisfaction I got from obtaining my PhD in biology at the University of Connecticut. Even my (long divorced) parents made the cross- Atlantic trip (together!) to come and celebrate my achievement. But already a couple of days later, once the euphoria subsided, I found myself wondering what the next telos would be, and how to achieve it. 
 
The case of professional athletes is still more stark. You work your entire early life to win the World Cup, the US Opens, or the Super Bowl. Very few people actually achieve that sort of telos. But once you have, you are staring at the rest of your life, during which you are unlikely to repeat that feat, and even if you did repeat it, it wouldn’t be the same thing. At any rate, pretty soon your body won’t be able to withstand that kind of treatment so you’ll have to “retire” at an age at which most people just begin to hit their stride. 
 
Or, my favorite example, think of Neil Armstrong. He was the first man to set foot on the Moon, in the historical landing of the Apollo 11 “Eagle” module, the night of 20 July 1969. “That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind,” Armstrong famously. I’m sure that was an incredibly meaningful event for Armstrong, but I’m also sure he knew that nothing even remotely close to that would ever happen again in his life. He was 39 in 1969, and died at the age of 82. 
 
So, the point is that telic activities may be very meaningful for people (personally, I certainly include writing this very blog among my list), but they cannot be sustained, and they generate the dissatisfaction paradox mentioned above. Then what? 
 
Aristotle proposed that the second class may come to the rescue, atelic activities. This, at first, sounds strange. You mean I’m supposed to get meaning in my life out of things that have no goal? What the heck? 
 
But stay with me. Atelic activities are done for their own sake, not in order to achieve a particular end. For instance, in case you go out for a walk just because you like walking. Or if you play a sport not because you want to become a professional, impress others, and the like, but because you like it. The activity is its own reward. And — unlike the telic case — it’s potentially endlessly renewable. 
 
Arguably the most important atelic activities in a human being’s life are spending time with your partner, your children (if you have any), and your friends. These are things you do for their own sake, not because you are aiming at a distant goal. And they are pleasurable, meaningful, and potentially last a lifetime. 
 
Now, why have I gone through all the above in the context of a post on Stoic philosophy? Because a key concept of Stoicism is that the chief good in life is the practice of virtue. And virtue is to be practiced not in order to make oneself look good, or to achieve a personal goal. It is to be practiced because it is good in itself, it is it’s own reward. Virtue, that is, is a fundamentally atelic activity, and it keeps providing us with meaning all the way to the moment we die. Moreover, while we may lose our partner, friends, and even our children, before that last moment comes, we do not lose the ability to practice virtue, no matter what. That’s why the Stoics valued relationships and friendship very much (see here on Seneca and the family, for instance), but - unlike the Epicureans - did not put them at the very top of the scale of values. That pinnacle is reserved for the kind of thing you truly can never lose. But of course how you relate to your partner, children, and friends (as well as anyone else, for that matter) is precisely how you practice virtue. 
 
Seen this way, you can make sense of what Seneca says both about friendship and about virtue itself: 
 
“If you consider any person a friend whom you do not trust as you trust yourself, you are mightily mistaken and you do not sufficiently understand what true friendship means.” (Letters III.2) 
 
and: 
 
“The reward for all the virtues lies in the virtues themselves. For they are not practiced with a view to recompense; the wages of a good deed is to have done it.” (Letters LXXXI.19) 
 
A good life, in the end, is a judicious mix of telic and atelic pursuits. By all means, set yourself the goal of getting a promotion, writing a book, or competing in the Olympics. But don’t forget the here and now, the attention to be given to the people you love. For their own sake. Oh, and practice virtue, always. 

4-Protagoras: should we re-evaluate the Sophists? ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
MI have always been fascinated by the Presocratics, the very first philosophers of the Western tradition. They were the ones that began those two great enterprises of the human intellect that we today refer to as science and philosophy. They wanted to know how the world works and what our place in it happens to be. So it has been with great interest that I read the excellent The First Philosophers: The Presocratics and the Sophists, by Robin Waterfield (Oxford University Press). But, wait, the Sophists? As anyone who has cut his philosophical teeth on Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, I don’t tend to have a good opinion of the Sophists. 
 
While Waterfield’s book in part confirms my attitude toward the Sophists, it goes a long way to correct it and make it more nuanced, particularly when it comes to one of the most famous thinkers who falls under that label: Protagoras of Abdera, the first Sophist to be discussed by Waterfield in the second section of the book. 
 
Born in Abdera, in northern Greece, Protagoras found fame in Athens, where he became part of the inner circle of the influential statesman Pericles. He was the founder of the Sophistic movement, famous even in antiquity for the concept that man is the measure of all things, which Waterfield - correctly, in my mind - takes to be not an expression of epistemic relativism, but rather an articulation of the humanistic and democratic tendencies of the whole movement. 
 
“Man is the measure of all things—of the things that are, that they are, and of the things that are not, that they are not.” (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers, IX.51-3) 
 
There is no question that Protagoras’ approach to debate was somewhat shady from an ethical perspective, though we don’t have to buy wholesale the extremely negative characterization we get of both him and the Sophists more generally from Plato. After all, being able to argue both (or more) sides of an argument is a good way to understand the various positions at play in a more objective fashion - which of course didn’t stop others from making fun of Protagoras, whether in Aristophanes’ Clouds or in Aristotle’s Rhetoric. 
 
The Sophists claimed to teach arete, i.e., excellence in general, and Protagoras in particular taught the art of political success. He actually claimed to be teaching people how to be good citizens, though as Waterfield points out, this needs to be tempered by the fact that his fees were rather exorbitant, effectively pricing out most Athenians: 
 
“These are good questions, Socrates, and I enjoy answering those who ask good questions. If Hippocrates comes to me, he won’t experience what he would if he went to any of the other Sophists. I mean, the others all treat young men in a disgraceful fashion. They take people who have shunned the arts and crafts, turn them around again against their will, and get them involved in arts and crafts, by teaching them mathematics and astronomy, geometry and music—here he glanced at Hippias—whereas if he comes to me he will learn exactly what he came to learn. What I teach is the art of making good decisions, both in one’s domestic affairs, so that one can manage his estate and household in the best possible way, and in the affairs of the community, so that he can maximize his potential to conduct political business and address political issues.” (Plato, Protagoras, 316-319) 
 
There certainly are positive features in Protagoras’ program, particularly the notion that civic virtue is teachable, the rather radical idea that justice should not be retributive, and an emphasis - arguably for the first time in history - on the fact that rational discourse should play a prevalent role in the conduct of the affairs of the state. That said, the sort of society envisaged by Protagoras was democratic yet not egalitarian, since he recognized the existence of expertise in both morality and politics. This is an interesting point that is still controversial today, even though it appears to me to be obviously true. 
 
Protagoras — and the Sophists more generally — were closely involved in a major debate of the time, pitting the value of nomos (i.e., human law or convention) versus that of physis (i.e., natural law). A classic Protagorean example is the wind: it makes no sense, for Protagoras, to say that the wind is intrinsically cold. Rather, it feels cold to certain people under certain circumstances, it is a matter of nomos, not physis. 
 
If Protagoras was a “relativist” he was a rather sophisticated one, not prone to violate the basic laws of logic. For instance, to say that the wind is cold for me at this time and yet that it may not be cold for someone else at this same time, or for me at another time, does not violate the law of non-contradiction: “W is C for M at time t” does not contradict “W is H for M at time t+1.” 
 
Perhaps a better way to understand Protagoras’ epistemology is that he was a moderate skeptic, withholding opinion about someone else’s thoughts and perceptions, and — more crucially — about the alleged superiority of a given moral position over another. That said, he did believe in expertise, i.e., the idea that some notions are better than others, particularly in the case of political expertise, necessary to lead a nation. His conception of political expertise, which he defined as a combination of justice and decency, was a compound of intelligence and moral rectitude. If only modern politicians displayed such a compound, even a little bit... 
 
Even though Protagoras seemed to think that whatever laws a given polis adopts work fine for that polis, he also thought that there are criteria by which to judge laws and customs. Some laws are better than others, in terms of serving human needs, which makes him a proto-utilitarian, by modern conceptions. Rather radically, he apparently said that basic education should be available to all (well, to all male citizens, at least), and should be funded with public money, in the interest of the polis. 
 
Protagoras’ agnosticism extended to the issue of gods as well. We have no reason to think he was an atheist, but he certainly thought that human beings are in no position to make veridical statements about the gods or their intentions: 
 
“Where the gods are concerned, I am not in a position to ascertain that they exist, or that they do not exist.” (DL, IX.51-3) 
 
What emerges from the above, then, is a complex figure who was both a Sophist and a philosopher (in the more strict, Platonic sense of the term), and who espoused a number of radical and yet quite sensible views on a range of issues of practical interest.

5-Weekend Epicureanism?  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Ihave been studying and practicing Stoicism intensely for a bit more than four years now. And one of the most recurring questions from non practitioners, or even from people who are very interested in practical Greco-Roman philosophy, is: well, can’t I be eclectic? In fact, wouldn’t it be better to pick from the best notions that a number of philosophies have to offer, say combining elements of Stoicism, Epicureanism, perhaps even Buddhism, into one’s own philosophy of life?
 
Sure, that’s possible. But such a move comes at a cost, and is predicated, I think, on a mistaken assumption about what a philosophy of life is. Let me start with the second point. It is a category mistake, in my opinion, to assume that there must be one “true” philosophy out there. Philosophies of life are not in the business of delivering truths, but rather of providing a useful framework to navigate one’s life. Truth and usefulness are very distinct concepts in philosophy. 
 
Why is this relevant? Because a major argument in favor of eclecticism is that no single philosophy “gets it right,” i.e., delivers the truth. That’s correct, but irrelevant, since delivering truths isn’t the business of philosophies of life. Of course it may still be the case that an eclectic approach is more useful than one based on a single philosophical framework, which brings me to the second point: eclecticism comes with tradeoffs, and some of these may be sufficiently damaging to negate much of the advantage of adopting a philosophy of life. 
 
To see what I mean, let’s take a look at a thoughtful piece that appeared recently in 3QuarksDaily: “Weekend Epicureanism,” by Anitra Pavlico. Pavlico has been practicing Stoicism for a while, with the aim of living a purposeful and ethical life. Which is exactly the right approach. But now doubts have crept in: perhaps Stoicism is too compelling, meaning that it isn’t much fun? 
 
That strikes me as a rather strange question. Let’s say that you are religious, and specifically Christian. A major reason to practice Christianity (which, like all religions, is also a philosophy of life), is to live a life that is both purposeful and ethical. But it would be odd to say that Christianity is a bit too much since it’s no fun. Fun simply doesn’t enter into it (another category mistake), and moreover there is no contradiction between being a Christian and having “fun,” so long as the latter is understood as not including unethical activities. (If your idea of fun, for instance, includes pedophilia, well, you are out of luck, both as a Christian and as a Stoic. And yes, I’m aware of the irony here.) Also, consider this and tell me that the Stoics don’t explicitly acknowledge that one needs mental vacations from virtue: 
 
“Cato used to refresh his mind with wine after he had wearied it with application to affairs of state, and Scipio would move his triumphal and soldierly limbs to the sound of music ... It does good also to take walks out of doors, that our spirits may be raised and refreshed by the open air and fresh breeze: sometimes we gain strength by driving in a carriage, by travel, by change of air, or by social meals and a more generous allowance of wine: at times we ought to drink even to intoxication, not so as to drown, but merely to dip ourselves in wine: for wine washes away troubles and dislodges them from the depths of the mind, and acts as a remedy to sorrow as it does to some diseases.” (Seneca, On Tranquillity of Mind, XVII.4) 
 
But Pavlico is not convinced, going on to say that perhaps it would be good to be a Stoic during the week and an Epicurean on weekends. Then again, the author immediately points out that there a lot of similarities between the two philosophies of life, and that moreover, Epicureanism is nothing like the philosophy of “sex, drugs and rock’n’roll” that it is so often portrayed to be. Epicureans thought that the highest pleasure is actually lack of pain, especially emotional. And in terms of positive pleasures, they focused on a rather minimalist life in which they enjoyed simple food, good conversation, and especially the company of friends. 
 
Which is not really much of a “vacation” from Stoicism: 
 
“Zeno thought it best to avoid gourmet food, and he was adamant about this. He thought that someone who once experiences gourmet cuisine would want it all the time, inasmuch as the pleasure associated with drinking and eating creates in us a desire for more food and drink.” (Musonius Rufus, Lectures 18A.6) 
 
and: 
 
“Ponder for a long time whether you shall admit a given person to your friendship; but when you have decided to admit him, welcome him with all your heart and soul. Speak as boldly with him as with yourself.” (Seneca, Letters III.2) 
 
Epicurus would have approved of Zeno’s and Musonius’ take on gourmet food in the first quote, and the second quote is one of many in which the Stoics extoll the value of friendship, just like the Epicureans did. 
 
Pavlico (surprisingly) also indulges in some misconceptions about Stoicism, for instance with the claim that “unfortunately, along with negative emotions, positive emotions are also deemed to be not undesirable, exactly, but something of a distraction that we should not strive for per se.” This strikes me as incorrect, as argued at length by Margaret Graver, in her landmark book on Stoicism and Emotion. The Stoic approach is better understood as aiming at shifting our emotional spectrum, away from destructive emotions (pathe), like anger and fear, and toward positive emotions (eupatheiai), like love, joy and a sense of justice. 
 
There are other — more subtle and perfectly understandable — misconceptions in Pavlico’s essay: “the ideal state for a practicing Stoic is one of ‘spiritual tension’ (tonos) that involves an unceasing mindfulness (prosochē) of one’s own thoughts and desires, and adjustment in accordance with Stoic precepts.” Well, again, not exactly. A large emphasis on prosochē is the result of the disproportionate influence of Pierre Hadot’s specific interpretation of Stoicism, but a number of modern scholars and practitioners think that Hadot got that one (and a few others) wrong. Stoics need to be mindful of what they are doing and why, but this shouldn’t conjure up a constant state of deep concentration that leaves no room for living a normal life. Again, the parallel with Christianity, or Buddhism, is appropriate: a good Christian or Buddhist also needs to pay attention to the ethical dimension of what she does, but this does not come with a tradeoff with fun and relaxation, unless one is a monk. And there are no monks in Stoicism. 
 
Pavlico is also concerned by the alleged discounting of past experiences in Stoicism, something that, by contrast, is not the case in Epicureanism. But I’m not sure where this comes from either. For the Stoics the past is not up to us (i.e., we can’t change it), and therefore, according to the principle of the dichotomy of control, we should not engage in regret. But this doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t learn from our experiences, and in fact even indulge in good memories that make us feel good. Here, for instance, is what Seneca writes to Polybius, to console him for the loss of his brother: 
 
“Prolong the remembrance of your brother by inserting some memoir of him among your other writings: for that is the only sort of monument that can be erected by man which no storm can injure, no time destroy.” (To Polybius, On Consolation, XVIII) 
 
And I’m pretty sure that the Epicureans also would counsel not to dwell on negative past experiences, since that brings about emotional pain, the chief enemy of the Epicurean. 
 
Finally, Pavlico remarks that Stoicism - and Epicureanism - is at odds with modern cognitive science because it pits thoughts vs emotions. But this is yet another misconception. Setting aside that, on the contrary, a significant amount of modern research in cognitive science actually backs up the fundamental tenets of Stoic psychology, again the idea is not to suppress emotions in favor of a Spock-like existence, but to engage in an ongoing argument, so to speak, with our instinctive emotional responses, in order to re-direct them toward more positive outcomes. It is not by chance, after all, that Stoicism (not Epicureanism) inspired modern cognitive behavioral therapy (which works!). 
 
In the end, however, I have still not given a positive argument against a Stoic-Epicurean (or any other kind of) eclecticism. The best one is often provided by Don Robertson on the Facebook Stoic forum, where this issue comes up frequently. Despite their remarkable similarities, there are two major differences between Stoicism and Epicureanism: 
 
(i) Stoicism actively encourages social and political engagement, which is our duty as members of the human cosmopolis; Epicureanism, by contrast, prefers withdrawal into a small community of friends, because politics is bound to cause emotional pain. 
 
(ii) The chief goal of Stoicism is to live a life of virtue in the service of others, while pain is something to be avoided, but not at all costs; Epicureanism also encourages living a virtuous life, but the chief goal is ataraxia, serenity induced by lack of pain and fear. 
 
