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‘Happiness is poor material… It is self-sufficient. It needs no commentary. It can roll up and go to sleep like a hedgehog.’


Carl Seelig, Wanderungen mit Robert Walser


‘Without a foundation in the conventional truth, the significance of the ultimate cannot be taught.’


Nāgārjuna’s Mūlamadhyamakakārikā,
Chapter XXIV, 10 [trans. Jay L. Garfield]


‘… all human life is radically deficient and a failure, if only because all humans in the end die, and thus fail to live up to the imaginary standard of continuing to last at least a bit longer.’


Raymond Geuss, Outside Ethics


‘It is an awful, an awesome truth that the acknowledgement of the otherness of others, of ineluctable separation, is the condition of human happiness. Indifference is the denial of this condition.’


Stanley Cavell, Cities of Words


‘In ourselves we experience a multitude in a single substance…’


Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Mondadologie, Paragraph 16


‘Good luck, good luck, here comes the pit foreman,
He has already lit his lamp, already lit his lamp
Which shines a light
And leads us into the night…’


Traditional German miners’ song
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CHAPTER ONE


The Calenberg Prize


The giant sloth


‘Nobody gets out of here alive’ – apparently the phrase had been sprayed on a wall in Hamburg. I heard this on the radio while having breakfast one rainy Monday morning. It was after I’d made the trip from Hanover to Pattensen to go to the Calenberg Academy for the first time in eighteen months. I had the feeling that I’d already come across this line – ‘Nobody gets out of here alive’ – in a newspaper advert for an action movie about inmates on death row trying to break out from a high-security American prison; in the end the heroes do indeed get out alive. But as a slogan sprayed on a wall in a city, I found it remarkably astute. Not warlike as in the advert for the film, but wise in an amusing way. Because to all intents and purposes this graffiti – if you allow a very broad interpretation of the word ‘here’ – is always correct. Although for a while we do get from A to B on the earth’s surface, nobody gets out of this world alive.


As it is bound to come to an end for all of us – and probably dismally – we may wonder why we invest so much time and effort in changing and supposedly improving our so-called ‘circumstances’. Perhaps our desire for change and improvement is merely an attempt to rid ourselves of the anxiety created by the (at least unconscious) realization expressed publicly in this graffiti. At the heart of our quest to make everything better might be the idea that we could perhaps avoid death, too, if only we tried hard enough to improve our circumstances. Maybe the realization that death is unavoidable seldom finds its way into our ‘emotional centre’, or whatever you wish to call the thing that makes us act in such and such a way when there’s no time to think and weigh things up.


The need for change, however, varies in importance throughout our lives. Small children often want everything to be repeated. For example, they want the story that was read to them yesterday read to them again today. But with the onset of puberty – if not before – it’s a different matter. It certainly was in my case. Not long after school, in my second semester at university, I suddenly became terribly depressed at the thought that my life would keep going on in the same way. I couldn’t stand my home town, Stony Brook, any more and I’d hoped that everything would be different in Boston. Many people labour under the illusion that their life could be put ‘in order’ if they were only able to move it to the ‘right place’. But wherever we go we’re still saddled with our problems in that place and we have to cope with our own selves on a permanent basis. In my youth I, too, laboured under the illusion of the magical effects of changing location. But once in Boston I had to adopt a very strict daily and weekly rhythm to overcome the chaos and loneliness that marked the start of my studies there. I’d thought that if I made it to Boston from Stony Brook then everything would change. When I got there, however, I immediately plummeted into a nothingness.


I could only slow down this descent by regulating exactly what I did when. I drew up a timetable into which I inserted not only my lectures, seminars and sports activities, but also my reading and sleeping times, and even the times when I would go to the cinema or sleep. All detailed with the precision of half-hour slots. I regulated everything. After living this regulated life for two semesters I was struck by the horrific thought that everybody might be filling the emptiness of their lives with timetables like mine. ‘There’s no way this can be right. There’s no way it can go on like this,’ I thought as I sat in the wasteland that was my student bedroom. I decided to change life (not merely my personal one) and swapped subjects, although not just as a result of my brainwave. I changed from veterinary medicine to philosophy, from the goal of curing animals to curing humans. My new objective turned out to be an overestimation of the possibilities offered up by the academic discipline known as ‘philosophy’.


