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Introduction


We all need advice from time to time. Life has a habit of presenting us with dilemmas, some serious, some trivial, that require a bit of thought, and maybe some guidance. And when it comes to thinking through problems, there’s nobody more skilled than the great philosophers. The trouble is, they were generally so preoccupied with thinking about the big stuff – life, the universe and everything – that they seldom gave us the benefit of their wisdom on the little things, the problems of everyday life.


So, we can’t be sure exactly what any philosopher’s answer would be, but we can get a pretty fair idea of the way each thinker would look at the problem. That’s what this book is about. What would the great thinkers (not just Nietzsche, although his opinions crop up quite frequently) advise when faced with the practical problems of relationships, work, lifestyle, leisure and politics in the modern world? The sort of problems you might raise with your friends or family, or write to the agony aunt in a magazine about?


Now, these problems are not specifically “philosophical”, but, like almost everything, they can be approached philosophically. So you might find that some philosophers would use the question as a springboard to jump off into deeper waters, exploring the hidden implications of a dilemma, and many of them would make the connection between the question and their own ideas and theories.


More often than not, there is no one solution to the problem, and different philosophers might give conflicting advice, reflecting the often contradictory nature of philosophy. The different attitudes of the philosophers to these problems not only present us with options when making a decision, but also gives an insight into some of the different approaches to philosophical problems. Some philosophers are more interested in a particular area of philosophy, such as ethics or logic, than others. As a result, certain philosophers appear more than others in different sections of the book. Marx, for instance, is more likely to have an opinion on politics than Kant, and Descartes is less interested in aesthetics than Aristotle. There are, however, some thinkers who are regular contributors to the discussions; the Athenians, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, for example, generally have something to say about just about everything. There are others who are notable for their absence, simply because their philosophies are not relevant to the topics discussed – and in any case there is not room to include everybody!


From this panel of experts, we can benefit from a wide range of opinions, and enjoy some lively debate. Several of the pundits emerge as major players in these discussions, representing some of the important strands of philosophical thought. But this isn’t a textbook of philosophy, doesn’t pretend to present a comprehensive survey of philosophy and can only introduce some of the ideas through their application to everyday problems. You might also discover that there is more to philosophy than just the ideas. As you consider the arguments put forward by the various thinkers, you will become aware of their characters too: from the intentionally irritating Socrates, the idealistic Plato and prosaic Aristotle to the mischievous Machiavelli, po-faced Kant, grumpy Schopenhauer, iconoclastic Nietzsche and many more. Some you will warm to, and feel an affinity with their advice; others will be less attractive. You might even find that you can enjoy hearing their different points of view without necessarily agreeing with their ideas, or conversely that you find their arguments persuasive without warming to their personalities. That’s philosophy for you.
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My friend’s partner is cheating on her – should I tell her?


How do I mend a broken heart?


I’m having a silent battle with my partner about the setting of the thermostat for our heating.


I just found out that my dad is not my dad!


I ran over my neighbour’s dog, avoiding another car…should I feel guilty?


My boyfriend spends most of his time playing computer games or on social media.


My new lover seems to be obsessed with the physical side of our relationship, but I’m not that interested. Is there something wrong with me?


My partner bought me a pair of shoes for my birthday, but I think they’re really ugly.


[image: Illustration]






My friend’s partner is cheating on her – should I tell her?


Kant • Bentham


You really are facing a dilemma here. Your friend is blissfully unaware of her partner’s philandering, and you don’t know whether to shatter her illusions. Of course, you’d feel terrible about telling her an outright lie, but it’s just as uncomfortable for you to keep something from her. Somehow you feel a duty to be honest with her, but you know the pain that will cause, and you can’t be sure how she’ll react. It seems you’re damned if you do, and damned if you don’t – and whatever you decide, you want her to know that you did it with the best of intentions.


Looking for guidance on this from the philosophers takes us into some very deep waters, to the fundamental questions of how we judge what is morally right or wrong. So don’t expect any easy answers.