As Robertson puts it: well, then, if it comes to choosing between socio-political engagement or a withdrawn life of tranquillity, which are you picking? And if it comes to exercise virtue at the cost of pain or achieving ataraxia by avoiding pain, which are you picking? There are only two answers to each question: either the Stoic way or the Epicurean path. Not both. 

6-Is there a will to meaning?  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
What is the meaning of life? Usually, this is the sort of question that is dismissed out of hand by serious academics as, well, meaningless. It is certainly not something you want to ask any modern professional philosopher, if you do not want to be laughed at or looked at with a mixture of disdain and horror. And yet, quite obviously, this is indeed a fundamental question that all thinking human beings probably ask themselves, at one point or another, during their existence. I will provide two complementary answers later on, but for now let me tackle the phrase will to meaning. It was made famous by Viktor Frankl, a neurologist and psychiatrist who is associated with the so-called third Viennese school of psychotherapy. Briefly, Freud’s approach (first school) was focused on the will to pleasure, Adler (initially a member of Freud’s circle, and then the founder of the second school) articulated a Nietzschean take, based on the will to power, while Frankl built on Kierkegaard’s notion of will to meaning. 
 
Frankl’s book, The Will to Meaning: Foundations and Applications of Logotherapy, established logotherapy as one of the three major schools of modern cognitive-based therapy (the other two, which are now far more practiced than Frankl’s version, are rational emotive behavior therapy, established by Albert Ellis, and the growing family of cognitive behavioral therapies, begun by people like Aaron Beck). The idea is that the most fundamental drive in human endeavors is neither pleasure (Freud) nor power (Adler) but rather the search for meaning. Even a life of utmost pleasure, or of unlimited power, is not worth it if the person who lives it does not find it meaningful. 
 
I think Frankl got it right, by and large. Even though, very clearly, human beings are inordinately fond also of both pleasure and power, it does seem like our ability to reflect on things, coupled with our conscious awareness of our own mortality, generate a powerful drive to seek meaning—to the point of making it up where it clearly does not exist. One place where people often look for meaning is “out there,” meaning in the cosmos at large, often stemming from a god who allegedly created the universe. That is a major (though not the only) reason for the existence and persistence of religions: they provide people both with comfort about death—as many, though not all, of them invent the notion of an afterlife —and with a ready-made source of meaning. We are here because God loves us, or at least because he decided we should be here, and who are we to object. 
 
The problem is, there is no reason whatsoever to think that either one of these two notions is anything but a human fantasy. There very likely is no afterlife, and equally so no god(s). Human beings — the best philosophy and science tell us — are just a particular branch of a highly diversified evolutionary tree, a branch that happened to develop on a completely ordinary planet orbiting a totally average star, itself orbiting in the periphery of one of a couple of hundred billion galaxies in this vast universe. We are made of perishable materials, though it is pretty cool that those materials were forged by the explosion of a star, billions of years ago. Those materials are held together for a cosmic instance for the sole purpose (and I am using the word in an entirely metaphorical fashion here) of reliably producing further versions of ourselves. We call them progeny, our only ticket to immortality, such as it is. 
 
This brings me to the first answer to the question of the meaning of life, the sort of answer that a sensible biologist (as I flatter myself to be) would give. It was perfectly captured in an old Gary Larson cartoon featuring an evolutionary progression: it starts with an amoeba, then a fish, then a reptile, and then at the end is a human being. Each one of these creatures has a little balloon over its head that says “eat, sleep, reproduce.” The last balloon, however, the one hanging over the head of the human, says, “What is the meaning of life?” The biological answer is the same, regardless of whether you are an amoeba or William Shakespeare: eat, sleep, reproduce — especially reproduce. That is the one and only “function” that natural selection has built into every single living organism on this planet: survive in order to reproduce. 
 
But, of course, you do not build a flourishing human life just out of survival and reproduction. There is something more to being human, something that distinguishes us very clearly from the amoeba, the fish, the reptile—and even from our closest primate cousins, gorillas and chimpanzees. What? 
 
At some point during our biological evolution, we became conscious, invented language, and built complex cultures (not necessarily in that order); the details are still being worked out by scientists, but they are irrelevant to my argument here. Cultural evolution took off from its biological counterpart, and much of what we see today in the world— technology, science, art, poetry, and Twitter—is the result of cultural evolution. The latter, though, is not untethered from its biological precursor: in a very important sense, we are biocultural creatures, with biology imposing constrains on what we can and even wish to do —culture allowing us to do it in as many different ways as we are capable of imagining. 
 
Take a simple example: flying. We cannot do it, biologically speaking. Because of well-known biomechanical constraints on the development of the human body, we just cannot grow wings, and even if we did, say like bats, we would have to lose the normal functionality of our forelimbs, not to mention that we would have to get a lot smaller and lighter. It is not going to happen. But flying has been a human dream for a long time (think of the myth of Icarus, for instance), and technology has finally made it possible. It is quite cheap, these days, for at least some of us to get into increasingly small and uncomfortable seats on a commercial airliner and fly across oceans and over mountains in order to reach whatever destination we fancy — and we even get to enjoy peanuts and a fruit juice while doing it! Cultural evolution has made possible what is biologically impossible— within the constraints imposed by our biology, and yet in the myriad ways allowed by our cultural creativity. 
 
It is that very same biocultural nature of humanity that provides us with the best answer to the meaning of life (other than the straightforwardly biological one discussed above). The ancient Greeks and Romans had it figured out, to a large degree. Philosophers from Socrates to Aristotle, and from Zeno of Citium (the founder of the Stoic school) to Epicurus were interested in the study of what they called ethics, from the Greek word meaning character, ethos—translated later on by Cicero in Latin as morales, which meant something closer to people’s habits and customs. In modern parlance, ethics (or morality) is narrowly defined as concerned with right and wrong. But the ancients thought of it as nothing less than the study of how to live one’s life, which, of course, included an account of what makes that life meaningful. 
 
In my mind, the ones who got closest to the right answer, which has withstood the test of time and is congruent with modern science, were the ancient Stoics. They advised us to live “according to nature.” By this, they did not mean to run naked into the forest to hug trees, as much fun as that may be. Nor did they simply mean that we should do whatever is “natural,” as that is a well-known logical fallacy (and the Stoics were excellent logicians). What they meant, rather, was that we should take a cue from reflecting 
on human nature. Human beings are, fundamentally, highly social animals capable of reason. (I said capable; that does not mean that we are reasonable all the time, or even most of the time, unfortunately.) As the emperor–philosopher, Marcus Aurelius put it: 
 
“Do what is necessary, and whatever the reason of a social animal naturally requires, and as it requires.” (Meditations, IV.24) 
 
The point is not just that interacting with other people, and working toward the good of society, is something natural—in the literal sense of built into us by nature. It is also pleasurable, because it provides us—you guessed it!—with meaning. Plenty of modern social psychology confirms the Stoic intuition that we tend to feel good about our lives when we are embedded in a social net, when we are well regarded by others, and when we engage in activities that give us a sense of purpose and accomplishment. Sure, there are sociopaths among us, but they are accordingly treated as aberrant human beings, to be pitied and, if possible, helped (setting aside the worrisome observation that a disproportionate number of sociopaths appear as politicians or on Wall Street). 
 
This brings me to the second answer to the question of the meaning of life, the biocultural one. It was arguably best articulated by Garrison Keillor, who used to end his American Public Media program, the Writer’s Almanac, by saying, “Be well, do good work, and keep in touch.” That expression clearly situates the meaning of life locally, in our interactions with other people. Meaning is, fundamentally, a human construct. It does not apply to anything else, as far as we can tell. It has to do with society, with how we relate to those surrounding us: so be well, do good work, and keep in touch—and your life will be as meaningful as that of any human animal can possibly be. 

7-What on earth is practical philosophy?  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Over time I have shifted focus significantly in my public writings, moving further away from general philosophy (and even my own specialty, philosophy of science) and toward what I consider practical philosophy. I have been blogging since 2005, first at a site called Rationally Speaking (which actually started as an “syndicated internet column” back in 2000, before there were blogs), then at Scientia Salon, and finally at Footnotes to Plato. When I moved to Patreon, the site’s name was still Footnotes to Plato, but somewhat awkwardly combined general philosophy, philosophy of science, and material from my concurrent blog (now archived), How to Be a Stoic. 
 
Yes, I know, it gets confusing, which is why I just gave curious readers the temporal sequence with pertinent links. What I want to explore in this post, however, is the underlying reason for these shifts, and the more general concepts of public philosophy and practical philosophy. Of course, in a sense the long and the short of it is that I blog (or write books) about whatever interests me, and as my interests shift in the course of my life, so does my written output. But these changes aren’t random, and their rationales may be of more general interest. So here we go. 
 
Rationally Speaking, Scientia Salon, and Footnotes to Plato (original version) were all examples of public philosophy. There are different conceptions of what public philosophy is, or ought to be. According to Sharon Meagher, co-founder of the Public Philosophy Network, “Public philosophy is not simply a matter of doing philosophy in public. A truly public philosophy is one that demands that the philosopher both become a student of community knowledge and reflect on his or her public engagement, recognizing that philosophy can benefit as much from public contact as can the public benefit from contact with philosophy. The publicly engaged philosopher does not assume that he or she knows the questions in advance, but draws on his or her experiences in the community to develop and frame questions. Further, publicly engaged philosophy demands accountability on the part of the philosopher to his or her publics — understanding that philosophers are themselves members of those publics.” 
 
I respectfully disagree. The philosopher, as a professional, knows a heck of a lot more than the general public, and the learning that takes place — while indeed reciprocal — is not on the same level at all. To see how questionable Meagher’s position makes, imagine substituting the word “scientist” for “philosopher” and see how the whole thing reads. I find this self-denial of expertise on the part of (some) philosophers, coupled with an attitude of egalitarianism at all costs, both puzzling and irritating. Call me elitist, if you will. If that means a professional who knows that he knows more than non-professionals, then I’m happy to be an elitist. That’s why I go to doctors who know more medicine than I do. 
 
Not everyone agrees with the Public Philosophy Network, of course, and other colleagues take public philosophy to simply be philosophy undertaken in public venues, like the increasingly popular “Night of Philosophy,” or countless philosophy cafes around the planet. Public philosophy in this sense is pursued in order to educate the public about philosophy, often with a special focus on issues of public interest, like political or ethical ones. As one of my favorite public philosophers, Michael Sandel, puts it, the goals of public philosophy are: “[to] find in the political and legal controversies of our day an occasion for philosophy [and] to bring moral and political philosophy to bear on contemporary public discourse.”  
 
I’d actually go broader than Sandel. I think one can do good public philosophy not just by focusing on moral and political issues, but broadly using popular culture to talk about any aspect of philosophy, from metaphysics to epistemology, from aesthetics to philosophy of science to philosophy of mind. Which is exactly what I did during my first 18 years of blogging. 
 
Then there is practical philosophy. Of course, public philosophy focused on moral and political issues is practical, but not all public philosophy is. There often is little direct practical value, for instance, in discussing metaphysics, philosophy of mind, and so forth, as fun or educational as it may be. By practical philosophy I mean something along the lines of this definition by Tim LeBon: 
 
“Practical Philosophy is a discipline that uses philosophical methods and insights to explore how people can lead wiser, more reflective lives. It is also the name for the activity that helps people lead such lives. Its topics include the nature and pursuit of wisdom relating to: the good life, reason and the emotions, decision-making, and the meaning of life. The activities of practical philosophy include philosophical counseling, the community of enquiry, Socratic dialogue, and workshops and courses on practical philosophy.”  
 
Tim adds that: 
 
“Practical philosophy covers much the same ground as religion and self-help books, but its methods are reason and rational argument rather than faith or dogmatic assertion.” 
 
Why is practical philosophy useful, indeed important? Tim again: 
 
“I’ll just mention one possible drawback in not doing practical philosophy. My favorite illustration of this is Tolstoy’s short story, The Death of Ivan Ilyich. Ivan, a conventionally successful family man, contracts a terminal illness in his early forties. Only when he is looking death in the eye does he realize that he hasn’t really been living at all. He’s been living artificially, for the so-called benefits society brings — honors, wealth and a modicum of pleasure. He married not for love but because it was the thing one was meant to do, he’d never really got to know his children, and he had completely lost touch with the fun person he himself had been when a child. He’d failed to realize that this was his life, and if he didn't actively make an effort to decide how to live it, it would just pass him by. For poor Ivan, of course, it was too late to do much but gain some death-bed enlightenment — but for others it can be a timely wake-up call to action.” 
 
That is precisely the reason why, back in 2015, I started How to Be a Stoic (the blog, as distinct from the book). To help others explore the very same practical philosophy of life that has significantly helped me stave off poor Ivan’s fate (I think). During the past four years, however, the more I spent time writing both in the area of public philosophy (as defined above) and in that of practical philosophy, I couldn’t help feeling that I needed more focus, and to be more relevant. While people certainly enjoyed engaging in discussions with me on Footnotes to Plato about philosophical zombies, the ontology of mathematical objects, and the latest in philosophy of science, it became increasingly clear that How to Be a Stoic was actually changing people’s lives. Since my own time on earth is getting shorter and shorter (well, that goes for everyone, really!) I felt more and more the urgency to focus on topics that would be directly useful to others, not just entertaining or interesting. 
 
This is also reflected in my book output. I have so far written or edited 13 books, and the breakdown speaks for itself. 
 
Between 1998 and 2008: 
 
academic books = 4
public philosophy books = 1 practical philosophy books = 0 
 
Between 2009 and 2019: 
 
academic books = 3
public philosophy books = 2 practical philosophy books = 3 
 
That is how we got to the current version of my Patreon site, focused as it is entirely on Stoicism and other practical philosophies. As readers know, the title of the site, “Figs in Winter,” comes from a quote by Epictetus (in Discourses III.24.86), where he says that we should enjoy things in life when we have them, because to hope for them once they are gone is as foolish as to pretend figs in winter. It is just one nugget of precious and very practical wisdom we get from the Stoics, the Epicureans, the Buddhists, the Confucians, and a number of other practical philosophies. I hope you will agree that it is worth studying them in order to do better than Tolstoy’s Ivan. 

8-Epic battles in practical ethics: Arendt vs Thoreau  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
In late July 1846, Henry David Thoreau ran into a tax collector, Sam Staples, in the town of Concord, Massachusetts. Staples asked Thoreau to pay six years of due poll taxes, but the American writer refused, on the grounds of his opposition to both slavery and the Mexican-American war of expansion. As a result, Thoreau spent the night in jail, being freed the following day when his aunt paid the taxes against his wishes. 
 
Thoreau delivered lectures on the episode, under the title of “The Rights and Duties of the Individual in relation to Government,” explaining his general take on civil disobedience. Bronson Alcott wrote this about the lectures in his Journals (Little, Brown and Company, 1938): 
 
“Heard Thoreau’s lecture before the Lyceum on the relation of the individual to the State -- an admirable statement of the rights of the individual to self-government, and an attentive audience. His allusions to the Mexican War, to Mr. Hoar’s expulsion from Carolina, his own imprisonment in Concord Jail for refusal to pay his tax, Mr. Hoar’s payment of mine when taken to prison for a similar refusal, were all pertinent, well considered, and reasoned. I took great pleasure in this deed of Thoreau’s.” 
 
The lecture was eventually published as “Resistance to civil government,” part of the Aesthetic Papers, in 1849. It went on to inspire generations of political thinkers and activists, including Tolstoy, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King. 
 
But not political theorist Hannah Arendt. A recent essay by Katie Fitzpatrick in Aeon magazine outlines Arendt’s criticism of Thoreau. Arendt wrote an essay for The New Yorker in 1970, in which she argued that Thoreau’s moral philosophy was actually anathema to the spirit of true civil disobedience, which ought to be based on collective action, not individual conscience. 
 
Arendt put forth two major objections against Thoreau. First, conscience is too subjective a category to motivate political action. After all, Fitzpatrick explains, Kentucky conservative county clerk Kim Davis was also acting on her conscience when she denied marriage licenses to same-sex couples back in 2015. 
 