Some of my fellow male students were well aware of the desolation of campus life, others less so, but it affected them all in some way or another. They would combat it with sex and the problems of communication associated with sex, or to put it more accurately: with a succession of girlfriends. Besides the illusion of the right place, young people also harbour the illusion of the right person you need to find in order to spend this life with them. In some people this illusion results in a persistent changing of places and partners; in others resignation because they cannot put up with anywhere or anyone for long. Although later I, too, got married, I’d long given up believing in the power of sexual and geographical circumstances to bring meaning and happiness to life.


In fact, nothing goes on for ever, not even a precisely planned day; everything comes to an end some time, for the individual, for all of us as individuals – as that graffiti on the wall makes clear – and, if the scientists are right, for us as a species as well.


As I was sitting on the train from Hanover to Pattensen on the day in question, staring out of the window at the rain falling onto the brown fields, I remembered that on one of my recent visits to see my daughter and her mother in Zurich we’d gone to the university’s zoological museum. There it had occurred to me that my daughter’s life would be over, too, one day. As this thought unfurled in my mind she was standing beside a stuffed giant sloth in the entrance hall of the museum. At first I had told her it was a giant groundhog; she had corrected me. She gazed at the reproduction of this large mammal from the Pleistocene era while I tried to imagine the almost endless chain of individual creatures that had already died and were yet to die, and the chain of already extinct species, together with those that were yet to die out. The Calenberg Prize question had just recently been set and, with this in mind, I asked myself, ‘Why should we actually try to improve something? And for whom? What sense is there in striving for perfection, given the seemingly endless chain of disappearing individuals and species?’


And yet life is not about the perfection of an artefact, about creating an existential masterpiece. The fact that we get hungry again, that each meal is merely a temporary satiation of our imperfect state – imperfect because we are hungry – and that no meal satisfies us, makes us permanently full, hasn’t ever prevented anyone from cooking good food or even eating in the first place. So neither should the fact that we die and die out – i.e., no life can represent the ultimate and eternal perfection – prevent anyone from improving, not to say perfecting their own lives. A good or fair life, even a finite one, is surely better than a bad or unfair life, particularly for those who have lived it. Isn’t that almost a conceptual truth? After all, a delicious and filling meal is still a good meal, even if we get hungry again afterwards.


‘So what is the sting of mortality, which supposedly makes all our efforts seem pointless, other than an existential sentimentality about finitude and mortality?’ I thought, standing beside my daughter and the Zurich giant sloth. ‘Of course,’ I reflected, ‘Beckett’s image of us as frogs (or was it crabs?) being cooked to death in a slowly heating pot – which, unlike a sudden slaughter, nobody gets into a fuss about – this image has its aesthetic charm.


‘But does it give us insight?’ I wondered in front of the stuffed bullfrogs. ‘Do we not feel sorry,’ I thought as I caught sight of the preserved prairie dog, ‘for the comedian Bill Murray in Groundhog Day when he fails in his attempt to kill himself, to put an end to the perpetual recurrence of the same day, which means for him there is no way out of the never-ending continuity of his Groundhog Day existence?


‘We mustn’t see mortality as just a threat,’ I concluded back then. Nothing would be gained or perfected if our existence went on for ever, no matter whether it were eternal in a linear sense or an ever-recurring loop, as in Groundhog Day.


 


 


Looking from a higher consciousness with Krishna


So taking a more positive view, from a distance, one might accept Goethe’s dictum ‘Die and become’ or, like Nietzsche and Bataille, approve of the ‘wastefulness’ of nature, which produces so much only to let it perish again, I pondered on my way to Pattensen. After all, the most terrible things vanish from life’s stage as well. By doing this, however, you aestheticize existence, turning it into a drama which can supposedly be watched from the outside. But the fact is that we all have to play along with life; we cannot be mere onlookers. Even if we were among the most horrible and least desirable human specimens ever to have wreaked havoc on this earth, we’d still hardly be able to affirm our own disappearance from the perspective of participants. In truth, we have no external perspective on the conclusion of our existence. Thus the aestheticization of existence is not only an act of cynicism towards what we are looking at, but also a self-deception in which we identify with our immortal godhead who observes mortals as if they were players upon a stage, a self-deception which we will probably realize as such in the moment of our death, if not before.