You’ve probably been brought up, like most people, to believe that lying is wrong, plain and simple. You should always tell the truth. It couldn’t be clearer than that, could it? This is the view known in philosophy as deontology, that there are moral rules that are absolute, and we have a duty to follow them. If you break the rule, your action is morally wrong. The best-known advocate of this approach to morality was Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), who summed the idea up in what he called the “categorical imperative”: act only in accordance with a maxim that you can at the same time will to become a universal law. Which means that if you think something, lying for example, is generally wrong, then it is always wrong, without exception, no matter what.
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This black and white approach seems pretty straightforward, but aren’t there perhaps some grey areas too? If your friend asks you outright if her partner is cheating, you have a moral duty to tell her the truth. But if she doesn’t...you’re not actually lying, but not actually telling the truth either. Or maybe the moral law is that it’s wrong to hide the truth, or that you should always tell everybody everything. What, even things that are completely irrelevant to them?


Truth and consequences


Following moral rules is not necessarily the simple solution to this dilemma that it seems, so you might want to consider a completely different approach, consequentialism, which judges the moral rightness or wrongness of an action by its outcomes. It’s the basis of much of moral philosophy since the Renaissance, in contrast to the especially religious “commandments” of what is right or wrong. Particularly relevant to the problem of to tell or not to tell is Jeremy Bentham’s (1748–1832) idea of assessing the “utility” of an action, weighing up the amount of happiness or harm it creates. In your case, you would consider all the possible outcomes of telling your friend, or not telling her, and base your decision on how much good or harm it will cause, both immediately and in the long term. You might then decide to withhold the information, or even tell a “white lie”, to protect her, and still feel justified in tearing up the moral rulebook; or, rather than see her live a lie, to be the bearer of hurtful tidings, but ultimately in her best interests.




Basic philosophical question


Do we have a moral duty to always tell the truth, or is it sometimes morally justifiable to leave it unsaid, conceal it or even tell a lie?





And here, you’ll start to see that we’re thinking not just about outcomes, but also about your own intentions and motives for what you do. This is part of the area of philosophy known as virtue ethics, which, like consequentialism, considers morality on a case-by-case basis, but, instead of concentrating on individual actions, examines the “virtue” of the person taking them. So, rather than saying that it is morally right or wrong to do something, we look at the reasons for making that decision, whether the person making the decision is acting in their own interests or those of others, for instance, and this is dependent on their own inner sense of morality. So, if you do something because you honestly believe it is the right thing to do in the circumstances, you are acting morally, even if you tell a lie, and even if it all goes horribly wrong. The mere fact that you agonize over what to do, whatever you eventually decide, is a mark of your personal morality.




“The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”


From the oath or affirmation of a witness in court to give sworn testimony







“I ought never to act except in such a way that I could also will that my maxim should become a universal law”


Immanuel Kant







Making a decision


You may think, like Kant, that you have a duty to be honest with your friend, even if it is painful. But then, are you being entirely honest if you just avoid telling her? Bentham urges you to look at the likely consequences of telling her, or not telling her. Perhaps she would prefer to know what’s going on.






How do I mend a broken heart?


Boethius • de Beauvoir • Epicurus • Zeno of Citium • Buddha • Schopenhauer • Nietzsche


You’re in a bad place right now. The person you cared about more than anything else in the world has left you. Of course, the world hasn’t come to an end – it just seems that way. Nothing else matters. You don’t want to feel so down, but you can’t see an end to the misery, or any point in trying to get over it. To be honest, you can’t see the point in anything at the moment. How are you supposed to get on with your life when your whole world has been shattered? And what’s the point of all the pain you’re going through right now?


Well, this is a serious problem. Not a matter of life or death, maybe, especially when looked at from the outside, but for the person going through it, it can seem that way. It’s a universal experience too, so you’d expect most philosophers to have some good advice on the subject. The Roman thinker Boethius (c.480–524) wrote a book titled The Consolation of Philosophy, giving us hope that philosophers might have some pointers, but it turns out he just recommends turning your mind to higher things. And, just as they do on almost every other subject, philosophers have some widely differing opinions on dealing with a broken heart. These can be divided into three main camps: the “snap out of it and get on with life”, the “grin and bear it” and the “this will make you a better person”.