Second, even when one’s conscience is oriented in the right direction, so to speak, it is “unpolitical,” because it shifts the focus away from the sort of collective action that can trigger actual change and toward a more or less self-indulgent conception of moral purity. Moreover, argues Arendt, an individual breaking the law is a “mere” conscientious objector, while it is only mass movements that can generate change. 
 
Within the scope of this second critique, Fitzpatrick points out that Arendt did think that conscience is important, since she famously explained Nazi officer Adolf Eichmann's behavior as a case of failed moral introspection. But she argued that the rules of conscience “do not say what to do, they say what not to do.” I want to argue here that both of Arendt’s criticism miss the mark, and that moreover her overall attack on Thoreau is marred by ignorance of, or convenient silence about, the latter’s full record as social activist. 
 
i) The subjectivity of conscience
 
Arendt is correct that conscience is subjective, and that for every Thoreau of the world there is a Kim Davis to counterbalance him (and that’s being optimistic, in terms of balance). But the point is trivially true. It is just as true that mass movements suffer from the same problem. Yes, the movement inspired by Martin Luther King was morally righteous (in the sense of having its moral compass set properly). But did Arendt forget that Nazism was also a mass movement? 
 
So the issue isn’t that conscience is subjective, the issue is whether one’s moral compass is working properly or not. Thoreau’s was, Kim Davis’ wasn’t. MLK’s was, Hitler’s wasn’t. The fact that from Davis’ point of view she was right and advocates of same-sex marriage wrong has no more track than pointing out that creationists are absolutely convinced that they are right when they reject the theory of evolution. They feel right, but they are wrong. 
 
(I hasten to add that this analogy should not be taken to mean that I think that moral theories are just as objective as scientific theories, or that moral facts as as mind-independent as scientific ones. My position on this is that of a naturalist who thinks that morality is grounded in human nature, and particularly the nature of a prosocial species capable of reason.) 
 
ii) Individual vs collective action
 
Here Arendt commits something akin to the fallacy of false dichotomy: there is no sharp distinction between individual and collective action, or between individual and collective conscience. Every civil libertarian movement in the history of humanity got started with individuals thinking and acting on their own beliefs, at personal risk. Those individuals then inspired, and sometimes directly organized, collective movements. 
 
One could fault Thoreau for not directly organizing a movement (though he did participate in more than one, see below), but his actions did directly inspire others, which very clearly shows that the sharp distinction Arendt wishes to make is entirely illusory. 
 
Moreover, it is an ad hominem (yes, another logical fallacy!) to claim that conscientious objection is about moral purity and self-indulgence. Setting aside that arriving at such a conclusion would require intimate knowledge of people’s motivation — which certainly Arendt did not have concerning Thoreau, an argument can be made that, ultimately, all moral acts are personal ones. I do not control what other people think or how they act on their convictions. But I am responsible for my own values and actions. So my first moral duty is toward making sure that my moral compass is working properly, and that I act according to its indications. I suggest that the world would be a far better place if everyone engaged in the sort of moral self-reflection that Thoreau embarked on. Movements, after all, are made of large number of single individuals, each following her own conscience. 
 
iii) Eichmann and what our conscience says
 
Arendt has been roundly criticized for her simplistic analysis of Adolf Eichmann in her famous Eichmann in Jerusalem. She does appear to have gotten several of the details, and moreover, the overall picture, seriously wrong. (That said, I do think she got something right in her idea that people often do evil because they are mistaken in their judgment.) 
 
But what is particularly objectionable is her contention that our conscience does not say what to do, but only what not to do. To begin with, I wonder what sort of empirical data support such a sweeping generalization. It seems to me, from personal experience and the experience of others, that our conscience tells us both what to do and what not to do. When a number of people, during World War II, were moved to house Jews in their abodes at the risk of getting killed by the Nazi, I’m pretty sure they were motivated by a positive movement in their conscience. 
 
Second, even when conscience limits itself to negative advice, this is extremely valuable. Socrates famously said that he had a personal daimon whispering in his ears and guiding his moral behavior. When asked what sort of things the daimon said, he answered “mostly, just ‘no.’” And Socrates is one of our best examples of someone acting rightly as a result of his own examination of what is important and just in life. 
 
iv) What Arendt apparently missed about Thoreau
 
Henry David Thoreau was a far more complex and nuanced individual than Arendt’s criticism of his civil disobedience makes him to be. The tax episode is only one example of the tight connection between Thoreau’s principles and his actions. He was anti-slavery, supported the abolitionist movement, and actively participated in the Underground Railroad (which was a “movement”). 
 
In fact, despite the famous episode that caught Arendt’s attention, Thoreau believed that resistance against an unjust government could be carried out both by non-violent and violent means, depending on the circumstances. While his own refusal to pay taxes falls in the first category, his passionate defense of abolitionist John Brown squarely displays his non-pacifist approach. He wrote: 
 
“Let not our Peace be proclaimed by the rust on our swords, or our inability to draw them from their scabbards; but let her at least have so much work on her hands as to keep those swords bright and sharp.” (The Service, chapter III, section 19) 
 
In 1841 he debated the subject of whether it is ever proper to offer forcible resistance, arguing in the positive, and he condemned the Mexican-American war not on pacifist grounds, but because Mexico had been “unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army” as a means to expand the slave territory. 
 
None of this fits Arendt’s simplistic profile, nor it supports her harsh criticism of someone who, after all, had done more than she ever did to translate his thoughts into action. Fitzpatrick concludes her essay in Aeon by writing that “it is Arendt’s account of the practice [of civil disobedience] that is ultimately more promising [because] Arendt insists that we focus not on our own conscience but on the injustice committed, and the concrete means of redressing it.” But there is no understanding of injustice without a clear individual moral compass, and there are no concrete actions if not those inspired by people endowed with such compass, like Henry David Thoreau.

9-Is public philosophy good? Obviously ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Philosophers are a clever bunch. Which is a major reason I have enjoyed switching from the natural sciences (biology) to the discipline practiced by those who are said to love wisdom. But sometimes they are too clever for their own, and especially the public's, good. Seneca warned about this: 
 
“I should deem your games of logic to be of some avail in relieving men’s burdens, if you could first show me what part of these burdens they will relieve.” (Letters XLVIII.9) 
 
I may be uncharitable here — though I'm trying not to be — but I think a recent example of the phenomenon is a column by Agnes Callard in The Point Magazine, entitled "Is public philosophy good?" Ironically, or (too) cleverly, depending on your point of view, this is the first in a new series by Callard on, wait, public philosophy! 
 
I would have thought that the notion that public philosophy is good is obvious and requires little examination. But okay, let's play. Callard begins by writing that “public philosophy includes, but extends beyond, the pop philosophy found in books such as Logicomix, Sophie’s World or The Matrix and Philosophy. Pop philosophy, which has parallels in pop physics, pop history and pop psychology, presents philosophical figures or concepts in an accessible way; the ‘pop’ genre more generally, informs nonprofessionals of developments in some field. It is one thing to share information about philosophy and another to offer non-philosophers a way of participating in the activity. Public philosophy aspires to liberate the subject from its academic confines: to put philosophy into action.”
 
And it's the latter attempt that Callard, surprisingly, finds problematic. First, she brings up the possibility that teaching undergraduate students (specifically non-majors) is a case of doing philosophy with non- philosophers, a sort of public philosophy within the academy. But, she claims, to think that way would be a mistake. That's because she can "tell them" to be philosophers in virtue of being a professor. As a result of such an injunction, Callard claims, the students become philosophers, if only for a semester. While they engage with the material, say, Plato's Republic, they are doing philosophy for its own sake, not because doing philosophy will help them with something else they are interested in, nor because it is fun, or pleasant, or intellectually stimulating. 
 
I am tempted to dismiss the above as spectacularly failing Seneca's test: which parts of our burdens are being relieved by such fine logical analysis? But I'm actually going to play the game and argue that it is the logical analysis itself that is mistaken. Turns out, said non-major undergraduate students do not do "philosophy for its own sake." They do philosophy for the sake of getting a decent grade, to fulfill a requirement, and to graduate from college. And if they truly do not find it fun, pleasant, or intellectually stimulating, I suggest there is an issue with the competency of the instructor. 
 
Let’s move on to why Callard thinks that the standard goals of public philosophy — outside of the classroom, where people are not commanded to take your course but listen to you of their own volition — are also mistakes. She says that "Public philosophy, by contrast, lends itself to the 'business or pleasure' dichotomy. If I, as a philosopher, engage with non-philosophers, I do not have the standing to command them to be interested in my questions. What I can do is tell people that if they listen to me, they will get answers to important questions they independently wanted answers to; alternatively, I can offer people of an intellectual bent a certain distinctive kind of mental stimulation." Okay, but what's the problem with these two goals? Let's begin with the issue of what she calls "philosophical business," then moving to what Callard terms "philosophical pleasure." 
 
One reason to do public philosophy is to help the public think more clearly about issues of general concern, especially political and ethical ones. After all, critical thinking is taught primarily (though not exclusively) in philosophy departments. Here Callard makes what amounts to an extraordinary claim. She says that she has observed the presence, at professional conferences, of colleagues who believe in true contradictions (logicians), or in the existence of Cartesian minds (I actually don't know of any, but I'll trust her). And yet, she has never met a professional philosopher who voted for Trump. 
 
From this anecdotal yet plausible set of observations, she concludes that philosophers are not particularly open minded, and that therefore we don't have special standing in answering political questions. Wait, what? The reason most philosophers don't vote for Trump is precisely because we — unlike almost half of the American electorate — actually do think critically. Indeed, Trump isn't even a particularly challenging exercise for Critical Thinking 101. I have observed this sort of extreme self-deprecation in my colleagues before, and I have suggested that they need to take a cue from their science colleagues: too much critical thinking about your discipline is not good for your mental health. Or for your discipline. 
 
In the same section of her article, Callard also brings up the old notion that philosophers are good at thinking about problems, but not at arriving at answers. This is more than a bit misleading. In this essay I discuss in depth the only solid empirical evidence we have concerning what professional philosophers actually think of crucial questions in their discipline. And the results show a hell of a lot more consensus than Callard (and many others, to be fair) think. While it is true that philosophers rarely if ever arrive at one specific answer to the questions they pose, it is also the case that each sub-field of philosophy zeroes in on a small number (usually 2-3) of answers, rejecting other approaches, and then getting down to work on refining the candidates still standing. 
 
For instance, 71% of respondents to the survey I comment on in the essay linked above thought that a priori knowledge is possible, while only 18% didn’t think so. There is a clear majority here, and only two major “aporetic clusters,” i.e., groups of answers. Another example: every practicing philosopher knows that W.V.O. Quine thought he had demolished once and for all the distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions, but the bad news for him is that about 65% of philosophers disagree, and only 27% agree that such demise has in fact taken place. And so on. 
 
Incidentally, the reason there is always more than one “answer” to philosophical questions (more than one aporetic cluster), is because such answers are not about empirical facts ("does the earth rotate around the sun or is it the other way?"), but rather about competing accounts, or frameworks, for how to think about the questions being posed. Such frameworks can be more or less coherent, or more or less useful. But to ask whether they are “true” is a category mistake. It makes no sense, for instance, to ask whether Kantian deontology, Mill-style utilitarianism, or virtue ethics are “true.” It does make a lot of sense to inquire into their coherence and usefulness. 
 
What about the second issue, concerning public “philosophical pleasure”? Callard writes: “What’s wrong with intellectually engaging fun? Nothing, but I think there is something wrong with calling that philosophy.” And why is that? Because she subscribes to Plato's view — from the allegory of the cave — that philosophy doesn't put sight into blind eyes, but turns the soul around to face the light. Whatever that means. We are talking about a colorful metaphor here, nothing more. And the point of the metaphor, if one really wants to go with Plato, is that philosophers are supposed to bring wisdom to people who cannot achieve it on their own. Sounds to me precisely like the job for a public philosopher... 
 
Callard continues: “Philosophy doesn’t jazz up the life you were living—it snatches that life out of your grip. It doesn’t make you feel smarter, it makes you feel stupider: doing philosophy, you discover you don’t even know the most basic things.” This is a lot of lofty nonsense. Those categories are not mutually exclusive, for one thing. Philosophy makes me feel both smarter and stupider. And it is simply silly to say that doing philosophy you discover that you don't know the most basic things. That's what you get from doing logic chopping, the sort of activity that makes you write a whole essay on whether public philosophy is good, at the same time that you have just accepted to write a regular column about, ahem, public philosophy. 
 
There is more: “When Aristotle said that the intellectual life is one of serious leisure, I believe he was trying to avoid the Scylla of business and the Charybdis of pleasure.” Maybe that's what Aristotle was doing, maybe it wasn't. Who cares? Why on earth would that be binding on our 21st century conceptions of what it means to do philosophy? 
 
By the end of her essay, Callard seems to have second thoughts, arguing against everything she’s put forth up to that point: “If public philosophy is terrible or impossible, what am I doing here? The truth is that, as is so often the case, the argument I’ve just given sounds good but is open to counterexamples. For example, Plato’s dialogues are fun to read and they are also undeniably philosophical. Most of the conversations they depict have to count as public philosophy, given that Socrates is talking to people who emphatically disavow any identification as philosophers. ... Perhaps I am underselling the public in assuming that you want answers or entertainment. Perhaps some of you also want what I want, which is to think through the most important questions in the best way human beings have come up with: together. ... I am unsure what to conclude here, but I do feel pretty confident that these questions are worth asking.” 
 
Well, I don’t share Callard’s confidence in the value of her questioning, and indeed I think that she does undersell the public, and that she writes condescendingly (perhaps without meaning to) when she expresses skepticism that people want to think about important questions and how they affect their lives. In the end, I am reminded of this insight from Seneca: 
 
“Philosophy is no trick to catch the public; it is not devised for show. It is a matter, not of words, but of facts. It is not pursued in order that the day may yield some amusement before it is spent, or that our leisure may be relieved of a tedium that irks us. It moulds and constructs the soul; it orders our life, guides our conduct, shows us what we should do and what we should leave undone; it sits at the helm and directs our course as we waver amid uncertainties.” (Letters XVI.3)
 

10-Epic battles in practical ethics: Virtue ethics vs Consequentialism  ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
There are three great philosophical frameworks to think about ethics (and a number of minor ones and variations thereof): deontology (i.e., rule-based), consequentialism, and virtue ethics. In this essay I will not consider the first one, the most famous examples of which are the Ten Commandments and Kant's categorical imperative ("Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law"). Consequentialism is often brought up in discussions of virtue ethics, usually as the "obviously" better alternative. Yet, many people seem to be very confused about what both consequentialism and virtue ethics actually entail, so let me attempt to clear some of this confusion. 
 
Let me begin with a very basic point about consequentialism: it is not the same thing as utilitarianism. To be precise, utilitarianism is one type of consequentialist philosophy. There are others. The term "consequentialism" was introduced by philosopher Philippa Foot, within the context of her criticism of modern ethical approaches like deontology and utilitarianism, and her support for a new virtue ethics. 
 
In fact, consequentialism is an umbrella term that includes utilitarianism, egoism (e.g., Ayn Rand’s Objectivism), and altruism (as in the contemporary movement known as Effective Altruism). Which means that the first mistake is to contrast virtue ethics with consequentialism: which consequential philosophy is one referring to? Because utilitarianism, egoism, and altruism are very, very different from each other. In the rest of this post I will therefore restrict my focus to utilitarianism. 
 
The first, most fundamental, and arguably most misunderstood difference between virtue ethics and utilitarianism is that the latter asks the typical question framing modern moral philosophical approaches: what is the right thing to do? Virtue ethics, by contrast, asks a very different question: how do I become a better person? 
 
Another way to understand this is that utilitarianism (and all forms of consequentialism, and deontology) aspires to be a universalist moral philosophy, adopting a view from nowhere, so to speak, and treating all moral agents in the same fashion. Virtue ethics, instead, focuses on the individual, the goal being to make him or her the best human being possible (“virtue,” in Greek, is arete, which really means excellence). 
 
Given this very different focus, it really doesn’t make much sense to compare utilitarianism and virtue ethics, as it is a bit like comparing apples and oranges. But people do make the comparison, and it usually hinges on the notion that utilitarians look at the consequences of actions. It is then inferred that either virtue ethicists don't care about consequences, or that if they do then virtue ethics is just a type of utilitarianism. Both inferences are grossly inaccurate. 
 