The suggestion that we should view our life and death – as well as those of our nearest and dearest – from the outside, from a so-called ‘higher consciousness’, and see ourselves as acting out a role, seems to have first been suggested by the Indian god Krishna to Arunja in the Bhagavad-gitā. But in the twenty-first century we find this heroic-aesthetic ideal faintly vulgar. Even me, an old humanities scholar, cannot believe wholeheartedly in a Krishna or any other deity on a so-called higher level of consciousness.


For, given the facts of our existence in the twenty-first century, what is there to make me proclaim ‘die and become’ à la Goethe or Nietzsche? After all, we no longer go into battle against Achilles in chariots, but twist our ankle when we run for the bus, slip on the deposits left by the neighbours’ dachshund, then get run over by a tram. If we imagine that in animal factories around the world at any one moment, thousands of pigs are blinking at the light from neon tubes operated by automatic timers, creatures who until they are made into sausages spend only a few, probably less than pleasant months of life being fattened in concrete bunkers, the question soon arises as to what sort of becoming and dying should be affirmed here. Should we see such events from a so-called cosmic perspective as part of an extravagant drama? It is probably true to say that the affirmation of the supposedly heroic drama of becoming and dying has always needed the willingness and artistic capacity to heroicize reality as well as deny the banality of living and dying.


 


 


Meditations


‘If you think about it seriously, only incurable narcissists could possibly want to live for ever,’ I said to myself as I made my way from Pattensen Station to the Academy beneath my umbrella, which was being pelted by heavy drops of rain. But I also know that my own profession, that of academic – just like those of artists, politicians and industrial managers – is full of individuals concerned, sadly, only with themselves. Their inability to love prevents them from being loved themselves; this in turn creates inside them an unquenchable thirst for recognition.


But these sick narcissists striving for eternal distinction and those who forever feel aggrieved – are they not merely exhibiting something which secretly torments all human beings? Would we admire their success otherwise? Does not the fact of death poison the pursuit of eternity and perfection from the very beginning and for all of us in a way which cannot help but make our existence seem miserable, forcing us to seek compensation in constant recognition and the immortality of fame? Is death not a sort of punishment meted out to us whatever we do with our lives?


Up until a certain age no child knows or believes that death exists. The first time they are confronted with death it is a shock. Is our quest for unending recognition and unending fame actually an expression of the wish for immortality, for a return to the modus vivendi in which we once existed as children? Is it not perhaps an illness in the sense of a deviation from healthy normality? This obsession with eternal status in the world is perhaps no more than the honest expression of what all people basically want always (even if mostly in secret): perfection, endlessness, and the constant attention of everybody else. Maybe the consciousness of death cuts such a deep wound in us all that it can only be patched up again with the religious illusion of eternal life or the pursuit of unending recognition. And the more people lose the religious belief in eternal life, the more they have to strive, almost frantically, for unending recognition.


Sometimes the attempts at perfection in my world remind me of the exercises performed by Buddhist monks in Tibet, India or somewhere else on Earth, who will spend days creating a complex pattern with brightly coloured sand on a sky-blue background. In the centre of this pattern is the wheel of time or Mount Kailash, which in some mythologies of the northern Indian–Tibet region represents the centre of the world. Soon after finishing their sand picture, or mandala, the monk tries to imagine the pattern in meditation – or does actually imagine it – before the Dalai Lama destroys the mandala in the so-called Kalachakra initiation. As I once saw in a Werner Herzog documentary, this involves wiping at the colourful lines of sand until they blur into a grey nothingness. The pile of sand is then shovelled into a silver-and-gold vessel. The vessel is carried to a river and the Dalai Lama tips the grey sand, which once had formed an unbelievably complex pattern, into the water.


This is an exercise in transience, the purpose of which I do not understand. Perhaps I don’t understand it because I am not versed in the meditation they perform; neither the meditation of emptiness nor the imagining of a complex pattern with symbols for over 720 deities after the meditation of emptiness. Why should consciousness be exercised thus for transience, in view of the fact that transience exists whether we’re aware of it or not? Does it make any difference whether our lives pass with or without an awareness of transience? This question asks what the sense of philosophizing is, if philosophizing means learning about death. But after decades of philosophy I still had to ask myself: exercises in mortality – why? Maybe Buddhists train for a better reincarnation. But if you don’t believe in that sort of thing – a spiritual career spanning a number of existences – why bother training for it? Don’t we train only when, after being provisional, things become serious and final, rather than when something simply stops which we feel is neither wholly provisional nor wholly serious and final? Are we not continually producing complex patterns of thinking and feeling which are then wiped out, not by ourselves or the Dalai Lama, but by an accident of some sort or a fatal illness?