Basic philosophical question


What is the point of suffering?


How can suffering be good for us?





A good person to turn to for guidance, particularly if you’re a woman, might be the French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir (1908–86). As well as being a straightforward, no-nonsense feminist, and a down-to-earth existentialist, she had plenty of personal experience in matters of the heart, or at least the bedroom. Unusually for a woman of her time, the mid-20th century, she had the “love ’em and leave ’em” attitude more common among macho men, and would probably tell you that there are plenty more fish in the sea. Not that that helps at all when you’re wallowing in self-pity, of course. But she wouldn’t leave it at that. Long before the slogan “the personal is political” became the rallying cry of second-wave feminism, de Beauvoir was preaching the message and living the life. What’s sauce for the gander, she said, is sauce for the goose: why should women be bound by conventions of femininity?
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So, you shouldn’t expect too much sympathy from her. She would more likely tell you to get a grip and take control of the situation, instead of letting it control you. Male or female, she’d get you thinking about how you let yourself get into this miserable state. You made a romantic relationship the main source of meaning in your life, and now it’s gone...what do you expect? There are other things in life, just as important, and you have the choice to pursue them. In the end, it’s up to you to make your own happiness or misery, and not rely on other people to provide you with a purpose. Simply put, she’d tell you to get over it, and make sure you don’t get hurt again. Her advice is rather like locking the stable door after the horse has bolted, though, and might seem a bit harsh while you’re nursing your wounds. You want to know what to do now to go about treating them.


The Greek philosopher Epicurus (341–270 BCE), a couple of thousand years de Beauvoir’s senior, might broadly agree with her. His guiding principle was to minimize pain (not, as is popularly thought, simply to seek pleasure), so he wouldn’t have much sympathy with you for bringing all that suffering on yourself. But, rather than dwelling on it and prolonging the agony, he’d recommend finding ways to ease the pain, and in particular calming the desires that got you into the mess in the first place. Then you can start looking for things that genuinely give you pleasure, and know how to avoid those that will hurt you.


Get over it


Well meaning though Epicurus’s advice might be, it probably won’t help you much in coming to terms with your current situation. If you’re looking for more practical ways of getting through it, maybe one of the Stoics could help. Another Greek, Zeno of Citium (c.334–262 BCE), the founder of the Stoic school of philosophy, reckoned he had the answer to achieving peace of mind, so he might be a good choice. He was, however, realistic and virtuous to the point of being stern and austere – so his advice might be a bit hard to swallow. He would tell you that the way to get through life is to live in harmony with nature, and that means come rain or come shine. You mustn’t let the bad stuff get you down, nor get over-excited by the good stuff. And, above all, you’ll just get frustrated and upset if you try to change things that you have no control over.




“There is nothing more whole than a broken heart”


Attributed to Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, the “Kotzker Rebbe”







“If you expect a physician to help you, you must lay bare your wound”


Boethius





If you’re angling for sympathy, though, you might be better off looking for it from a more spiritual source. Buddha (born c.6th–4th century BCE), for example. He even looks more sympathetic, with that beatific smile. And, yes, he would sympathize; he was only too aware that the world is full of suffering, but he knew a way to get over it. He would tell you he knows how awful it is, all that suffering, but that it comes from having desires that cannot be satisfied. Yes, you’ve lost the love of your life, but, even if you still had it, you wouldn’t be content. If you want an end to the suffering, you must stop getting attached to stuff and people. He would then pitch his “eightfold path” – the Buddhist guide to good living – that could help you overcome the insatiable desires causing your misery. Stick with the programme, and you could achieve eternal tranquillity.