To help make some sense of this consider the following points points: 
 
(i) All ethical systems are concerned with consequences, at some level. This includes deontological systems. When the 6th commandment of the Judeo-Christian tradition says “You shall not murder,” it’s because killing is wrong. But why is it wrong? Because it has the consequence of (unjustly) taking a human life. When Kantians derive from the categorical imperative that lying is unacceptable it is because of the consequences: it would be impossible to run a society where everyone lies. So, utilitarianism is not the only framework concerning itself with consequences. All of them do, and the difference lies elsewhere. 
 
(ii) That difference is to be found in the above mentioned contrast between the goals of utilitarianism and virtue ethics: the first one is concerned only with right and wrong actions, while the second one is concerned primarily with the agent's character. Presumably, argue the virtue ethicist, if one develops a good character than one will be more likely to engage in right actions. So, while "right actions" are indeed defined by their consequences, broadly construed, they are not the sole focus of the virtue ethical approach. 
 
(iii) Utilitarians are concerned with a specific kind of consequences, depending on which version of utilitarianism one considers (and there are many). For instance, act utilitarianism deals with the likely results of one's actions, while rule utilitarianism attempts to maximize the ethical utility function by applying certain predetermined rules. Jeremy Bentham, the founder of utilitarianism, described the utility function as the sum of all pleasure that results from an action, minus the suffering of anyone involved in the action. This is a very particular conception of “consequences,” as for instance does not take into account any notion of justice. Sometimes we ought to do the right thing despite the fact that the majority of people do not get pleasure out of it, or find it painful (e.g., extend rights to minorities). 
 
(iv) There are many sensible objections to utilitarian approaches, which do not apply to virtue ethics (and vice versa), something that ought to tell us that the two are, in fact, different approaches. One such objection is that it is impossible to actually enact the hedonic calculus: events can take too many courses depending on too many factors, and besides, we need to agree on a specific time horizon. Are we talking about the consequences of action X today, tomorrow, in a month, in a year, in a century, in a millennium? That is why both deontological and virtue ethical systems focus instead on the intentions of the agent, which can be expressed clearly and unambiguously. As Epictetus would surely remind us, whether our intentions will come to fruition is not entirely up to us, only the formulation of said intentions is. 
 
(v) While virtue ethics gets criticized because it does not provide specific recommendations for action (the answer is always "it depends"), utilitarianism gets criticized because it leaves awfully vague the definition of what counts as happiness, a rather crucial point for a philosophy the sole aim of which is to increase people's happiness. Indeed, John Stuart Mill was keenly aware of this objection against Bentham, and proposed his famous distinction between “high” and “low” pleasures, in order to safeguard utilitarianism from descending into straightforward quantitative hedonism. As he famously put it: “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question.” This difference between Bentham-style and Mill-style utilitarianism has deep roots, harking back to the difference between two of the Hellenistic hedonic schools: the Cyreanics and the Epicureans, with Mill clearly influenced by Epicurus (just like Kant's concept of duty was influenced by the Stoics). The problem with Mill's distinction between types of pleasure is that we are not given a principled way to sort specific pleasures into the two categories, thus rendering any sort of utilitarian calculus of consequences hopeless.
 
There are many other criticisms of utilitarianism (just like there are of virtue ethics), but they don’t need to concern us here. You may feel like some version of utilitarianism is the preferred way to go, or you may pick Kantian or religious deontology, or even embrace a selfish type of consequentialism. Whatever you do, just don’t think that “ah! You are concerned with consequences, after all!” is any kind of objection to virtue ethics.

11-Another attack on western philosophy, because, sex￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
I am a woman. I am queer. I am an academic. No, that’s not me. Except for the academic part. I am, as some of my readers know, a man. Heterosexual. The phrase in quotes is found right at the beginning of an article by Victoria Brooks entitled “Why we need a new philosophy of sex,” published at The Conversation. 
 
As politically incorrect as I’m sure it will sound, I am extremely skeptical of such declarations, particularly at the onset of a piece of philosophical writing. But that’s because, according to Brooks, I bought into the (dead, white, male) western philosophical canon. A grave mistake, apparently. Right before the sentence quoted above, Brooks sets the stage for her diatribe: 
 
“A number of years ago, I found myself at a public sex beach in southern France for research purposes. Unsurprisingly, I experienced some ethical dilemmas. Because I was researching the ethics of sexuality, my research involved potentially having sex with men and women at the beach.” 
 
Wait, what? In order to do research she had to have sex with strangers, despite the fact that — as she affirms in the following paragraph — she was, at the time, in a relationship? Brooks thought that she “desperately needed ethical assistance supported by philosophy ... that did not judge, and was aligned to my sexuality.” 
 
Before we continue, since there is more (much more), let me make one thing fundamentally clear. I agree with Brooks that whatever current standards of ethics we adhere to ought, always, to be questioned and, if necessary, updated or even entirely replaced. I also agree with the notion that the socio-economic-bio- cultural background of any given philosopher will influence in more or less subtle ways that philosopher’s outlook on any topic, particularly ethics. I would only add the caveat that, of course, that’s true for any philosopher, including Brooks herself. 
 
All of that said, however, it strikes me as somewhat bizarre to claim that one needs a philosophy that “does not judge” and is “aligned” with one’s sexuality. First off, ethics is a prescriptive discipline, therefore it judges, by definition. If you want descriptions instead, the psychology and sociology departments are located across the street. Second, to require that an ethical philosophy aligns a priori with one’s views or experience of sexuality amounts to a massive case of begging the question, a notorious logical fallacy. Rather, one should confront a number of models of sexual ethics (there is more than one, not just the western one!) with one’s experience, and then either change one’s views in the light of the ethical analysis, or critique the ethics on the basis of well reasoned arguments — not just because they don’t fit with one’s wishes. 
 
Brooks proceeds by providing her readers with a number of false or misconceived notions about “western” philosophy. (I keep using the scare quotes because there is no such monolithic entity, just like there is no uniquely “eastern” philosophy. Just think of Kant vs Derrida; or Hypatia vs Hanna Arendt.) For instance, she claims that “conventional” ethical thinking finds homosexuality to be an “issue.” Whose conventional thinking are we referring to here? Donald Trumps’? I don’t know many ethicists nowadays who consider homosexuality to be an issue. Dare I suggest the possibility of a strawman fallacy? And it becomes more strange immediately after that: 
 
“Most of these philosophies are heavily influenced by Rene Descartes’s concept of dualism, which separates the substances of body and mind. This idea of dualism is at the roots of the philosophical canon, from Immanuel Kant, to Friedrich Nietzsche, to David Hume.” 
 
Setting aside that Brooks never actually defines what “these philosophies” refers to, no, just no. Descartes was the last great dualist in the western tradition. None of the other three were dualists. At all.
 
But in fact Brooks uses the word “dualist” in an entirely sui generis sense: to mean the notion that we should use rational argument, or reason more broadly construe, to do philosophy. This, she claims, amounts to an artificial separation between mind and body, i.e., dualism. 
 
Again, no. To begin with, the mind is a property of the brain and the rest of the nervous system (including our sense organs), which means that there is no distinction between it and the body. Second, the whole point of doing philosophy is to provide rational arguments for one’s position. Even the most continental of philosophers (Heidegger, Derrida) still argue their points, in however convoluted and obscure a fashion. Again, if one does not want to argue then one doesn’t write philosophical pieces. It isn’t mandatory. The performative arts department is right over there. 
 
(This, by the way, should in no way be construed as touting the superiority of philosophy over other forms of expression or academic disciplines. It would be just as inappropriate for a philosopher to present her position by way of interpretive dance as it would be for a dancer to “dance” by way of reading a philosophical paper. Different tools and approaches for different purposes.) 
 
Brooks isn’t happy even with those western philosophers who have expressly put mind and body on the same level: 
 
“Big, fashionable continental thinkers such as Martin Heidegger, John Paul Sartre and Jacques Derrida ... all have sought to place the body on equal philosophical terms with the mind. Despite being a leap forward, this philosophy still does not place all women’s bodies on equal philosophical footing with the minds of the men who wrote it.” 
 
I’m really not sure what that last sentence means, and I am more than a bit suspicious of the fact that Brooks is studiously avoiding mentioning any western philosophers who happened to be women. Why Sartre but not de Beauvoir? Why Heidegger but not Arendt? Why no Iris Murdoch, if we want to stick with recent times? Or, if we don’t, why not Diotima of Mantinea, Hypatia, Heloise d’Argenteuil, Tullia d’Aragona, Laura Bassi, and so forth? Are all of them guilty of simply yielding to their male colleagues? An even cursory glance at their lives and philosophies would strongly suggest the opposite. 
 
Brooks does acknowledge the presence of female philosophers, in passing and rather grudgingly: “There is, of course, the huge body of (usually white) feminist work, but this is described as feminism, not philosophy.” No, it isn’t. Feminism is both a stance and a political movement. But feminist philosophers (a group that does include a number of non-whites) do philosophy, and it is recognized as such within the academy. I have a number of colleagues in my own department who do it, and are regarded in just such way. 
 
To make things worse, we then witness the usual “but he was a racist” pseudo-argument: “This is despite the fact that Kant and Hume were racist [sic] and Aristotle (‘the Father of Western philosophy’) was sexist. Heidegger was a member of the Nazi party, and as a professor began an affair with his then student, Hannah Arendt.” 
 
There are so many problems with this “argument” that it probably deserves its own post. But, briefly: (i) To dismiss someone’s arguments about X (say, Hume’s) on the ground that said person may have endorsed objectionable opinions about Y is an instance of either poisoning the well or ad hominem, both logical fallacies. If you disagree about X, just tell us why you do. The rest is irrelevant. (ii) It is problematic to hold people who lived in very different times and cultures to our own ethical standards, a fallacy known as “presentism.” Sure, Heidegger ought to have known better by the 1930s, but “scientific” racism was actually a reasonable (for the time) empirical stance endorsed by most progressives during the Enlightenment, and sexism was absolutely pervasive at the time of Aristotle. The fact that Hume, Kant and so forth did not rise above their contemporaries is regrettable, but they ought not to be judged as harshly as if someone today were to express the same ill conceived opinions. (Also, just wait a few centuries after both Brooks and I will be dead and see what people will say about some of our own cherished and currently very progressive notions...) (iii) There were plenty of others in those times expressing the same opinions about contentious topic X who simultaneously rejected the racism, sexism, etc.. Why focus on Aristotle when we have the Stoics, who famously attacked slavery and thought that women are just as capable as men to philosophize? (iv) Two can play that game: it is well known, for instance, that many suffragettes who were responsible for the first wave of feminism were also bigoted racists. Does that undermine their stance on women equality? I should think not. 
 
After all of this, what does Brooks propose to do about sexual ethics? Not much, as it turns out. She mentions feminist philosophers like Dossie Easton and Janet Hardy, authors of The Ethical Slut, but thinks their approach is too slanted toward polyamory, adding that “maybe there are those who prefer to be unethical.” Well, that’s certainly a possible choice. But then don’t complain if others will, ahem, judge you, for making it. Far better, it seems to me, to positively and constructively argue for a change of ethical views, rather than to just reject the whole enterprise. Because you know, people will judge anyway, so we may as well spend some time educating them (and ourselves) on what should and should not be acceptable and, particularly, why. (But that requires arguing, i.e., using one’s mind...) 
 
Brooks concludes in her book, Fucking Law: The Search for Her Sexual Ethics, that she needs to develop, as the subtitle says, an ethics of her own. But that’s a fundamental misunderstanding of what ethics is. “Ethics” comes from the Greek êthos (and morality from how Cicero translated the Greek: moralis), words that have to do with one’s character in the context of the habits and customs of a social group. In other words, to speak of an ethics of one is like speaking of a language of one. And Wittgenstein argued persuasively that there cannot be such thing as a private language. Or, by extension, a private ethics.

12-Some of my most loved relatives are sexists and racists. Now what? ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
When I was growing up in Rome I went to a high school whose student and teaching bodies leaned heavily toward the left of the political spectrum. The outside wall still bore the mark of police bullets fired during an anti-Vietnam student protest that took place a couple of years before I began attending the school. I was actually considered a moderate by my schoolmates, and only very occasionally participated in street demonstrations, during one of which I saw some of my friends being charged and beaten by the police. 
 
By contrast, my adoptive grandfather — with whom I grew up — was clearly on the conservative side of things, religiously buying “Il Tempo” newspaper, which positioned itself on the center-right of things. Far worse was my father, who voted for the Movimento Sociale Italiano, essentially the immediate descendant of the Fascist party (which in Italy is, to this day, illegal to reconstitute). He and my mother had lived in Africa for a while (I was born in Liberia), and they frequently made racist jokes about the locals with whom they had interacted. 
 
Many years later, that is, now, I still go back to Rome to visit my family. My grandparents and parents are gone, but I have brothers, a sister, and a number of other close relatives. Many are either apolitical (a position that I consider oxymoronic) or, again, leaning Right. And I have repeatedly heard several of them articulate sexist or racist remarks, particularly now that the West is experiencing the #metoo movement, and especially given the new wave of immigrants in Italy, most of whom come from northern Africa and the Middle East (earlier waves came from eastern Europe, and they too triggered a good measure of ethnic “jocularity” among my relatives, apparently oblivious to the long history of Italian emigration to other countries). 
 
And yet, I love these people. More to the point, these are good people. They have not just been good to me personally, but they are generous and well intentioned in general. Take, again, my grandfather, who was one of the sweetest, gentlest, and most honorable individuals I’ve ever met. Some of my living relatives, whom I will of course not identify by way of our specific relation, are also both pleasant and fundamentally good. They have demonstrated that to me in a myriad ways, over several years or decades. 
 
Still, should I not be upset by their racism and sexism? Should I not stand up for civil liberty and justice, arguing with them whenever they utter their cringeworthy comments, or even, if the offense is sufficiently egregious, estrange myself, cutting them off and seeking better company? Especially in the last few years — since I have embraced Stoicism as my personal philosophy of life — I have made a concerted effort to improve myself and to contribute, however modestly, to the betterment of the human cosmopolis. Wouldn’t it be good to begin with some house cleaning? After all, Epictetus gave the following advice: 
 
“Avoid fraternizing with non-philosophers. If you must, though, be careful not to sink to their level; because, you know, if a companion is dirty, his friends cannot help but get a little dirty too, no matter how clean they started out.” (Enchiridion 33.6) 
 
Where “non-philosophers” here doesn’t mean professional academics, but anyone who has not decided to live life virtuously. Pace Epictetus, and still well within the principles of my chosen philosophy, I don’t think so. On the contrary, several of my relatives afford me a number of opportunities that I make a concerted effort to take, and which I’ll endeavor to spell out for common benefit in the following. 
 
I. Teach them, or put up with them (but don’t yell at them!)
 
Nowadays, especially on social media, by far the most common reaction I see whenever someone encounters an opinion they object to is outrage. There is a lot of “virtue signaling” (i.e., I am shouting at you because I’m better than you), insulting (since, as we all know, insults is how people change their mind!), and shaming. But here is a completely different suggestion, from Marcus Aurelius: 
 
“Men exist for the sake of one another. Teach them then or bear with them.” (Meditations VIII.59) 
 
I’m only going to slightly tweak Marcus’ advice here, and remind us all that the most likely proportion between those two activities will be 10% teaching and 90% bearing. And that’s being optimistic. Accordingly, I occasionally do engage my relatives when they make sexist or racist utterances. But I try to do it infrequently, indirectly (i.e., not by shouting “racist!” to their face), and with no expectation that they will suddenly see the light. People get easily tired of being preached to, do not respond well to being belittled or negatively labeled, and almost never see the force of an argument and instantly pivot away from their former position. That’s not to say that progress cannot be made, but it requires patience and subtlety, and the success rate, empirically speaking, isn’t very high. 
 
II. Take people for what they are, not what you’d like them to be
 
I noticed that a lot of people these days begin complaints about others with something like “I can’t believe that...,” usually followed by the observation that this or that person is sexist, racist, pro-Trump, and so forth. But why, exactly, can we not believe what is, after all, very common, and moreover has been common since the beginning of recorded human history? 
 