 


 


Bloomsbury


It was not an obsession with recognition that led me into philosophy. I hoped that engaging with philosophy would bring me clarity and reason, allow me to reach an understanding with myself and lead a happy life – a philosophical existence conversing with like-minded people. Back then I was convinced that the academic study of philosophy would enable me to learn how to lead my life. But that didn’t happen.


This hope had first surfaced at the end of my first semester studying veterinary medicine in Boston, when I met the friends of my next-door neighbour Edward. The party he was having meant I couldn’t concentrate on reading The Body Plans of Mammals. At the very moment that I flipped shut my textbook in anger at the noise coming from his room, Edward knocked at my door to invite me to the party; he guessed I wouldn’t be able to work with the music playing. The Chet Baker discs he always listened to were turned up pretty loud, and as Edward stood there in my doorway the wonderful ‘My Funny Valentine’ was blaring out. At this party – the first and only one I’ve enjoyed in my entire life – I met Leonard, a tall, gangly friend of Edward’s. We got chatting and the conversation soon turned to the subject of ‘good’. Leonard shared G. E. Moore’s view – totally unfamiliar to me at the time – that although good was indefinable, it quite clearly existed in friendship. With great enthusiasm, yet unpretentiously, he told me about Moore’s ethics and the Bloomsbury Group, about the friendship between John Maynard Keynes, Moore and Virginia Woolf. I’m sure it was not just the ideas but Leonard’s charisma as well which made me go straight to the university library the following morning and borrow Moore’s Principia Ethica and books about the Bloomsbury Group, rather than continue with The Body Plans of Mammals.


I never returned to The Body Plans of Mammals, but instead worked on the idea that the right life, the good and happy life, must exist in a philosophical community such as I imagined the members of the Bloomsbury Group once had. As I read more about the philosophical life, which usurped my veterinary studies, and became impressed particularly by Pierre Hadot’s books on ancient philosophical communities, the Bloomsbury Group blended into the friends in Epicurus’ garden and the members of the Stoic schools. And then I thought that to lead the right life I had to study philosophy, as those people in the philosophy seminars would also form similar communities dedicated to the right life, all of them helping each other in this quest.


My notion that university philosophy had some connection with philosophical communities of the past or the Bloomsbury Group or even practising the right life proved to be a false one, but I didn’t realize this until I had embedded myself firmly in philosophy and the academic life. Although I never really stopped thinking that something had happened to me when I met Leonard at Edward’s birthday party, it had nothing to do with my academic existence. In a sense, my involvement with the Calenberg Prize question and the papers attempting to answer it is a return to this conversation with Leonard. The various viewpoints which will become apparent in the texts that follow have remained viewpoints of mine and viewpoints that other people have plausibly advocated against me in public. The answers to the Calenberg Prize question were answers that I always believed I could find within myself or answers that I discovered in the outside world as an articulation of my inner indecisiveness, but which never cropped up in conversation between friends and me because I did not find such friends (if you don’t count Kolk).


At university, like many young people before me, I wished to learn (with the help of others) how to attain reason in my life. But I also had to learn that at university the same unreason prevails, those same power games of so-called viewpoints or positions are played out as in any other place where a variety of people gather. It is always about who can emerge as the victor against another or several others. I, on the other hand, was convinced that Kafka was right in his ‘Investigations of a Dog’: all the dogs had to be coaxed to gnaw at the bone to get to the marrow. But where there is argument only about who gets the bone in the end, we don’t achieve any understanding. That depressed me. It is largely a result of these social relations that I couldn’t help viewing my life as a failure; and here I must describe my existence in the Academy, which was intended to be a path to happiness, but which actually took me in the opposite direction.