Long before it became fashionable with hippies in the West, the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) was fascinated by Indian philosophy, and borrowed from it to form his own world view. But, unless you want just to wallow in your despondency, he’s maybe not a great person to turn to. He was quite possibly the gloomiest, most pessimistic philosopher of all time, and was bad-tempered with it. Like Buddha, he recognized that there is suffering everywhere, all the time, but he would make a point of telling you that there is no way of avoiding that. You’re trying to mend a broken heart? Don’t bother. The world is full of misery, and there’s nothing you can do about it, except maybe lose yourself in philosophy or music. Whatever you do, it will all end in tears. Get used to it – it’s the human condition.


A positive experience


Perhaps the most optimistic advice you could get would be from Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900). Having been through the horrible early death of his father, a crisis of faith and the rejection of his lover, he knew only too well what it’s like to be heart-broken. Despite these tragedies, he found a way to turn them into a positive philosophy. Where many philosophers with a religious conviction would turn to their faith for comfort, Nietzsche rejected the idea that we should accept that suffering is somehow part of God’s purpose for us. Instead, he’d agree with Schopenhauer that we’re doomed to some misery in our lives, but that we should look on this as an opportunity rather than a setback. He would sympathize with you to a certain extent, and let you know that your suffering is an inevitable part of being human. But he would advise you not just to get over the suffering, but to find meaning in it. In his experience, he would say, the pain is necessary and can be life-affirming. The things we strive to do, if they are worth doing, involve the risk of failure, and the suffering that they bring helps us to appreciate our achievements all the more. If we approach with it with the right attitude, every period of suffering in life serves to make us stronger, more able to live the life we want to lead. Just don’t look at his biography, though, as you’ll find out that he never really got over being turned down by his sweetheart, and died a broken man, aged 55, insane and syphilitic.
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“What does not destroy me, makes me stronger”


Friedrich Nietzsche







Making a decision


Do you think de Beauvoir has the right idea, that to get over the break-up, you should just forget about it and get on with your life? Or are you more inclined to believe Zeno, Buddha and Schopenhauer when they tell you that, if you really must fall in love, you have to accept the inevitability of pain and suffering? And if you have to go through the misery of heartbreak, do you think Nietzsche has a point about learning something from the experience that will help you in the future and maybe enrich your life?






I’m having a silent battle with my partner about the setting of the thermostat for our heating.


Protagoras • Plato • Berlin


You like to keep the house at a nice even temperature, let’s say about 20°C (68°F). But you keep finding that, especially when it’s getting colder outside, the thermostat has been changed to something more like 25°C (77°F). Although nothing is said, you know your partner is sneakily turning it up, even though you keep putting it back to the right level. Meanwhile, the kids are saying that your preferred temperature is unnaturally warm, and tell you to put more clothes on to save the planet. You’re pretty sure that there is a “Goldilocks” temperature, though, not too hot, not too cold. About 20°C (68°F), in fact.


This is one of those debates that’s going to run and run. You have a point of view, that a comfortable temperature for your house is about 20°C (68°F), but your family disagree. Your partner thinks that’s a bit chilly, while your children think it’s unnecessarily warm. You can argue until you’re blue in the face, but they aren’t going to change their minds. You can’t all be right, can you?


Actually, Protagoras (c.490–420 BCE) would say that maybe you can. He’d point out that your opinion is just that, a point of view, and that it is valid for you. It’s how you perceive things from your perspective. But then you’ll have to concede that your partner is entitled to an opinion too. 20°C (68°F) is, from your partner’s perspective, just not warm enough to be comfortable. And who are you to say that’s wrong? Isn’t that point of view equally valid?


Ah yes, you might reply, you’d be willing to accept that if it were a consistent stance, but your partner would have the house hotter in the winter than it is during the summer. And come the spring, you go out for a walk together, and you both agree how pleasantly warm it is in the sunshine. And it’s about 20°C (68°F), for pete’s sake!


You’re missing the point, Protagoras would argue. It doesn’t matter whether your partner’s opinion is consistent or not. It’s about his perception of the heat or cold, not the actual temperature in degrees. Protagoras could give a couple of examples to make the point a bit clearer. Take when you went on that holiday to Egypt to see the Pyramids. It was really hot, remember? Uncomfortably hot. Even after two weeks, you found it difficult to acclimatize. But when you got home, even though the weather was mild, it felt chilly. It’s all relative, you see. It wasn’t cold according to any absolute measure of the temperature, but relative to the heat in Cairo, it felt chilly. From your perspective.