“‘A cucumber is bitter.’ Throw it away. ‘There are briars in the road.’ Turn aside from them. This is enough. Do not add, ‘And why were such things made in the world?’” (Meditations VIII.50) 
 
People are what people are. Some of them good and decent, others a bit less so. More often, people are a complicated mix, like my above mentioned relatives. Again I lay a good part of the blame on social media for making our interactions with others more anonymous, which makes it easier to dehumanize them. We feel entitled to make fun not just of Trump (it’s always okay, in my book, to make fun of the powerful), but of the multitudes that support him. In doing so we forget that those people could just as easily be our brothers and sisters, or uncles and aunts. And in a number of cases they actually are! Far better, and more just, to remind ourselves that people are often misguided and unwise, but rarely, if ever, “evil.” And moreover, that we vehemently object when they refer to an entire class of individuals (women, minorities, ethnic or religious groups) as if those were homogeneous entities, instead of complex and heterogeneous ensembles only loosely held together by whatever mark (gender, “race,” religion, etc.) we happen to apply to them. 
 
III. Keep your moral compass steady nonetheless
 
Another notion that seems pervasive, especially on social media, is that it is imperative to criticize and correct others, because if we don’t do it, and forcefully, then we ourselves are complicit in whatever horror du jour. 
 
“Begin the morning by saying to yourself, I shall meet with the busybody, the ungrateful, arrogant, deceitful, envious, unsocial. All these things happen to them by reason of their ignorance of what is good and evil. ... I can neither be injured by any of them, for no one can fix on me what is ugly, nor can I be angry with my kinsman, nor hate him.” (Meditations II.1) 
 
As Marcus says, other people can’t “fix” on us what is ugly, because we are in charge of our own opinions, judgments, and values. Indeed, for a Stoic those are the only things we are in charge of, and we definitely do not control other people’s opinions, judgments, and values. To internalize this means flipping things around: instead of being so concerned with what others think, why don’t we begin by checking the status of our own virtue? It’s hard for me to avoid feeling smug and morally superior to my relatives, who still think it is okay to engage in sexist and racist thoughts and utterances — though they very rarely actually act on them. But it would be better for me to constantly remember that I am “privileged” in comparison to them. I am the only member of my family who has gotten to college, and then to graduate school. I am also one of only two members of our family’s current generation to have lived abroad, thereby having been exposed to a variety of eye-opening people and experiences. And I am still benefiting from the kindness and moral support that my grandfather gave me when I was growing up. So I have a number of advantages over many of my relatives, and if I didn’t have slightly more open views about a range of issues my lack of wisdom would be significantly less excusable than theirs. 
 
Maybe you’ll think that I’m simply a coward who’d rather not engage in heated political discussions at the dinner table. Or that I apply double standards to my family as distinct from the rest of the world. But pause for a moment and truly ask yourself whether we wouldn’t all be in a better position if instead of yelling and shaming we decided to teach and tolerate. That decision is entirely up to us.

13-David Brooks and the five lies culture tells us ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Eeaders who have followed several incarnations of my blogs will have easily figured out that, politically speaking, I lean left, though with a number of qualifications and caveats. But I make a point of reading conservative authors and columnists, for a couple of reasons: first, to keep up with what they say and how they think (so to sharpen my own opinions and arguments), and second because they too, at least some of the times, have something interesting or constructive to say. 
 
A recent example is David Brooks, a regular New York Times columnist, who is defined by Wikipedia as a Canadian-born American conservative political and cultural commentator who writes for The New York Times. On 15 April 2019, he has published a column for said newspaper entitled “Five lies our culture tells us.” I’d like to examine each of the lies in turn, in order to stimulate a discussion that may help us all see why such lies contribute to (or even, as Brooks argues, are at the root of) our political problems. 
 
Lie n. 1: Career success is fulfilling. Brooks suggests that this lie is most evident at the point of college admissions, which put a lot of pressure on students (and their families) by instilling status anxiety. I think he is far too modest in his claim. Status anxiety is built into the very fabric of American society from the moment people are born. I live in Manhattan, and I know parents who fiercely compete (and pay outrageous amounts of money, and sometimes cheat) so that their five-year olds get into the best elementary schools. And it only gets worse from there. 
 
A number of my students tell me that they have to defend tooth and nails their decision to major in philosophy because both peers and relatives are of the opinion that they are wasting their time and won’t make any money. (Which, incidentally, is not true.) Everyone is after grades, not learning, because they think the former, and not so much the latter, are what will get them a well paying job. 
 
Also, as Brooks puts it, actually achieving things — even things you really wanted and thought meaningful — isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be. He recalls the instance when his editor called him to tell him that his first book had made the best-sellers list. “It felt like ... nothing. It was external to me.” I have had similar experiences, when my books come out, when I got my PhD in biology from the University of Connecticut, or the one in philosophy from the University of Tennessee. When I got my first academic job. And then the second. And the third. And the fourth. 
 
But Brooks goes overboard when he implies that career achievements are not fulfilling. They can be. Especially if the career is meaningful in a broader sense. I’m sure he feels good about being a journalist and writer, contributing to society in a positive fashion. So do I, as a teacher and writer. The reason we don’t feel much once a goal has been accomplished is because we are already thinking of the next goal. The book just published has been in the rear mirror for months, and we have been working hard to finish the next one. Writing is a telic activity, as Aristotle pointed out, so it needs to be constantly renewed. 
 
It also depends on what sort of contribution to society your career makes. If you are in the business of helping people, one way or another, that’s fulfilling (think of doctors, teachers, even lawyers). If you are in the business of harming them (e.g., working for a company that pollutes the environment, or makes weapons, or exploits people), not so much. And most businesses are neutral, neither making society better nor worse. Which means that the people who pursuit those careers tend to think of what they do as a means to pay bills, not a source of meaning for their lives. 
 
Lie n. 2: I can make myself happy. The problem here, according to Brooks, is with the notion that happiness is an individual accomplishment, dependent on things such as winning one more time, losing ten more pounds, becoming better at whatever. By contrast, he points out, research shows that people on their deathbeds say that the things that made their lives worth living were loving relationships, not accomplishments. 
 
Here I agree to a point. Yes, relationships are most definitely crucial for happiness. We are, after all, highly social animals. But relationships are hard to maintain, regardless of whether we are talking about friends, relatives, or partners. And sometimes it is a good thing to let go of a relationship, because it has gotten to the point of being more harmful than beneficial. 
 
Moreover, there is something to the notion that happiness is “an inside job,” so to speak. Meaning is a human construct, and we — individually — are in charge of the particular meaning we invest other people, or what we do, with. So I would say that in a sense our happiness is up to us, and yet it does very much involve the way we relate to other people. One thing I know for sure, and I think Brooks will agree: when I’ll be on my deathbed, I won’t regret having forgone writing one more technical paper, especially at the expense of cultivating deep relationships with the people I love. But I will also cherish the memory of those few books that I wrote and I’m actually proud of... 
 
Lie n. 3: Life is an individual journey. Brooks suggests that too many people think that a good life consists in racking up accomplishments, as if they were points in a video game. What matters is to get to the next level. And then the next one. Hence the bizarre American obsession with “bucket lists,” and the success of books like “1,000 Movies to See Before You Die.” 
 
A corollary of this attitude is that we should be free in the sense of unimpeded by close ties and relationships. I remember when I first moved to New York, back in 2006, I saw advertisements (I forgot for what!) that said “If opportunity is around the corner, turn often.” 
 
But that’s an impoverished view of “happiness,” one that is hedonistic in nature, discounting the fact that — on the contrary — in order to live a meaningful life we need to have bonds with others. Again, we are eminently social animals. I’m not sure I’d go as far as Brooks does when he writes that “it’s the chains we choose that set us free,” but that’s partly because I don’t consider my ties with my partner, my daughter, or my friends to be “chains.” They are more like symbiotic tendrils, through which life-giving substances flow back and forth between myself and those I love. 
 
Lie n. 4: You have to find your own truth. Brooks calls this the “privatization of meaning.” He objects to what he sees as an attitude according to which everyone gets to choose their own values, their own answer to the ultimate questions in life. He mockingly warns that, unless your name is Aristotle, you ain’t likely to succeed, arguing instead that values are created by communities, in a group process that takes generations. 
 
Yes. And No. There is no question that values — again, being a human construct — are created by people, and that such creation is indeed a group affair. If nothing else because if your values aren’t recognized by at least a minority of people in your community you are going to have a really tough time pursuing them. 
 
But values also change over time, which I suppose it’s something that Brooks may less often be happy about. I mean, there is a reason why people use the word “conservative.” For instance, we are slowly — and certainly not inevitably — moving toward a society where gender, race, and religious affiliation don’t matter to someone’s prospects of living a good, fulfilling life. While we are still very far from that ideal, an increasing number of people do recognize it as an ideal to be pursued. 
 
Let’s not forget that this wasn’t always the case. The 1926 (please notice the late date!) slavery convention, for instance, has been ratified as recently as 1953 by Australia, Canada, Liberia, New Zealand, South Africa, Switzerland, and the UK. By 12 more countries (including Italy) the following year. Nine more nations (including Israel) followed in 1954. Paraguay and Mauritania have joined the club only in 2007, and Kazakhstan only the following year. And of course the abolition of slavery doesn’t mean the extinction of racism. 
 
Do we want to consider women’s right to vote instead? Saudi Arabia has granted it as late as 2015. But even Switzerland agreed only in 1971, Portugal in 1968, and Colombia in 1957. Even the so-called “greatest democracy in the world,” the United States, approved women’s suffrage as late as 1920. And of course there is the issue of gay and transgender rights, very much a work in progress. At best. 
 
So, yes, values are not individual, they are societal. But societies evolve, and we — as individuals — do play a role in nudging the process forward, or at least not allowing it to slide backwards. 
 
Lie n. 5: Rich and successful people are worth more than poorer and less successful people. Or, as Epictetus puts it with characteristic sarcasm: 
 
“The following are non-sequiturs: ‘I am richer, therefore superior to you’; or ‘I am a better speaker, therefore a better person, than you.’” (Enchiridion 44) 
 
Brooks here hits the nail right on the head when he says “we pretend we don’t tell this lie, but our whole meritocracy points to it.” Meritocracy and competition are — allegedly — the essential ingredients of modern capitalist societies. (In reality, crony capitalism and inheritance of wealth are far more important driving forces of societal dynamics, or, rather, societal stagnation.) So it is refreshing to see a conservative commentator attacking them. 
 
The opposite of competition is cooperation, a concept lauded in theory but despised in practice. Even though — again because we are inherently social animals — it is cooperation (within groups) that has driven human cultural evolution. Arguably the biggest challenge facing humanity now is to extend cooperation outside the in-group (the definition of which has been flexible throughout history anyway: bands, villages, city states, nation states...) and toward a truly cosmopolitan society. That’s the only way we will truly be able to both flourish as a species and tackle existential threats, including self-inflicted ones like climate change. 
 
This is actually an old concept, which has still not been fully realized more than two millennia after it was first articulated:
 
“Do as Socrates did, never replying to the question of where he was from with, ‘I am Athenian,’ or ‘I am from Corinth,’ but always, ‘I am a citizen of the world.’” (Epictetus, Discourses I.9.1) 
 
But as they say, hope springs eternal. In order to nourish that hope, I somewhat agree with Brooks’ final comment: “we talk a lot about the political revolution we need. The cultural revolution is more important.” Here, though, Brooks himself would have done well to remember his Aristotle: “political” comes from the Greek polis, which means not just a city, but a body of citizens. Turns out, political and cultural changes are two sides of the same coin.

14-Thoreau’s Journal: on writing (why and how) ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Ihave already written a couple of essays on Henry David Thoreau (see #8 in this collection), because his brand of personal philosophy — within the broader umbrella of American Transcendentalism — fits very much the mold of practical philosophy to which Figs in Winter is devoted. Here I wish to briefly comment on some excerpts from his personal journal (published as part of a broader collection edited by Jeffrey S. Cramer), partly because of its inherent interest, and partly because of course journaling is a major Stoic technique (as evident from Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations), though implemented somewhat differently from what Thoreau does. 
 
“Though I write every day, yet when I say a good thing it seems as if I wrote but rarely.” (26 February 1841) 
 
It’s a thought shared by pretty much every writer, and that one wishes were more common in this era of instantaneous publishing on the web, since the clutter resulting from ignoring this basic truth is threatening to destroy public discourse. The notion, moreover, could profitably be turned into a personal rule of conduct, as Epictetus does: 
 
“When you’re called upon to speak, then speak, but never about banalities like gladiators, horses, sports, food and drink – common-place stuff. Above all don’t gossip about people, praising, blaming or comparing them.” (Enchiridion 33.2) 
 
That is, be mindful that much of what you are inclined to speak (or write) about is just not that interesting or worth putting out there. Thoreau clearly thinks that writing is, or at the least should be, tightly interwoven with actual living: 
“How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live!” (19 August 1851) 
 
He is talking about the necessity to have something interesting to say as a result of first person experience, but the Stoic notion that “practice” (i.e., living) is what makes “theory” (i.e., philosophizing) worth the effort is not far from that sentiment. 
 
“Having by chance recorded a few disconnected thoughts and then brought them into juxtaposition, they suggest a whole new field in which it was possible to labor and to think. Thought begat thought.” (22 January 1852) 
 
That’s not just an excellent reason to write, but, perhaps even more, to read. As you know if you follow this site, or any of the other ones featuring my writings, you might have noticed that I write a lot. And I read much more, roughly on at least a 5:1, sometimes 10:1 ratio (depending on the subject matter, how much background knowledge I already have, and so forth — that ratio was significantly higher at the beginning of my career, several decades ago). Reading is food for thought, as they say, and writing is the gym where you spend that food in order to create understanding, both in yourself and, hopefully, in others. 
That’s a major reason why I love blogging and have been doing it since 2005: it’s a public mental gym, where I improve myself while sharing with readers materials that will, ideally, enhance their own lives. 
 
“I would rather write books than lectures.” (6 December 1054) 
 
This thought struck me as interesting because it reflects my own preference for writing books rather than technical papers, which is a dying practice in the academy, not only in my more recently chosen career (philosophy), but even more so in my original one (biology). Writing a book is, of course, a whole different experience, one that takes years rather than weeks or months, but also one that, potentially at least, has a far greater and longer lasting impact. Part of the problem nowadays, however, is that just like anyone can create their own blog in minutes, anyone can upload their book to Kindle Direct Publishing, and voilà, no more need for editors, publishers, and other pesky “gatekeepers.” The result has been far more freedom and diversity of voices, but also an avalanche of garbage that is constantly put out there and that has a nasty tendency to drown the good stuff. I don’t have any solution to suggest for the problem, however. Do you? 
 
“You can’t read any genuine history — as that of Herodotus or the Venerable Bede — without perceiving that our interest depends not on the subject but on the man — on the manner in which he treats the subject and the importance he gives it. ... A genius — a Shakespeare, for instance— would make the history of his parish more interesting than another’s history of the world. Wherever men have lived there is a story to be told, and it depends chiefly on the story-teller or historian whether that is interesting or not.” (18 March 1861) 
 
This strikes me as just as right as it is problematic. While it is certainly the case that I’d rather read about the history of the local parish written by Shakespeare than about the history of the world written by a bore, I ought to be far more interested in the latter than the former. Perhaps Plato had a point when, in the Republic, he said that he would ban poets from his ideal state, on the ground that their trade consists in emotionally manipulate people, and that such manipulation can easily be used for ill purposes (say, making you like Tony Soprano, instead of the people he takes advantage of). 
 
I don’t wish to ban poets, but we can turn the table around and suggest instead that writers — of both fiction and non-fiction — have a duty to write not just beautifully and truthfully, but ethically. Writing, after all, is a tool, and like most tools, it is neutral with respect to the intentions of the person who uses it. It is up to that person to deploy her talent to improve both herself and the human cosmopolis. As Marcus puts it: 
 
“Labor not as one who is wretched, nor yet as one who would be pitied or admired; but direct your will to one thing only: to act or not to act as social reason requires.” (Meditations, IX.12)

15-What does it mean to be “from” somewhere? ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
A few nights ago I participated — though mostly as an increasingly attentive observer — to a fascinating discussion between two people I love. For reasons that will become clear shortly, I will call them Analitica and Literaria. The topic of the discussion was the interpretation of the common question: “where are you from?” in a social setting. It turns out that Analitica and Literaria gave me much food for thought, as well as the occasion to rethink my own position, which was initially very close to Analitica but by the end of the discussion moved closer to Literaria — though I still think they both made very good points. 
 