 


 


Curriculum Vitae


With the help of my tutor Hans-Georg Hauptmann I became secretary of the Calenberg Academy of Sciences. Before that I was chief assistant and a hopeful postdoctoral student of philosophy at Zurich University. My project was the history of semantic holism from Spinoza to Robert Brandom. When this project started I was convinced of the power of reason as it seemed to be expressed in the systems of Spinoza and Leibniz, but also in Hegel and Brandom. Then the project crossed the line between analytical and hermeneutic philosophy, which must have been my ulterior strategic motive, although I was unaware of this at first. Later, however, it was brought to my attention fairly emphatically by the departmental representatives in Zurich.


I had arrived at this project via a circuitous route. From studying the Bloomsbury Group, specifically the works of Moore and Virginia Woolf, I had switched to the critical theory of the Frankfurt School and to pragmatism. I thought, you see, that there must be a social reason for the fact that I was unable to find a Bloomsbury-like circle of friends at the Academy. With its totalitarian economic structures, society no longer permitted true friendship and a happy life, not anywhere, not even at university. Capitalism has tried to prevent the formation of happy communities, which have been the subject of philosophical inquiry ever since antiquity. For only in unhappy communities can the unremitting pursuit of wealth survive, as well as the suffering that occurs when human needs remain unsatisfied. Where people turn away from their own wealth and needs, opting instead for intellectual playfulness in the company of good friends, the economy is no longer so important, I thought. When I voiced this idea to my professor in Boston, he referred me to the writings of Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, and their view that a good life was impossible where false social relations existed. I learned that in developing a critical theory the Institute for Social Research, which had moved from Nazi Germany to New York, had been influenced by American pragmatism and the relativization of the difference between facts and values. Thus I rounded off my first philosophy degree with a study of critical theory and pragmatism.


Both of these – the pragmatism of Peirce and Dewey, and the critical theory of Horkheimer and Adorno – are in turn influenced by Hegel’s dialectical theory, while late Horkheimer is also influenced by Schopenhauer’s pessimism. In order to study Hegel and Schopenhauer I learned German and came to Zurich, where I did my PhD in optimism and pessimism: reason as a principle of Hegelian philosophy and the will as a principle of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. Although my thesis was highly praised and I was given a post in the philosophy seminar, they basically thought of me in Zurich as ‘the American’ and never stopped asking me about American philosophy. And so, ten years after I met Leonard, this Spinoza–Hegel–Brandom project materialized, by which time my original impetus for studying philosophy – to make my life and that of other people a happy one – had long been forgotten.


For years I was highly esteemed at the Zurich philosophy seminar as an American who had come to Switzerland from Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to study German philosophy from Kant to Hegel and Schopenhauer, but who had then stayed ‘for ever’ in Zurich or Switzerland. Right at the very end, however, I was dropped when they rejected my postdoctoral thesis, a 972-page historiography of the idea that truth and meaning only exist holistically.


 


 


Teacher–pupil relations, professional and marital conflict


It must have been teacher–pupil relationships in philosophical communities which best corresponded to the ideal I cherished while still in Boston. These were the main model for friendships I had first dreamed of at the birthday party, when gazing at Leonard’s peculiarly long face, which reminded me of a noble and melancholic horse. Teacher–pupil relationships: Socrates and Alcibiades! Gautama and Ananda! Epictetus and Arrian! The truth is, however, that life in academies and universities is full of hatred. My own experience was nothing unusual. For often an academic assistant like me is fixed for life in a position of dependency, just as an animal’s skin is fixed by the taxidermist in an attack or searching position. The taxidermist had preserved the groundhog in his sentry position; my tutor, Hauptmann, had preserved me in life-long gratitude and subordination, first by ruining me academically with his negative assessment of my postdoctoral thesis, then with the Pattensen job, stuffing me in a gesture of gratitude. On the unhappiness scale, being stuffed with an indebtedness of gratitude to your superior is worse than dying. You suffer a terrible loss of freedom, because you can’t stop thinking of the process in which you failed, and of those who drove the process and let you fail.


My tutor, Hauptmann, was a founding member and later President of the Calenberg Academy of Sciences at Pattensen. Only eight years after it was established, the regional government of Lower Saxony decided to close down the Academy, because, they maintained, this was the only way they could afford to finance the Hanoverian cluster of excellence for research into inhibiting aggression. I was given early retirement.