“Absolute relativism, which is neither more nor less than skepticism, in the most modern sense of the term, is the supreme triumph of the reasoning reason”


Miguel de Unamuno





Another example: you’re enjoying a pleasant afternoon in the sunshine in Los Angeles – it’s about 20°C (68°F), just how you like it – when you meet up with some visitors to the city. The Alaskan family are in shorts and T-shirts, searching for a bit of shade, while the Iraqi family huddle together in their coats and scarves (your kids would say they’ve got the right idea about how to keep warm).


You can’t tell them they’re wrong to feel the cold or the heat: they just do. They each have, as do you, a valid point of view. And Protagoras would say that a lot of other things are relative too, that there isn’t necessarily a right or wrong answer and that people are entitled to have different points of view about matters of taste and feelings, and also about questions of morality. Your opinion, your point of view, is bound to be influenced by where you come from, just like the visitors to LA.


So, while you might find eating pork and drinking alcohol quite normal, for example, someone from a strict Islamic culture would find it unacceptable. And although you’re outraged by the barbarism of bullfighting, it’s considered by some to be an art form. Your ideas of what is normal and acceptable – from whether you prefer spicy or bland food to your opinions on the death penalty – depend on the culture you come from.


Protagoras made a living from pleading cases in the ancient Greek courts and, like all lawyers, no doubt often argued for things he himself didn’t believe in. So when he said that there are always two sides to an argument, you might want to take that with a hefty dose of salt – it was just a bit of rhetoric to get his point about relativism across. There are, he would admit, some things that are just plain wrong. All the same, a lot of people have taken him at his word, and relativism, especially cultural relativism, has become a benchmark of a tolerant, liberal society – to the extent that overenthusiastic adherence to political correctness forbids any criticism of some pretty dubious practices, such as female genital mutilation. Protagoras would, however, warn against trying to take the moral high ground and saying that some things are self-evidently wrong, quietly pointing out that until shamefully recently, US and European cultures found it quite acceptable to run a slave trade and employ child labour.
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“A writer who says that there are no truths, or that all truth is ‘merely relative’, is asking you not to believe him. So don’t”


Roger Scruton







Basic philosophical question


Can a point of view have absolute truth or validity? Or is it relative – dependent on our subjective perception and judgement? Do ideas of what is right and wrong depend on who you are and the environment you live in?





It’s all relative


It would seem to be quite difficult to argue against relativism then, and it looks like you’re not going to win the battle of the thermostat. There are, however, degrees of relativism. Protagoras puts up a convincing case against absolutism, the view that nothing is relative, that it’s not about subjective points of view and that there is always a right or wrong answer. At the other extreme, however, there are the strong, radical relativists who would insist that everything is relative – even if that means having to accept some morally repugnant opinions as valid points of view.


It’s here that Plato (c.427–347 BCE) could come to your rescue. He didn’t buy Protagoras’s arguments at all, and saw them as a cheap lawyer’s trick to shrug off responsibility. But he found a logical flaw in the fundamental claim of relativism. If you assert that every point of view is relative and therefore valid, then you are undermining your own case. Your own point of view, that everything is relative, is just a point of view which is true for you – and my point of view, that everything is not relative, which is true for me, is equally valid. The arguments of the radical relativist are exposed as self-contradictory.


Most people, however, would go along with the idea that there are some things that are either right or wrong, true or false, and others that are a matter of perspective. But it’s not easy to justify that sort of middle ground. Unless you’re Isaiah Berlin (1909–97), of course. His reading of the problem is a common-sense one, that neither absolutism nor strict relativism hold water. Instead, he said that, although there are no absolutes in matters of taste or morality or judgement, if you look around you’ll find that most people in every different culture have values and opinions in common, such as that lying, stealing, murder and so on are wrong, and that liberty, justice and so on are good. These values are universal, and only differ in detail or practice.
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Now then, your position on the thermostat is one of an absolutist: there is an ideal temperature, it’s not a question of perspective, and either you or your partner is right. But your partner’s stance is that of a relativist: some people feel the cold more than others, it’s not a question of right and wrong. Perhaps you could come to some sort of compromise, along the lines of Berlin’s argument. Although there may be minor differences of opinion (a matter of a few degrees, that’s all), there will be some consensus on roughly what is an acceptable temperature, or at least an acceptable temperature range. Live with it.