This may seem to be a topic in the philosophy of language, and perhaps in part it is. But it’s really a splendid example of practical philosophy, because that simple question is at the same time one of the most common someone can ask of new acquaintances, and yet one of the most complex and fraught with emotional undertones. Let me recount the highlights of the actual discussion first, then we’ll get to the philosophical meat that lies at its foundation. 
 
Analitica told us of a peculiar episode that had happened in one of her language classes in college not long ago, and which had made a sufficient impression on her that this was not the first time we heard the story. The professor in her French class had told the students to break in groups of two and practice some simple phrases. One of the suggested phrases was: “Where are you from?” (obviously, in French). When Analitica asked her partner, the latter, a young black woman, responded: “I’m from Ivory Coast.” 
 
Naturally enough, still within the context of their practice of French, Analitica followed up: “Oh, cool, tell me more about Ivory Coast.” “I don’t know much about it, I’ve never been.” At this point, a puzzled Analitica thought she misunderstood, and asked what the other woman meant when she said “I’m from Ivory Coast.” The woman got defensive, eventually saying that she was from Ivory Coast in the sense that her family was from there, a couple of generations previous. 
 
Analitica — who has studied philosophy in college, and has a distinct preference for the logical-linguistic approaches known as analytic philosophy (e.g., Bertrand Russell, G.E. More, Gottlob Frege) — was flabbergasted. Did the woman in question not understand what the phrase “where are you from?” means? It very clearly refers to one’s geographical place of origin, not to one’s ancestors’ provenance, and even less so to one’s cultural identity, which is what the black woman meant, as it became clear during their brief conversation. Geographically, she was “from” the Bronx, in New York City. 
 
At this point Literaria intervened, suggesting that the superficially straightforward question may, in fact, have different and complex answers depending on one’s own experiences. In particular when we are talking to people who do not feel welcome in, or belong to, the place from where they would normally say they are. 
 
For instance, continued Literaria, she herself was born in one place (doesn’t matter where), spent several formative years in another, moved to a third one, then spent much of her adult life in two more places. These latter two are the only ones where she feels she belongs, so when asked “where are you from?” she answers accordingly, never by mentioning her birthplace or her place of upbringing. I myself was born in Monrovia, Liberia, but I’m certainly not “from” there. I’m from Rome, where I grew up, and from New York, the city I love and have elected as my permanent residence. I’m also not from Knoxville, TN, even though I spent nine years there, a little less than the time I’ve spent so far in New York. See? It’s complicated. 
 
Literaria’s field is English literature, and her position reminded me of the take on the issue that might have been espoused by one member or another of the scholarly approach known as “continental” philosophy (e.g., Nietzsche, Sartre, Foucault). The emphasis in continental philosophy is not on a logical analysis of language, but on a broader understanding of what we mean when we use certain locutions. 
 
I’ve written about the analytic-continental divide before, but I must admit that my own sympathies have always leaned toward the analytic school and away from the continental one. I find logic and the clear use of language absolutely necessary both for doing philosophy and for thinking and communicating clearly. And I’ve often been put off by the obscurity (e.g., Heidegger) and sometimes downright lack of sense (e.g., Derrida) of continental writers. (The word “continental,” by the way, refers to the fact that historically this style of philosophy evolved in continental Europe, especially Germany and France, though these days there are plenty of continental philosophers in the United States and elsewhere.) 
 
Some of my colleagues have attempted to deny the very existence of an analytic-continental distinction, but if you read two random authors within each camp you’ll see immediately that the differences in style and subject matters are obvious. Just because there are intermediate cases or fuzzy boundaries it doesn’t mean there are no meaningful distinctions to be made. 
 
But here is the thing: broadly speaking (and with plenty of individual exceptions), analytic philosophers have gotten themselves more and more tied up in logical knots over increasingly irrelevant or hypothetical subject matters (e.g., trolley dilemmas, philosophical zombies, whatever “grounding” means in metaphysics), thus making themselves increasingly irrelevant, both inside and especially outside of academia. 
 
Meanwhile, continentalists are all the rage. Setting aside plenty of bad or confused reasoning, they have also produced highly relevant discussions of issues that actually matter to people, from feminism to gender controversies, from the misuse of the concept of mental illness to the radical freedom (and responsibility) of the existentialists. 
That is why some time ago I decided to stay away from either “camp” as much as possible, and instead nudge people toward a return to philosophy, without modifiers. You know, the sort of thing that Socrates was doing over two millennia ago. What we really need is the rigor of the analytical approach coupled with the relevance of the continental one. A new, practical philosophy for the 21st century. 
 
This is not a novel problem, as it turns out. Epictetus anticipated both issues already in the second century. He could have told a modern analytical philosopher: 
 
“We know how to analyze arguments, and have the skill a person needs to evaluate competent logicians. But in life what do I do? What today I say is good tomorrow I will swear is bad. And the reason is that, compared to what I know about syllogisms, my knowledge and experience of life fall far behind.” (Discourses II, 3.4-5) 
 
But he might just as easily have addressed the excesses of the continental tradition: 
 
“When one of his audience said, ‘Convince me that logic is useful,’ he said, Would you have me demonstrate it? ‘Yes.’ Well, then, must I not use a demonstrative argument? And, when the other agreed, he said, How then shall you know if I impose upon you? And when the man had no answer, he said, You see how you yourself admit that logic is necessary, if without it you are not even able to learn this much — whether it is necessary or not.” (Discourses II, 25) 
 
Back to the discussion between Analitica and Literaria, as the evening was progressing, I understood Literaria’s position more and more (though I have to admit that it took me another night and some more talking with her the following day to really grasp it). But I retained some sympathy for Analitica’s quest for clarity and logic. In particular, it seems like these days the very question “where are you from?” is considered — in some quarters — to be a form of “micro-aggression.” But it isn’t, really (or necessarily), and it should not be construed that way a priori. 
 
Micro-aggressions are defined as “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative prejudicial slights and insults toward any group.” The term was coined by Chester M. Pierce, a professor of psychiatry at Harvard, back in 1970, to describe insults and dismissals which he regularly witnessed non-black Americans inflicting on African-Americans. 
 
While micro-aggressions are real, and the description, study, and understanding of the phenomenon are socially valuable, I beg to differ in part with Prof. Pierce: an aggression is an intentional act, so to talk about unintentional micro-aggressions is incoherent (as Analitica would say). It’s also very dangerous, because it allows people to feel insulted regardless of whether there was intention to insult or not. If there wasn’t, then the exchange could, and should, evolve into a teaching moment, along the lines of: “Well, I know you meant well when you asked me where I was from, but as it turns out this is a complex question for someone like me. Let me try to explain my point of view, and see what you think.” 
 
What I’m suggesting here is a simple, and yet increasingly rare, give and take between two interlocutors. In the real case of Analitica and her fellow student, the first one could have learned that logic, as Mr. Spock famously said later in his career, is only the beginning of wisdom, and that we need to really listen to what others may mean in order to understand them rather than dismiss them. By the same token, the black woman could have skipped the defensive attitude, as justified as it may have been in the past, to seize instead on a chance to explain to her fellow student why she felt that the appropriate answer to “where are you from?,” in her case, simply couldn’t be a geographical one. 
 
Social intercourse should not be aiming at putting down one’s “opponent” (what a horrible and revelatory word!), nor does it consist in closing oneself in an impenetrable shell because other people’s opinions make us uncomfortable. It should be about understanding the other and growing oneself. And for that, compassion and logic ought to go hand in hand.

16-What is wisdom? ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Wisdom is arguably one of the most slippery, and yet important, concepts that concern us all. One way to summarize humanity’s problems over the past several millennia is that our intelligence and technology have far outpaced our wisdom. And things are likely to get worse, since our technological advancements are accelerating, possibly leading in the near future to the development of very intelligent, but unlikely to be wise, AI. 
 
That, of course, is the point of studying philosophy, which, after all, is defined as “love of wisdom.” That’s also why, despite my background as a scientist, I think humanities courses (not just philosophy, but literature, history, and so forth) ought to be mandatory even at the pre-college level. We are making new generations of smart and technologically savvy people, who however will lack the wisdom to use well that technology, or to live meaningful (as opposed to merely “productive”) lives. 
 
All of this is predicated on the idea that we know what wisdom is and how to become wiser ourselves. You can easily look up definitions of wisdom in the dictionary, and you will find something like the following: 
 
“Wisdom: The quality of having experience, knowledge, and good judgment. ... The soundness of an action or decision with regard to the application of experience, knowledge, and good judgment: some questioned the wisdom of building the dam so close to an active volcano.” (New Oxford American) 
 
The ancient Greco-Romans thought quite a bit about the concept of wisdom, and came up with an interesting angle, which I think would be valuable for us to reconsider and take on board: wisdom as “fitting expertise” about “impressions.” Yeah, I know, not exactly catchy. But let me explain. Galen, Marcus Aurelius’ physician and part-time philosopher, puts it this way: 
 
“Others defined philosophy as the exercise of fitting expertise of the best life for human beings, saying that philosophy is exercise, and calling wisdom fitting expertise, which is also a cognition of human and divine matters.” (On the History of Philosophy, 5, 602.19-3.2) 
 
“Human and divine matters” here refers to an understanding of human nature and the nature of the cosmos. Even though Galen was a critic of the Stoics, he agreed with them that one cannot possibly be wise if one does not take into account how both the world and human beings work before making decisions on a course of action. That is why the Stoics thought that working toward wisdom requires bettering one’s reasoning abilities (“logic” in the broad sense of the term) as well as learning about natural philosophy, or what we today call science. In a deep sense, then, wisdom becomes knowledge of how to live well as a human being situated in the cosmos at large. 
 
Imagine if we took this seriously today, in the course of developing sound education curricula: our young people would then be studying philosophy and the humanities (ethics in the broad sense of learning how to live one’s life); logic, mathematics and cognitive science (to improve their reasoning); and the natural sciences (with a particular emphasis on notions that are helpful to situate one in the world). The current spats about favoring STEM fields over the humanities would then seem profoundly misguided, as they in fact are. 
 
Back to wisdom as understood by the Greco-Romans. René Brouwer, author of The Stoic Sage: The Early Stoics on Wisdom, Sagehood and Socrates, notes that early definitions of philosophy as loving wisdom — for instance in Herodotus and Heraclitus — were framed by assuming that the “lover” (i.e., the philosopher) already possess it. It is Plato that shifts to what then became the standard take, philosophy understood more modestly as striving toward wisdom, as the Stoics and several other Hellenistic schools also maintained. Brouwer adds that philosophy should more specifically be conceived as expertise of what is really useful — i.e., not just theoretical knowledge, but practical knowledge. (Hence the distinction, drawn by Seneca and deployed many centuries later by Dante, between curiositas (seeking knowledge for its own sake) and studiositas (seeking knowledge because it helps us live better). 
 
A further elaboration of the concept is found in Seneca (Letter LXXXVIII.26.7) where he presents a picture of different types of expertise as instances of “knowing how” (to play an instrument, to solve a geometrical problem, etc.), with wisdom being a superior type of “knowing why,” that is, knowing when and how to use every other kind of knowledge. But what does “fitting expertise” really mean? According to Olympiodorus: 
 
“Cleanthes, then, says that an expertise is ‘a tenor that accomplishes everything methodically.’ But this definition is considered to be incomplete, for nature is also a tenor that does methodically all it does. Accordingly Chrysippus, after adding the phrase ‘with impressions,’ said ‘an expertise is a tenor that proceeds methodically with impressions.’” (SVF 1.490) 
 
“Tenor” here has nothing to do with opera. It is a technical term that refers to an enduring disposition. What Chrysippus is saying, then, is that wisdom is the ability to correctly interpret “impressions,” which as we have seen, in Stoic psychology are our first reactions to things, including our implied judgments that some things are good and some are bad. 
 
For instance, if I pass a gelato shop in the street, my first impression (in the Stoic sense) is that it would be good to get me some chocolate hazelnut flavored cone. However, as Epictetus so often advises, I got into the habit of questioning my impressions, telling them that that’s what they are, impressions, and not necessarily what they portray themselves to be. So then I give enough time to what Daniel Kahneman calls our “slow thinking system” to get into gear and reflect: is it really the case that the gelato is good for me? Well, it tastes good, but lately I’ve been struggling to lose a bit of weight, so no, all things considered I’m better off rejecting the impression by way of a more considerate judgment. 
 
All of the above is why Epictetus insisted that the most important thing to do for a student of Stoicism is to improve her faculty of judgment (prohairesis), i.e., the very faculty by which we assess (and give or refuse assent to) impressions: 
 
“What decides whether a sum of money is good? The money is not going to tell you; it must be the faculty that makes use of such impressions — reason.” (Discourses I, 1.5) 
 
Wisdom, then, is helpfully defined, just as Chrysippus maintained, as a disposition to properly interpret our impressions, and act accordingly. It is achieved by improving our ability to correctly judge those impressions. That is, among other ways, by Stoic training.

17-The lure and danger of extreme examples ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
One of the main reasons I turned away from modern ethics — either of the utilitarian or of the Kantian- deontological stamp — is that it is both too narrow and too infatuated with thought experiments and increasingly convoluted, extreme (alleged) counter-examples, aimed at knocking down opponent schools, rather than actually being useful to people’s day-to-day lives. In other words, a lot of modern ethics indulges in precisely the kind of things that Seneca warned us against: 
 
“I should like to have those subtle dialecticians of yours advise me how I ought to help a friend, or how a fellow man, rather than tell me in how many ways the word ‘friend’ is used, and how many meanings the word ‘man’ possesses.” (Letters XLVIII.4) 
 
Consider, for instance, the cottage industry informally referred to as “trolleology,” the study of trolley dilemmas. Plenty of professional philosophers spend their careers inventing more and more convoluted scenarios to “test” our ethical intuitions about who we should allow to get hit by a runaway trolley. This has resulted in the piling up of a large literature about situations that will never occur in anyone’s real life, or that — if they did occur — would require a snap judgment based on knowledge of very specific circumstances, not idealized cartoonish thought “experiments.” 
 
Check out, if you can, a short video you’ll find online from the sitcom “The Good Place” that justly makes fun of trolley dilemmas. And the irony is that the whole thing got started with a landmark paper by Philippa Foot, who invented the problem as a way to show the inadequacy of modern ethical approaches and call to a return to the nuances of virtue ethics! 
 
There are several other reasons I think ethics took a decidedly wrong turn with Kant, but this isn’t the place to elaborate on that. Instead, I will turn to what I’ve noticed being a somewhat common kind of “objection” to Stoicism (and, presumably, to other kinds of virtue ethics), inspired by the same attitude that fuels that trolley dilemmas. I am talking about people who bring up exaggerated or highly unlikely scenarios in an attempt to undermine Stoicism by a kind of reductio ad absurdum. Here are two examples.
 
Case 1: “Tell it to victims of a genocide”
 
Epictetus famously said: 
 
“What, after all, are sighing and crying, except opinions? What is ‘misfortune’? An opinion. And sectarian strife, dissension, blame and accusation, ranting and raving — they all are mere opinion, the opinion that good and bad lie outside us.” (Discourses III, 3.18-19) 
 
There are several other places in which the sage from Hierapolis talks about “opinions,” so much so that Marcus Aurelius, who was strongly influenced by Epictetus, writes: 
 
“The universe is transformation: life is opinion.” (Meditations, IV.3) 
 
Marcus here isn’t endorsing some kind of postmodernist philosophical position ante litteram, arguing that anyone should be free to adopt any opinion they happen to like. Rather, he is following Epictetus in making a clear distinction between facts and values. Facts exist in the world outside the human mind, and persist independently from it. Values, by contrast, are entirely a creation of human minds, and do not exist outside of it. And it is in this sense that Epictetus says that misfortune, sectarian strife, blame, accusation, ranting, and raving are all opinions. They do not have to be, they are our own choices.
 