As a pensioner I focused mainly on reading so-called quality literature, starting with the works of Robert Walser, then the novels and plays of Thomas Bernhard, who became a natural guiding light of my early retirement. To begin with I enjoyed the closure of the Academy and spent very tranquil days on my own at the Maschsee in Hanover. On my own, because after I failed my postdoctoral degree in Zurich my wife left me, or didn’t want to move from Zurich to Hanover, claiming that she couldn’t imagine a ghastlier city than Hanover. I remarked that she shouldn’t imagine Hanover, assembling all her prejudices about the city like a Buddhist monk recollecting a mandala in his mind, but look at Hanover as it actually was. Then she’d see that it was much better than its reputation. My remark failed to have the intended effect; it was taken by my wife as another of my ‘typically vulgar comments’.


So she stayed in Switzerland and I had to finance the expensive flat from Hanover. In order to keep custody of our daughter, she filed for divorce. Since then my daughter visits me occasionally in Hanover, but mostly I fly to Zurich.


In the beginning I could hardly bear not to see my daughter grow up. The financial constraints I suffered due to my early retirement and the divorce were hard, too. But when I’d come to an arrangement with my daughter over my visits to Zurich and hers to Hanover, I calmed down somewhat. Then my mother died in Stony Brook. I inherited a not inconsiderable sum, which my parents had managed to amass from my father’s salary and the flourishing sales of the pictures my mother had painted of the forest and the sea on Rhode Island.


My mother’s paintings depicted the landscape in which I’d been happy for the short period of my childhood: the forest and the sea. My parents used to work from home, which meant they were always around whenever I wanted to speak to them. I told them about the squirrels, cats and birds that I’d seen in the forest, and the ships I’d seen at sea. It was only when I reached puberty that they became strangers to me and I hated them. When the topics of conversation we had in common dried up I found my parents artificial, boring and pretentious, caught up as they were in their world of books and paintings. And although I wanted to distance myself from this world of my parents, I was ultimately taken back to the scholarly environment by philosophy. I wanted to get away from intellectual life and art, become a vet and help cows bring their calves into the world and cure farmers’ pigs of their coughs. But instead of focusing on animals I stayed at home after my last year at school and railed at my parents out of an unfounded sadness. Now they seemed alien and tedious, and within a few months the world became alien and tedious, too. It has remained so ever since. I began searching for something which ultimately I’ve never been able to find. But this talk of ‘searching’ is nothing more than a well-worn cliché to explain why I’ve not been able to be happy since the onset of puberty. It’s something I don’t understand: like a night that never ends it remains a mystery, just as other people have remained a mystery to me ever since.


When I inherited the money, all of a sudden I no longer had to deny myself a visit to the cinema or a restaurant, or the purchase of a new suit, and I was able to pay for the incredibly spacious period flat in Zurich where my wife and daughter continued to live after I’d moved out. Alone in my mansard, in a Jugendstil villa near the Maschsee, I could spend almost every hour of my retirement as I liked. After breakfast and an extended read of the paper I would take a walk around the lake. Afterwards I’d read some Walser, followed by some Bernhard. My inheritance meant I could go for lunch to the café at the ‘Sprengel Collection’ or the restaurant at the ‘Interconti’ opposite the town hall. In the evening I went to the cinema or the theatre. Films provoked reflection at least as much as books did, if not more. Suddenly I was thinking again after years without contemplation, following the rejection of my postdoctoral thesis. This is how I passed my days in retirement at first: a lonely existence, perhaps, but not unpleasant.


 


 


Saved by Kolk


At the point when I was in danger of running out of material to read by Bernhard I received a letter from Pattensen, from the one remaining employee of the Calenberg Academy. Gabriel Kolk, the only staff member to escape redundancy, was the caretaker of the building which was now being rented out for conferences.


In his letter, Kolk told me that there were several post sacks sitting in the meeting room, full of fat A4 envelopes. He invited me to pop in some time to see what it was all about. Almost all the letters were addressed to me: ‘Dr Stanley Low, Secretary of the Calenberg Academy of Sciences’. Because of the cost he couldn’t send them on to me, but he did not want to return the letters to the senders or destroy them. Kolk was at a loss as to what to do with them. I realized immediately what it was all about.


Two years before it closed the Academy had – and now I finally come to the subject at hand – organized a prize essay competition. If my suspicions were correct, the envelopes had been sent by academics and scholars submitting their entries for the Calenberg Prize. The competition’s question was as follows:


 


Can human life be perfected and, if so, in what way can people find happiness?