Making a decision


It depends if you’re willing to accept Protagoras’s idea that your opinion and your partner’s are both valid. If you do, then you’ll have to find a compromise, as Berlin suggests. Otherwise, either you or your partner will have to find a convincing argument, or continue the battle.






I just found out that my dad is not my dad!


Socrates • Aristotle • Gettier • James


Your world turns upside down when something you thought you knew turns out not to be the case. It makes you wonder if you can ever really know anything for certain. But sometimes you have to accept something as the truth. But does this new knowledge negate what you believed to be true? Perhaps believing he was your dad was “true enough” for you at the time, and it’s only now that you have to change your ideas about what you know. It could be that there are different degrees of “truth”, and that your perception of what is true changes as you discover more facts.


If you thought that it was tough coming to terms with the news that your dad isn’t who you thought he was, be warned that philosophy isn’t going to make it any easier. No matter which philosopher you turn to, they’re going to be more interested in what you know, or think you know, than how you feel about it. What you’re looking for here is to make some sense of the situation. And that isn’t all that simple.


The whole thing turns on what you know, and what you thought that you knew. So, the philosopher of choice here is Socrates (c.469–399 BCE), who was declared by none other than the Oracle at Delphi to be the wisest person in Athens. Because he knew nothing. But, more importantly, because he knew that he knew nothing. So, instead of going around telling everybody what he knew, he went around asking them what they knew. And then he asked them how they knew that they knew what they thought they knew (you were warned that this isn’t going to be easy). And what made them think that it was true, whether it was just a belief, or whether they really knew it.




Basic philosophical question


What is knowledge? How do I actually know anything? What is truth? Does it matter if what I believe I know is true, so long as it is useful?





By this persistent and undoubtedly annoying questioning, which was later made respectable as the “Socratic method” of dialectical reasoning, Socrates chipped away at assumptions and conventions, leading people on to contradict themselves and end up doubting just about everything they thought they believed in. But he wasn’t simply point-scoring, showing how clever he was at the “yes but” game. He really was wiser than he let on, and by exposing the fallacies we all go along with, tried to get to the nub of concepts such as “knowledge” and “truth”.


What’s that got to do with your dad? Well, Socrates would ask you (he wouldn’t tell you anything, remember) if, before you got the news, you knew that he was your dad. And then how you knew that. And then, what you know now, and how you know that, and so on. Now, that’s all very well, but it doesn’t help you to come to terms with the revelation about your dad (or not-dad). Actually, you will probably just get to the state where you don’t know what you do know, or whether anything you thought you knew is true. Socrates’s student Plato would probably tell you, on the quiet, that all his teacher’s questioning drove him slightly mad too, and that he’d recommend you just accept that there is always a real possibility that your beliefs are false. But Plato’s student Aristotle (384–322 BCE) wouldn’t let go that easily...


Unlike Plato, who was a bit of a dreamer, Aristotle was systematic and methodical to the point of being obsessive. So he wouldn’t be satisfied with just saying that what you believe may be false. He wanted to pin down what it means to know something, so that we can apply that in the real world. And he came up with a pretty good definition of knowledge as “justified true belief”. For example, he would ask you if you know where you were born. Yes, you reply, I know I was born in Athens. So, obviously, you believe that, but he’d ask whether you had anything to back up your claim. Yes, here’s a birth certificate. So your belief is justified. And, when he checks with the midwife, he finds it’s true. So, because it’s a justified and true belief, you’re right to say you know.




“Nothing is so firmly believed as what is least known”
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