This does not mean that such opinions are necessarily unreasonable. That remains to be seen, as one needs to articulate and defend one’s take on things. The point is simply that they are not facts, and therefore not unchangeable. Consider this famous exercise in the Meditations, where Marcus reminds himself of the distinction between facts and opinions in a rather sharp fashion: 
 
“When you have savories and fine dishes set before you, you will gain an idea of their nature if you tell yourself that this is the corpse of a fish, and that the corpse of a bird or a pig; or again, that fine Falernian wine is merely grape-juice, and this purple robe some sheep’s wool dipped in the blood of a shellfish; and as for sexual intercourse, it is the friction of a piece of gut and, following a sort of convulsion, the expulsion of mucus.” (VI.13) 
 
This is often cited as an example of both Marcus’ misanthropy and of Stoicism’s lack of appreciation for the good things in life. But it’s actually neither. What the emperor-philosopher is doing here is to redescribe things he probably liked too much (gourmet foods, good wine, the power of his office, and sex) in objective fashion, so to better appreciate just how much he was adding of his own onto these facts — by way of his “opinions.” 
 
And that’s the point of Epictetus’ advice: when we indulge in “catastrophizing,” as modern cognitive behavioral therapists put it, we should step back and carry out an “objectification” exercise, like the one Marcus engages in above. This will help us see things from a different perspective, focusing our attention on the actual nature of the thing under examination, and thereby on what we can do about it — other than catastrophize. 
 
Notice also the last bit of the quote from Epictetus: “the opinion that good and bad lie outside us.” This is the Stoic doctrine that the only true good for human beings is to arrive at correct judgments, and the only true bad to arrive at incorrect judgments. Why? Because considered judgments are the only things that are truly up to us. The rest we may be able to influence, but is ultimately outside of our control. And the key to a meaningful life, for the Stoics, is to keep focusing on our locus of control while accepting the rest with equanimity. 
 
Given all of the above, what sense can we make of the following objection, then? “Epictetus says that it’s all in our mind. Go tell it to the victims of genocide.” Well, to begin with, I wouldn’t tell anything to anyone unless they wanted to hear it. The first rule of Stoic club is that you don’t say “bad Stoic” to people outside the club. The second rule is that you don’t say that to other Stoics either. The third rule is that you don’t say that even to yourself. I’m not making this up: 
 
“An ignorant person is inclined to blame others for his own misfortune. To blame oneself is proof of progress. But the wise man never has to blame another or himself.” (Epictetus, Enchiridion 5) 
 
Moreover, while it is true that for the Stoics the only truly bad things are one’s own misjudgments — for the reasons explained above — that doesn’t mean that some externals do not result in injustice and ought, therefore, to be opposed. The Stoics did this in practice, and we have plenty of historical evidence to that effect, for instance in the case of the famous “Stoic opposition” to the tyranny of emperors Nero, Vespasian, and Domitian. One can reasonably assume that they would have opposed the Holocaust, or any other genocide, as well. 
 
There is also direct textual ground to conclude that the Stoics are opposed to injustice and the suffering of people. They were cosmopolitans, thinking that the whole point of a life worth living is to use reason to improve human society: 
 
“Do what is necessary, and whatever the reason of a social animal naturally requires, and as it requires.” (Meditations, IV.24) 
 
Hardly a callous attitude toward human sufferings, no? But even when human beings are exposed to the worst possible tragedies, we do have a choice to think about what is happening differently from what may seem obvious, and gain spiritual strength from that rethinking. That is the whole point of Viktor Frankl’s famous book, Man’s Search for Meaning. And Frankl was, in fact, a Holocaust survivor. (Though there have been questions about the details of the story he recounts in his famous book.) 
 
Finally, let us say that most of us would not be able to remain Stoic — in the sense of exhibiting a behavior coherent with Stoic philosophy, not in the sense of the stereotypical “stiff upper lip” — in the face of genocide. Well, hopefully most of us will not have to suffer through a genocide. But we are guaranteed to suffer through a lot of more common human tribulations, from having to counter daily problems to having to deal with irritable people, from not getting a job we wanted to the end of a relationship we cared about, from losing loved ones to, eventually, having to face death. In all these cases a Stoic attitude is useful precisely because it helps us put things into perspective, retraining our perceptions of what is happening and focusing on the best ways to deal with the issue, rather than just throw our hands up in desperation. 
 
Case 2: “If the world were made entirely of Stoics there would be no art”
 
I’ve heard this one recently, and it is more amusing than anything else. But it shows the same pattern as the previous case, on steroids. Here is the “argument,” such as it is: the ideal Stoic, the sage achieves both apatheia and ataraxia. The first is a stage of non-disturbance from negative emotions, what the Stoics call “passions” (not what we mean by that term, though, the technical word is pathē). The sage, for instance, is not affected by rage, because she realizes that rage is a negative emotion — defined in Stoic philosophy as any emotion that overpowers reason — a temporary madness that she has trained herself never to fall into. 
 
Ataraxia is a more general state of serenity, achieved by the sage because not only she has freed herself from the pathē, but she has accepted the dichotomy of control: she concerns herself only with what is up to her, and has developed an attitude of equanimity toward outcomes, knowing that in life sometimes you win and sometimes you lose, and that to become upset at losing is only a self-inflicted, avoidable, wound. The sage, instead, will cultivate the positive emotions, termed by the Stoics eupatheiai, such as joy, love, and a sense of justice. 
 
Boring, says the critic. If the entire human race where to turn into sages, there would be no art to speak of, since all the major masterpieces produced by humanity — music, paintings, poetry, literature, operas, movies — are the result of distress and tragedy experienced emotionally. 
 
Okay, let me lay out a few responses. In the first place, the empirical premise of the objection is highly doubtful. Is it really the case that all great art comes out of tragedy and suffering? I’m not so sure, and at the very least the premise should not be granted without systematic empirical inquiry. 
More to the point, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we are nowhere near having turned into a race of sages. Indeed, Seneca says this is highly unlikely: 
 
“Do you know what kind of man I now mean when I speak of ‘a good man’? I mean one of the second grade, like your friend. For one of the first class [i.e., a sage] perhaps springs into existence, like the phoenix, only once in five hundred years.” (Letters to Lucilius, 42.1) 
 
So, just like the trolley dilemmas, this isn’t exactly an urgent problem. And why not move the same objection to other philosophical and religious traditions, while we are at it? I mean, wouldn’t the same issue arise if we all became enlightened, by following the Buddha? And what if we all became Christians, I mean true Christians, actually behaving like Jesus taught? 
 
Finally, let me bite the bullet. Let’s say — for the sake of argument — that an ideal Stoic society would indeed be one in which human suffering had been banished forever, at the cost of no more production of artistic masterpieces. Is someone seriously suggesting that that wouldn’t be a price worth paying? Is the “argument” really that we’d rather have more Dostoyevsky, Beethoven, and Neruda than eliminate injustice, oppression, war, and genocide? Seriously? 
 
You see why Seneca reacted to such sophistry by asking to be advised on “how I ought to help a friend, or how a fellow man, rather than tell me in how many ways the word ‘friend’ is used, and how many meanings the word ‘man’ possesses.” In other words, let’s be serious.

18-Emerson on self-reliance ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
The American Transcendentalists, particularly Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, where clearly influenced by the ancient Stoics, especially Seneca. I have explored such influence in Thoreau’s famous essay on civil disobedience, and defended him, so to speak, from some of his modern critics, such as Hannah Arendt (see #8 in this collection). Here I wish to take up another influential transcendentalist piece of writing, “Self-reliance,” authored by Thoreau’s friend and mentor, Emerson. Again we will see obvious echoes of Seneca, though there are also some interesting distinctions between Emerson and the ancient Stoics, on points where I lean toward the latter rather than the former. 
 
(Page numbers for Emerson’s quotes refer to The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, edited by Brooks Atkinson, The Modern Library.) 
 
Emerson writes this essay in defense of his conception of self-reliance, which bears a clear family resemblance with the attitude classically associated with the Stoic figure of the sage and how she will behave in the world. Although he admires the genius and independence of thought of Moses, Plato, and Milton, Emerson argues that we should look into our own minds to decide how to live our lives, not to “bards and sages” (p. 132). 
 
Letter XXIII from Seneca to his friend Lucilius is often entitled “On the futility of learning maxims,” and there Seneca too says that we should think for ourselves, not mindlessly quote other people, be they sages or not: 
 
“‘This is what Zeno said.’ But what have you yourself said? ‘This is the opinion of Cleanthes.’ But what is your own opinion?” (Letters to Lucilius, XXIII.7) 
 
But the Stoics also argued that human knowledge comes from communal learning, beginning within one’s family and then extending to what we absorb from good teachers and good books. Only the sage is self- reliant, and even she only arrives to that exalted stage with the help of others. We are eminently social animals, and everything we do — including learning — is a social activity. 
 
Emerson reminds us that non-conformity is frowned upon, but that this should not deter us from thinking for ourselves. Which is certainly true enough. Yet, when he goes on to say “Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist” (p. 134) he surely goes too far. Human progress is made possible by standing on the shoulders of others (whether they be giants or not, pace Newton), not by reinventing the wheel at every generation. Non-conformity for its own sake is just as bad as conformity as a default state. 
 
In the very same paragraph, however, Emerson strikes an obviously Stoic note when he tells us that “Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.” That is definitely the recurring message we get from both Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, for instance: 
 
“You are composed of three things: body, breath (life), intelligence. Of these the first two are yours insofar as it is your duty to take care of them; but the third alone is truly
yours.” (Meditations XII.3) 
 
Indeed, Epictetus’ entire approach to Stoicism can be summarized as the notion that we should take utmost care of our ruling faculty (hegemonikon) so that we can exercise and sharpen our judgments (prohairesis). 
 
Still on p. 134, Emerson elaborates: “No law can be sacred to me but that of my nature. Good and bad are but names very readily transferable to that or this; the only right is what is after my constitution; the only wrong what is against it.” This is very reminiscent of two crucial Stoic concepts: the notion that “good” and “bad” are terms that should be applied only to what is under our control, which reduces to our own judgments and opinions, nothing else. And that we should live “according to nature,” that is, according to the (human) nature of social animals capable of reason. Emerson strikes me as making a more narrow claim, that what is right or wrong is what is in line, or goes against, our individual nature, thus implicitly denying the Stoic claim to the universality of the human condition. 
 
Emerson occasionally dips into territory that makes him uncharitable toward fellow human beings, which is definitely not in line with Stoic philosophy. For instance, on p. 135, he writes: “Then again, do not tell me, as a good man did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong. There is a class of persons to whom by all spiritual affinity I am bought and sold; for them I will go to prison if need be; but your miscellaneous popular charities; the education at college of fools; the building of meeting-houses to the vain end to which many now stand; alms to sots, and the thousand-fold Relief Societies; though I confess with shame I sometimes succumb and give the dollar, it is a wicked dollar, which by and by I shall have the manhood to withhold.” This strikes me as insufferably elitist, and downright callous. Compare it with this bit, from Epictetus: 
 
“If you have been placed in a position above others, are you automatically going to behave like a despot? Remember who you are and whom you govern – that they are kinsmen, brothers by nature, fellow descendants of Zeus.” (Discourses I.13.4) 
 
(Note: “Zeus,” for the Stoics, was a generic name that they used interchangeably with Nature and the Cosmos. No need to think of the Olympian god who was fond of having sex with anything that moves.) 
 
A little later on Emerson takes on what he thinks is another scourge of the self-reliant person: an exaggerated preoccupation with consistency. He famously writes (p. 138): “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines. With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do.” Ah, but they key there is foolish consistency. If he means that we should be flexible and adapt to circumstances, no objection on my part. But if he means that we should not worry too much about the consistency of our philosophy of life (“adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines”) then I most certainly do object. An inconsistent personal philosophy is liable to have the same disastrous consequences of an inconsistent policy on the part of a country: actions become erratic, other people don’t know whether they can trust us, and we ourselves lose our moral compass. Not a good recipe for a eudaimonic life. 
 
Yet another moment in which Emerson sounds like a Stoic, and yet bends in a different direction, is when he says: “Another sort of false prayers are our regrets. Discontent is the want of self-reliance: it is infirmity of will. Regret calamities if you can thereby help the sufferer; if not, attend your own work and already the evil begins to be repaired. Our sympathy is just as base. We come to them who weep foolishly and sit down and cry for company, instead of imparting to them truth and health in rough electric shocks, putting them once more in communication with their own reason” (p. 148). The first bit is in complete agreement with Stoic principles. According to the dichotomy of control, the past is certainly not up to us, meaning that we cannot change it. So regret is not a Stoic value. Instead, what we should do is precisely what Emerson says: start doing something that ameliorates the effects of past events. And, I would add, reflect on the past with the aim of learning from it, so perhaps to be less likely to repeat the same mistakes in the future. But even the blunt Epictetus parts with Emerson in the second bit, where he says that we should not commiserate with others, but instead impart them harsh truths: 
 
“When you see anyone weeping for grief, either that his son has gone abroad or that he has suffered in his affairs, take care not to be overcome by the apparent evil, but discriminate and be ready to say, ‘What hurts this man is not this occurrence itself — for another man might not be hurt by it — but the view he chooses to take of it.’ As far as conversation goes, however, do not disdain to accommodate yourself to him and, if need be, to groan with him. Take heed, however, not to groan inwardly, too.” (Enchiridion 16) 
 
That is, Epictetus makes a distinction between the Stoic approach, which is one of awareness of the realities of the world and self-improvement, and what non-Stoics expect from us. It is of no use, and in fact even a bit harsh, to say to someone who doesn’t buy into Stoic precepts, that he is not really facing a catastrophe, because the only bad things for us are our own incorrect judgments. It matters that we can make a distinction between what is and what is not up to us, but it also matters that we treat other human beings with sympathy, regardless of whether or not they agree with our philosophy. 
 
At the beginning of the second section of “Self-reliance,” Emerson tackles the issue of the motivations for traveling: “It is for want of self-culture that the superstition of Traveling, whose idols are Italy, England, Egypt, retains its fascination for all educated Americans. They who made England, Italy, or Greece venerable in the imagination, did so by sticking fast where they were, like an axis of the earth. In manly hours we feel that duty is our place. The soul is no traveller; the wise man stays at home, and when his necessities, his duties, on any occasion call him from his house, or into foreign lands, he is at home still and shall make men sensible by the expression of his countenance that he goes, the missionary of wisdom and virtue, and visits cities and men like a sovereign and not like an interloper or a valet.” (p. 149) 
 
Setting aside that Emerson traveled extensively through Europe, and Italy, in 1833, and went to England, Europe, and Egypt in 1872, the issue here is one of attitude and motivation, and it is most clearly explained by Seneca: 
 
“The mere place avails little for this purpose, unless the mind is fully master of itself, and can, at its pleasure, find seclusion even in the midst of business; the man, however, who is always selecting resorts and hunting for leisure, will find something to distract his mind in every place. Socrates is reported to have replied, when a certain person complained of having received no benefit from his travels: ‘It serves you right! You travelled in your own company!’” (Letters to Lucilius, CIV.7) 
 
The point here is that to travel in order to escape from our problems is futile, since the very person we are attempting to distance ourselves from cannot help but to come along with us. Still, that doesn’t mean that there are no positive benefits of travel, from leisure to learning about other people and culture. Here the sternness of Emerson is in stark contrast with the playfulness of Socrates. 
 
Yet another bit where Emerson strikes a Stoic note, and yet manages to come across as more dire than the Stoics, is in the fourth section of “Self-reliance”: “They measure their esteem of each other by what each has, and not by what each is. But a cultivated man becomes ashamed of his property, out of new respect for his nature. Especially he hates what he has if he see that it is accidental—came to him by inheritance, or gift, or crime; then he feels that it is not having; it does not belong to him, has no root in him and merely lies there because no revolution or no robber takes it away.” (p. 152) 
 
Again, compare with Seneca: 
 
“Wealth, however, blinds and attracts the mob, when they see a large bulk of ready money brought out of a man’s house, or even his walls crusted with abundance of gold, or a retinue that is chosen for beauty of physique, or for attractiveness of attire. The prosperity of all these men looks to public opinion; but the ideal man, whom we have snatched from the control of the people and of Fortune, is happy inwardly.” (Letters to Lucilius, CXIX.11) 
 
And: 
 
“Do you ask what is the proper limit to wealth? It is, first, to have what is necessary, and, second, to have what is enough.” (Letters to Lucilius, II.6)
 
The Stoics were not ashamed of wealth and property, nor did they hate the gifts of Fortuna (despite, to be fair, the occasional use by Seneca of the word “despise” applied to externals, which however he means in the sense of “do not depend from”). For us these are all matters of preferred indifference. Wealth, property, and the like, have value, but not the kind of value that virtue has. So they may be appropriately selected by the Stoic practitioner, so long as they don’t get in the way of living virtuously. Contra Emerson, then, there is a big difference between “inheritance, or gift, or crime.” Acquiring wealth through crime is obviously not virtuous. Getting it by way of inheritance or gift is fine, so long as we use that wealth well (meaning, for the benefit of the human cosmopolis), and we remember that Fortuna can take it away just as easily as she bestowed it on us. 
 