The guidelines had stipulated that answers should be essayistic and intelligible to all, rather than in a form corresponding to contemporary academic standards, which would be accessible to university specialists alone. This was the only way to realize the jury’s aim of receiving answers with a broader appeal.


I read no more than a small proportion of the submissions all the way through. In most cases it was clear after scanning the first and last few pages that these were either completely uninspired, school-level treatises on the subject of happiness in present-day neurology, psychology, sociology, philosophy or religious studies, in essence outlining the current status of research in a particular field, followed by a brief personal conclusion adopting an uncertain position on their more or less meticulous summary. Or – and this was the other type of submission – people sent in so-called ‘how-to manuscripts’ in the belief that they could win the Calenberg Prize with a list of pieces of advice. Once in a while I was captivated by a study which didn’t fall into either of the categories above, and then I’d read it from start to finish. I put these essays on a special pile, so I could read them a second time and in greater detail. I sat for a whole year alone at my desk – there was no longer any jury or committee to award the prize. But after a while I decided to put the best submissions in ranking order, at least as far as I was concerned, and at some point to make these public. This book is the result of that process.


Before I embarked on the submissions I must admit I had lost faith. I couldn’t see the point of philosophical books any more, and I certainly couldn’t see the point in this prize competition. The fact that some of them caught my interest didn’t really change my mind, but I did start wondering whether other people might get something out of the essays. If Kolk had no major jobs to do in the garden, he would occasionally engage in conversation when he brought me a cup of tea. Sometimes he even sat down with me at the large conference table. I realized during our conversations that Kolk the gardener was better educated than all the people I had met up till then as a teacher, colleague or student at universities and academies.


As he told me in the course of one of our conversations, Kolk had studied maths, philosophy and geology in Heidelberg, Cambridge, Paris and Pittsburgh. He was then intending to do a PhD in maths at Heidelberg and had been set a problem by his supervisor which was a follow-on to Schwarz’s Triangle Problem. After a year Kolk discovered that this problem had been solved long before and that his supervisor had set him on a topic where there was no longer any work to be done. Kolk was so furious that he turned his back on the university and began a gardening apprenticeship. Soon after abandoning his doctorate and while he was still in the middle of his horticultural training, Kolk decided to take part in a television quiz show and aim for the top prize. And he did, in fact, manage to win the jackpot of one million euros, since when he has been financially independent, although this did not make him give up his work as a gardener.


‘Even before the maths disaster,’ Kolk said, ‘I realized that I’d never be able to pursue philosophy as an academic career, even though I preferred it to all the other subjects I’d studied.’ For philosophy professors, Kolk asserted with great accuracy, were almost all quarrelling with each other, and even during his time they’d increasingly been losing themselves in ever more meaningless systems or historical questions. After his abortive maths doctorate, therefore, Kolk had left Heidelberg University and embarked on his gardening apprenticeship in his home town of Tübingen. At the nursery of Meister Böhme he’d met many wise and – more importantly – contented people, far more than at the university, Kolk told me. The decision to embark on a gardening apprenticeship, apart from that to take part in a television quiz show, was the best idea he’d had in his life, Kolk said. He found that raising plants was ‘something right’ in the best sense of the word. There was practically no end of things to learn about the individual plants and how they coexisted.


During his apprenticeship at the Böhme nursery, and even more so since his appointment at the Calenberg Academy, Kolk continued to study mathematical and philosophical problems in his spare time. In the holidays, as he told me, he takes geology trips to places such as Australia and Tierra del Fuego (where you can discover the most astonishing rock formations) to boost his rock collection, which was already impressively large, as far as I could make out when Kolk once invited me to tea in his staff flat in the basement of the Calenberg Academy. He felt he was leading an ideal life, Kolk said: he could study without being tied to the ‘mad organization’, as he called it, of a university, which would sooner or later wreck him intellectually and morally. He couldn’t imagine a greater independence than as the gardener of the park at the Calenberg Academy. He took almost all the decisions relating to the park, and the forestry chief of the regional government approved everything he applied for. Seeing the plants thrive here made him happy, likewise his unfettered pursuit of philosophy and science.


