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Introduction: Your ‘beach’ opportunity
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A holiday beach is a strange phenomenon. For the ancient Hebrews, the sea symbolized chaos; the deep out of whose dark depths the world had originally been created, the home of Leviathan, an unformed, threatening and untamed mantle thrown round the solid earth. It was something to be approached with trepidation. Yet observe a holiday resort and you see people turning their backs on the land of their everyday life. They sit on a beach and stare out over the sea to a near-featureless horizon, lulled by the sound of the waves into a soporific state in which even the arrival of a seagull becomes a significant event. Flesh creamed and eyes shaded, they lie out in rows, absorbing the warmth of the sun, seeking to avoid the sensory overload of home and work by luxuriating in just a few sensations. They attempt to relax and clear their minds.


Whereas at home they would choose to eat on a clean table, here they are prepared to risk getting sand in their sandwiches. The comfortable sofa is exchanged for the folding chair, a blanket or simply a stretch of sand hopefully free from litter or the needs of the doggy fraternity. They are drawn out here to the margins of something into which they can (literally or metaphorically) do little more than dip their toes. They may, of course, paddle boats on it, windsurf, water or jet ski across it, entertainingly skimming the surface. For some, the snorkel or scuba kit take them further away from the land, immersing them in a wonderful world which has not been their natural home since the first amphibians crawled out onto the land 400 million years ago. Few would choose to venture further down into the sea’s murky depths and it only takes a few seconds of rhythmic bowing from cellos and basses to remind us of Jaws.


All human life is here. People parade up and down through the shallow water – observing or keen to be observed. The beach is a place for sexual display. It is also the place where the sheer variety of human physicality dampens sexual ardour. Little knots of people, burning in the sun or shivering in the cold, stand staring out to sea, while around them children amuse themselves by moving sand from one place to another, and creating castles that the tide will soon overwhelm – providing them with a valuable and necessary image of life. Next to them, parents stand and stare, and perhaps wonder how they can defend their own domestic sandcastles against the inevitable tide of time.


But if the beach is, for the purpose of our title, used as an image of what a holiday is all about, it certainly does not exhaust that phenomenon. Nowadays we take adventure holidays, climb mountains, struggle with foreign languages, try new foods (although a diminishing possibility in a world where diet is globalized). We may choose to take to a canal, throbbing along in a narrow boat at 4 miles an hour, until the rhythm of the diesel engine soothes us into a relaxed state in which every moorhen crossing the canal commands our willing attention.


But whether you are backpacking, engaging in life-threatening activities, or simply sitting by beach or pool, holidays provide you with an opportunity to stand back from your life, consider who you are, and perhaps make resolutions about what you will do on your return. It is a time when relationships are threatened (rivalled only by the stress of Christmas) or love re-affirmed, when families come together or blow apart. It is a time of heightened awareness. When did you last spend time just staring at a beautiful scene? It is a time when you can ‘be yourself’ or (if you don’t much like yourself) pretend to be someone else.


It is an opportunity to think about who you are, what you believe and what you want to do with your life. It gives a longer perspective on your work, your family, your values. It may be the wine, the heat, the fact that my mind is freed from routine hassle, but it seems to me that holidays are the ideal opportunity for a bit of non-routine thinking. And just as the slightly inebriated sense that they have glimpsed the meaning of life, even if they cannot articulate it when sober, so – with the mild inebriation that comes from being on holiday – we may find that our intuitions and thoughts give us insights that would not occur in the daily routine of home. Freed from everyday pressures, the mind sees things new.


But of course you don’t need to be on holiday to benefit from a bit of distance. Problems often clarify only once we step back from them. Sleep on it, they say, with good reason. Take a break; stop the meeting; bring in the coffee; take a walk to clear the mind – we all need our ‘beach’ moments, when we relax and wait for a new set of ideas to arise.


If that’s the way it is (or could be) for you, then you are in good company. Many of the greatest insights have come once the mind is removed from the routine. Archimedes is famously said to have jumped out of the bath shouting ‘Eureka’ – he had found it! Leaving aside the inevitable crude jokes, or the unlikely story that, in his excitement, he ran naked into the street in Syracuse, his moment of insight is instructive for us. His answer came when he stepped back from the problem of slicing shapes in order to calculate their volume, and had gone to take a bath. Archimedes had wrestled with the problem of finding the density of an irregular object – in this case a votive crown in which the gold had allegedly been replaced with an equal weight of silver. He knew the weight, but only the volume would tell him the density and thus if the crown were solid gold. The displacement of water in his bath gave him a practical solution to his problem. An alert mind in relaxed state is open to both intuition and ingenuity.