“Self-reliance” ends on one more Stoic note: “So use all that is called Fortune. Most men gamble with her, and gain all, and loose all, as her wheel rolls. But do thou leave as unlawful these winnings, and deal with Cause and Effect, the chancellors of God. In the Will work and acquire, and thou hast chained the wheel of Chance, and shall sit hereafter out of fear from her rotations. A political victory, a rise of rents, the recovery of your sick or the return of your absent friend, or some other favorable event raises your spirits, and you think good days are preparing for you. Do not believe it. Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph of principles.” (p. 153) 
 
Seneca is the proper comparison once more: 
 
“No man has ever been so far advanced by Fortune that she did not threaten him as greatly as she had previously indulged him. Do not trust her seeming calm; in a moment the sea is moved to its depths. The very day the ships have made a brave show in the games, they are engulfed.” (Letters to Lucilius, IV.7) 
 
And: 
 
“The wise man is sufficient unto himself for a happy existence, but not for mere existence. For he needs many helps towards mere existence; but for a happy existence he needs only a sound and upright soul, one that despises Fortune.” (Letters to Lucilius, IX.13) 
 
Again, “despise” here means “does not depend on.” While the first quote from Seneca sounds very much like Emerson in acknowledging the fickleness of Fortuna, the second recognizes the limits of self-reliance even for a Stoic. We do depend on other people for our existence. It is in terms of happiness, understood as eudaimonia, in the sense of a life worth living, that we can be self-sufficient. Seneca puts this even more clearly when he talks about the attitude of the sage toward friendship: 
 
“The wise man is self-sufficient. Nevertheless, he desires friends, neighbors, and associates, no matter how much he is sufficient unto himself.” (Letters to Lucilius, IX.3) 
 
Self-sufficiency, in other words, does not have to imply scorn for others, or for favorable material circumstances. I’m not an Emerson scholar, so I hesitate to elaborate further, but I do wonder whether his attitude of awe toward the greats of the past (he mentions Socrates, Anaxagoras, Diogenes, Franklin, Galileo, Columbus, Napoleon, Washington, Bacon, Newton, Shakespeare, Scipio, and several others!) doesn’t lead him to an over-reliance, so to speak, on self-reliance. 
 
The idea that we ought to be autonomous in terms of our own happiness is a good one, and Stoicism approaches it by way of the internalization of the dichotomy of control: we focus our efforts on what is up to us, that is, our judgments, opinions, and decisions to act. We then develop an attitude of equanimity toward externals: sometimes Fortuna will smile on us, sometimes she won’t. That’s life. But Emerson seems to want to push that line of thought further, almost, I think, to the breaking point. This is particularly problematic in the passages, one of which I mentioned above, where he seems disdainful, rather than sympathetic (as a Stoic would be) to the plague of people who have not been enlightened by Stoicism or Transcendentalism, or other similar philosophies of life. When in doubt, err on the side of sympathy for your fellow human beings.

19-Secular pilgrimages: the Academy, the Lyceum, and the Stoa ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
TI’m writing this while flying back to New York after having spent a few days in Athens, on the occasion of the annual Stoicon event, where I conducted a workshop on practical exercises in Stoicism. While there, my wife and I did what can only be described as the secular equivalent (neither of us is religious) of a pilgrimage. Three of them, in fact. I think it may be worthwhile to reflect on why we did it, and more in general on the meaning that these sorts of things add to our lives. 
 
The three Meccas in question were the place were Plato established his Academy; the one were Aristotle, a bit later on, founded his Lyceum; and the location of the Stoa Poikile, the open space to the margin of the ancient Agora, where the Stoics used to preach their practical philosophy to whoever would listen. 
 
Together with a friend, Jennifer and I first went to the Stoa poikile, simply because of its proximity to the Agora, which we visited on that afternoon. A stoa is a columnated porch, a standard feature of pretty much any ancient Greek city. It was a multi-purpose structure, where people would gather to buy merchandise or just to hang around friends and acquaintances, discoursing of this and that. The term “poikile” means painted, because this particular Stoa in Athens was graced with a number of hanging paintings depicting, among other things, the taking of Troy and the battle of Marathon. 
 
It was here, around 300 BCE, that the Phoenician merchant-turned-philosopher Zeno of Citium (modern day Cyprus) began to teach a new philosophy of life. It was originally referred to as Zenonianism, but mercifully eventually people came to call it Stoicism, from the place, rather than the man. 
 
The remains of the Stoa poikile are not much too look at, though excavations are (slowly) proceeding. It’s situated in the middle of a restaurant and bar district, populated by tourists strolling off the Agora or just looking for a watering hole. We found a bar with outdoor seating and direct view on the Stoa, and settled down to sip wine and eat olives and bread while occasionally glancing at it and talking about Stoicism. 
 
The following day, despite forecasted rain (which, thank Zeus, never materialized), we headed for the Lyceum, only a few hundred yards from the hotel where we were staying. The site is, again, rather unimpressive, but better curated than the Stoa. It’s open to the public, but you have to pay to get in, and there are a number of explanatory plaques to give you a minimum background to understand what it is that you are looking at. 
 
Aristotle established the Lyceum on the location of a gymnasium, which was typical for ancient schools of philosophy. Mens sana in corpore sano (a healthy mind in a healthy body), as the Romans later said. Today the very word “lyceum” stands for a particular kind of high school that is preparatory to college, either in humanistic or scientific disciplines (e.g., in both French and Italian). Aristotle used to teach advanced subject matters in the morning and do lectures for the general public in the evening. The advanced lectures were delivered while walking around the perimeter of the school, which is why the Aristotelians were known as peripatetics (“those who walk around”). Needless to say, I took a picture of my friend and I walking along the paths of the Lyceum, Aristotle style. The name, Lyceum, by the way, means “wolf-god,” because the place was dedicated to the version of Apollo with that attribute. And while the Lyceum is famous as the location of Aristotle’s school, Socrates also wandered there at times, and Chrysippus (the third head of the Stoa) apparently guest lectured on location. 
 
We then took a taxi to head to Plato’s Academy, which is situated further out from the town’s center. The Academy also was housed at the site of a gymnasium, the name referring to the legendary Greek hero Akademos, and today, of course, indicating the very concept of a university. 
 
It wasn’t easy to find the exact spot, as it isn’t protected, and anyone can wonder into it (and, once more, it isn’t much to look at). However, there is a cute little interactive museum, aimed at elementary and middle school children, which features a surprisingly well done series of exhibits on Plato’s life and philosophy. Plato’s Academy was the first formal school of philosophy and allied disciplines to be established in the Western world. It featured a sign at the entrance that said that no one will be allowed inside unless they knew geometry, as Plato was impressed by the advances of the Pythagoreans, and wanted to put philosophy on the same firm footing as mathematics and geometry (much later on, Kant similarly wished to establish a new philosophy on the model of Newtonian physics — it seems like math or physics envy have been a recurring disease among philosophers). 
 
Why did we spend hours locating and visiting these three places? Because they are “sacred,” in a non- religious way. None of us three thinks of Zeno, Aristotle, or Plato as the equivalents of Jesus. We don’t revere them as gods, and we certainly don’t think that The Republic, The Nicomachean Ethics, or The (other, written by Zeno) Republic is gospel, not to be questioned or else. While all three of us are followers of Zeno, indirectly, who knows if we would agree with Zeno himself, since none of his books survive in anything but fragments. And certainly we find plenty to disagree with both Plato and Aristotle. 
 
Yet, there was something special, “magical,” about those places. In the span of 36 hours we visited three major locations that shaped the entirety of Western thinking, and that still have relevance today at the level of global culture. We felt a thrill drinking our wine a few yards away from where Zeno and Chrysippus defended Stoic doctrines 23 centuries ago. Or walking like Aristotle and his students did, in the very same place. Or standing where Plato — arguably the most influential philosopher of the entire Western canon — once stood. 
 
I even felt that I understood why Muslims go to Mecca, or Christians to Jerusalem and Bethlehem, despite the rather important “caveat” mentioned above about sacredness vs secularism. I understood why people want to be connected to those who came before them, whether they were related to them or not. The ancient Romans used to have a family temple, the Lararium, in their houses, to worship their own ancestors. I’m not sure they really thought of them as gods, but it was a deeply felt way to acknowledge where they themselves came from, who was there before them and made it possible for them to be there. 
 
My wife, my friend and I similarly wished to acknowledge not our genetic ancestors (though, of course, all humanity shares pretty much the same DNA), but our cultural and philosophical ones. As Seneca aptly puts it: 
 
“I spend my time in the company of all the best; no matter in what lands they may have lived, or in what age, I let my thoughts fly to them.” (Letters to Lucilius LXII.2) 
 
Of course, we could spend our time in the company of Plato, Aristotle, Zeno and the rest simply by downloading e-book versions of their works and reading them in the comfort of our homes. Yet, there is something special about having seen these places, having walked where they walked, sharing the experience with your loved ones. I feel very fortunate to have been able to do so, and the experience has redoubled my commitment to do my best to make philosophy accessible and useful to everyone. Plato and Aristotle would probably agree this is a good idea, and Zeno would be positively enthusiastic about it!

20-Are you ready to die? ￼[image: Line]
 
 
 
Are you ready to die? I’m not, which means my philosophical training is not yet complete. I’m not a sage. As Seneca says: 
 
“Most men ebb and flow in wretchedness between the fear of death and the hardships of life; they are unwilling to live, and yet they do not know how to die.” (Letters to Lucilius, IV.5) 
 
I have always been “willing to live” in Seneca’s sense, meaning to do things in life that I found worthwhile and meaningful. From very early on, when I was in middle school, I resolved that I would become a scientist, because the human quest for knowledge and understanding seemed to me to be paramount. I was lucky enough to actually have a successful academic career as an evolutionary biologist, and it seemed like that was going to last me for a lifetime. 
 
But then my mid-life crisis came, and I (re)discovered philosophy, both as an academic pursuit and as a way of life. In the first sense I was lucky once again, being able to switch fields and find a full time position in my new chosen vocation. In the second sense, it took the accidental discovery of Stoicism a few years back to finally provide me with a workable alternative to the Catholicism I grew up with and the secular humanism I had initially chosen to replace my religion with. 
 
And yet, going back to Seneca, I still don’t know how to die. This thought came to the forefront of my consciousness a few days ago, when I attended the funeral of a friend’s mother. She was in her 90s, and had been suffering from a neural degenerative disease for a few years. And she had been in pain for much of that time. So death came as a release to both her and her close family and friends. 
My friend’s mother was a teacher, and it was moving to see several of her students — including the officiant at the funeral — to pay tribute to the impact she had on their lives. By all accounts, she was also a loving mother and wife, so that her long life was what the ancients would call eudaimonic — worth living. In an important way, I’m hoping that my funeral will be something like hers: a moment of remembrance of the good she did in life, attended by people who knew her and cared for her. I’m working on it. 
 
But what about this Stoic notion of being ready to die? One reason I know I’m not a sage is because I am not truly prepared for that moment. I still think of it, as most people do, as something that is going to happen in the distant future, maybe two or three decades down the road. While statistically that’s a reasonable expectation for a white man in his mid-fifties, it spectacularly missing the point from a Stoic perspective. 
 
I could die today, for all I know. Or within the month, or before the end of the year, or nowhere near that psychologically conveniently “distant enough” future I keep imagining (and, implicitly, counting on). What precludes me from taking the next step in my philosophical training is, of course, a certain degree of fear of death. This, mind you, is a healthy attitude ingrained in us by natural selection. But philosophy helps us see that it may also hinder us. In two crucial passages Seneca dispatches of any fear we may harbor about death itself. The first one presents the so-called argument from symmetry: you don’t seem to have suffered from non-existence before you were born, so why worry about entering a similar situation after you die? 
 
“Death is non-existence, and I know already what that means. What was before me will happen again after me. If there is any suffering in this state, there must have been such suffering also in the past, before we entered the light of day. As a matter of fact, however, we felt no discomfort then.” (Letters to Lucilius, LIV.4) 
 
The second passage sweeps away all the fantasies that poets and priests have been conjuring for millennia, mostly — in the case of the priests at least — with the goal of controlling us: 
 
“Reflect that the dead suffer no evils, that all those stories which make us dread the nether world are mere fables, that he who dies need fear no darkness, no prison, no blazing streams of fire, no river of Lethe, no judgment seat before which he must appear, and that Death is such utter freedom that he need fear no more despots. All that is a phantasy of the poets, who have terrified us without a cause.” (To Marcia, In Consolation, XIX) 
 
Fear of death warps the way we think about life itself, and makes it more difficult for us to focus on what really matters: the here and now. While we are preoccupied with the final exit, we may actually mislive the only life that the cosmic web of cause-effect has granted us: 
 
“Life is well enough furnished, but we are too greedy with regard to its furnishings; something always seems to us lacking, and will always seem lacking. To have lived long enough depends neither upon our years nor upon our days, but upon our minds.” (Letters to Lucilius, LXI.4) 
 
To be clear, I have made a lot of progress on this. When I was young I was thinking about my own death very frequently, almost daily. And the notion really bothered the hell out of me. Now I think of it only from time to time, and with significantly more detachment. And I’m still working on it, not just by reading and re-reading Seneca, and by writing about it (what you are reading here is essentially one of my public meditations), but also by occasionally doing a memento mori (remember, you have to die) exercise, consisting in taking a slow, deliberate walk through a cemetery. 
 
If you have never done it, give it a try. Stop by a number of graves, read the names and the dates, pay attention to the ages of the people who are buried there. Far from an exercise in morbidity, it is a liberating instance of the view from above, the notion that we should train ourselves to look at things in perspective, in this case by bringing to mind the obvious but otherwise usually discounted fact that we are all mortal, that we will all go, one day or another. Which means that what makes the difference is what, exactly, we are going to do between now and then. 
 
But of course one could reasonably argue that it isn’t death itself that is the problem, but the way we will die. While the Stoic sage is not bothered even by that, I have to admit that aspect of the issue is more worrisome to me than the notion of a permanent extinction of my consciousness. This is something that Seneca wrote quite a bit about, especially in his Letter LXX, which some translations entitle “On the proper time to slip the cable.” He says: 
 
“It is not a question of dying earlier or later, but of dying well or ill. And dying well means escape from the danger of living ill.” (Letters to Lucilius, LXX.6) 
 
Seneca directly confronts those who argue about the “sanctity,” as some modern religious people would put it, of life, scoffing at their argument: 
 
“You can find men who have gone so far as to profess wisdom and yet maintain that one should not offer violence to one’s own life, and hold it accursed for a man to be the means of his own destruction; we should wait, say they, for the end decreed by nature. But one who says this does not see that he is shutting off the path to freedom. The best thing which eternal law ever ordained was that it allowed to us one entrance into life, but many exits.” (Letters to Lucilius, LXX.14) 
 
The last sentence is one of many examples of Seneca’s beautiful turn of phrase and use of metaphors. We don’t choose to enter life, but we have a choice of how to exit it. And we should take full advantage of that choice, by thinking carefully about when and how we want to exercise that last crucial choice in our lives. That is why I have always — even before my discovery of Stoicism — been in favor of assisted suicide and the right to end one’s life. Seneca very clearly explains the rationale for this: 
 
“Must I await the cruelty either of disease or of man, when I can depart through the midst of torture, and shake off my troubles? This is the one reason why we cannot complain of life; it keeps no one against his will.” (Letters to Lucilius, LXX.15) 
 
Sure enough, Seneca did end his life once Nero accused him of being part of a conspiracy against him. Nero demanded Seneca’s death, but it was Seneca that was in charge of his last moments, as his role model Socrates had been centuries earlier. I am hoping for a less dramatic exit than either Socrates or Seneca, and I certainly cannot aspire to their endurance as philosophers. But I am determined to keep my training going, to prepare for the exit exam as best as my imperfections as a human being allow.
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