Whenever Kolk spoke about his plants or his reading he radiated the same enthusiasm. ‘Look how this elm has grown during the summer!’ he hollered to me one September morning, pointing to one of the two handsome trees that bordered the entrance to the grounds like columns. I was walking along the gravel path from the drive to the front door of the Academy building, and he was outside with a book, as he often was when the weather allowed and he was not tending the plants. Kolk was sitting in his green work suit in the old white pergola and, as I noticed when I sat beside him for a moment, was reading the German handbook from 1763 on gardening by Christian Fuchs and published in Halle: The Perfection of Life. Sensible Ideas on Breeding, Nurturing and Improving Plants and Small Animals in the Artificial Garden, with a Supplement on the Uplifting Effects on the Human Soul of Caring for Creatures. The book was open at the chapter entitled ‘How Trees, Fungi and Bugs Can Help and Harm Each Other, and How to Improve Harmony between These Beings’. When Kolk told me that he knew no greater text in the history of philosophy than Spinoza’s Ethics he used the same tone and had the same glint in his eye as when extolling the delphinium as the plant with the most beautiful shade of blue. Before I met Kolk I wouldn’t have believed that people like him could still exist: people who actually read books and think about them, rather than reading the books to review them or using a number of books to create another book, which advances them a step further in their academic career.


 


 


The selection


And so, now in retirement, not only did my hatred of university subside as a result of my conversations with Kolk, but my irritation at the philosophical–literary book business subsided, too. Taking my cue from my own reading of the better submissions to the competition (for the now non-existent prize) and from Kolk’s attitude towards reading, I resumed my studying. This time I found I was focused and enjoying it. ‘How many people in early or late retirement, and how many educated gardeners and cobblers read treatises and think about these essays while going for walks?’ I wondered one afternoon in a flight of Walser-like idyll and forgiveness, having just re-read one of the more impressive answers to the prize question. The rays of the autumn sun shone through the colourful trees in the park, so consummately tended by Kolk, and fell on to the desk where I was working.


When I had found a publisher for the essays I thought were the best, communicating with the authors was a tricky business. It wasn’t just a case of telling them how much I’d been impressed by their work. I also had to inform them that all prospects of a prize had vanished with the closure of the Calenberg Academy. Some of them wanted to publish their submissions alone and independently, without any association with the failed Academy and the abortive prize. I was able, however, to persuade four of the six authors who in my (and Kolk’s) opinion had written the best essays, to have their work published in a volume. All I did was choose the texts I liked best, but strangely they complement each other, something I only realized when proofreading the German translations.


The first essay, by the physicist and philosopher of science Erwin Weinberger, seeks to improve life or happiness through the perfection of things, in technological processes and new methods of education. The second text, by the philosopher Lalitha Dakini, who deals with cultural comparison, looks at the perfection of the mind; it can also be read as a critique of Weinberger’s paper. The third investigation, by the Chilean psychoanalyst Antonio Rojaz Marten, which we might call an example of cultural pessimism, claims that happiness is impossible and that no thought can exist outside of culture and life as understood biologically. It seems to me that Rojaz’s essay tips Dakini’s rejection of progress into a sort of nihilism. The fourth text, by the American sociologist James Williamson, ultimately views happiness as an experience that requires the right relationship between things and minds, which in his opinion fashion each other mutually, a relationship that guarantees a certain security of the person experiencing happiness, as well as making possible an intensity of experience.


These are four fundamentally different viewpoints. It is perhaps no coincidence that unhappiness and contemporary economic life play a role in all the treatises. The submissions that didn’t touch at all on unhappiness and its possible social and economic causes seemed to me much more naive than those presented here. There were a lot more essays that sought the improvement of life in scientific and technological progress or in mastering the human mind. Likewise, Rojaz’s paper was only one of many that denied the possible existence of happiness. I could have published four essays for each of the four viewpoints represented here. But on the days when I actually read the treatises that appear in this book – and for a while afterwards, too – I was convinced that each author was right. I digested their arguments and made them my own. This is why the texts impressed me; not just because they represented a particular viewpoint, but that they represented it in a particular way which convinced me this viewpoint was the right one, for a time at least. None of the essays reproduced here was written in German originally. Three were in English, one in Spanish. I translated them myself in consultation with the authors. The fact that I translated all the texts means there is a certain homogeneity in tone.
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