Sometimes it’s a matter of finding the right place to relax. In 1637, the philosopher Descartes published his famous Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and Seeking the Truth in the Sciences – hardly a catchy title but absolutely to the point! At the opening of Part 2, he says that, while returning to the army (he had become a gentleman officer) after attending the coronation of the Emperor, he found himself delayed by winter weather in a small village in Germany where, with no other diversions, he spent the whole day shut up in a stove-heated room with leisure to pursue his own thoughts without distraction. Whether it was by that stove that he came up with his famous, indubitable claim ‘I think, therefore I am’ we cannot be certain. What we do know is that he sat there and quietly reviewed his habitual way of thinking, resolving to set all pre-conceived notions aside in his quest for certainty. The ideas he developed were to set a trend in philosophy that was to last for the next three centuries.


Finding the right spot to think is one thing, having the determination to stay there focused on one’s philosophical questions is quite another. The Buddha sat beneath a Pipal tree and vowed that he would not move until he had discovered the secret of life and the cause of suffering. That does seem a bit drastic, but it clearly worked. After a night of struggling with all manner of distractions and temptations, his insight came with the dawn. This book will not necessarily recommend that you determine to stay on holiday until enlightenment comes!


One thing is certain; it’s difficult to be creative when tired – the best ideas come, almost accidentally, when relaxed and receptive. So, to get an intellectual and personal focus on your life, what better place than the beach? Of course, there is no need to take this literally – your ‘beach’ may be a mountain track, a woodland walk or a deckchair in the back garden. You may be in five-star luxury or camping in the corner of some French farmer’s field. You need not even be on holiday to find your ‘beach’ – it is just a metaphor for taking a break from the routine of life and asking yourself ‘What do I really think? What makes sense? What am I looking for in life?’


These personal, existential questions are not, of course, the whole of philosophy. Much that is practised in university departments is highly abstract, analysing meaning, language and logic to a degree that would not be appropriate on a beach. But that does not imply that the more general, existential questions are any less important. Many of the ancient philosophers, from whom we have received the whole tradition of Western thought, were absolutely committed to the question of how we live and what is worthwhile. Plato, the Stoics, the Epicureans, all expected philosophy to make a difference to ordinary life. And in modern times, philosophers such as Hume and Kierkegaard have clearly lived out their philosophy and others, particularly the existentialists, made the question of human significance and meaning primary. Marx was not the only thinker to argue that his task was not merely to understand the world but to change it. Every worthwhile philosophy presents a challenge, always intellectual but sometimes also personal and social.


But clear thinking requires a basic framework and questions to get it started. That is what this book seeks to offer you. Each short chapter will introduce a question; some of these will be more personal, others more abstract. All are designed to challenge habitual ways of thinking.


So this is the moment to dig your toes into the sand, put on your shades, and let your mind freewheel along the gentle undulations of an intellectual path.
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Can a heap of sand prevent baldness?
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Thanks to Eubulides of Miletus, a Greek philosopher from the 4th century BCE, those who are balding can now take comfort from considering heaps of sand.


Eubulides, a pupil of a pupil of Socrates, is best known for his many paradoxes, by which he intended to set people thinking. In what is known as his Sorites paradox (from the Greek word meaning ‘heaped up’), he poses the question of how we can logically justify applying the term ‘heap’ to a pile of pebbles or – since you are metaphorically (if not literally) on a beach – sand. Eubulides also produced a parallel argument, known as the Phalakros paradox, about going bald, but more of that in a moment.


Pile up a heap of sand or, if you have a small bucket to hand, make yourself a sand castle. If asked why you are doing such a childish thing, just answer that you are a philosopher! Now there is no doubt that what you have before you is a ‘heap’. Thousands of grains piled up in one place deserve, without possibility of contradiction, to be termed a heap. Take one grain away and it remains a heap; take another, then another. At what point do you consider that your heap of sand is no longer a heap? Would three grains constitute a heap? Would a single grain?


Of course one might aspire with William Blake to gain some vision of the world in a single grain of sand. But, mystics aside, one grain definitely does not seem to me to qualify as a heap. But at what point did the heap stop being the heap? And how do you define what constitutes a ‘heap’ without allowing extreme conditions when commonsense tells us the term should not apply?


And here we can start to move out from what sounds a very narrow question to explore its implications. People have a strong urge to define – to say that one thing is good and another bad, that something is a success or a failure. They define themselves and others by general terms, which is inevitable, for without such general terms how else would we be able to say anything? We need words, and words are general, not specific. We put the individual thing we have before us into a category – and the more categories we have, the more clearly the object is categorized and the better we describe it.


But here’s where the Sorites paradox comes into play. In the real world, there are no clear-cut categories. Between success and failure, good and bad, there are a million gradations. To start to define – this is a heap, that is not – is already to violate the particularity of that pile, heap, castle (help, I’m using general words again!) of sand.


People tend to prefer clear, unqualified descriptions, and are often frustrated by those who describe themselves as ‘mainly’ vegetarian or ‘generally’ pacifist – but more often than not, in real life as opposed to logic, there is a span of possibilities without any clear defining lines.


People sometimes use an extreme example in order to make a general point. If over-indulgence in alcohol or food is clearly bad, they want to apply curbs to even moderate drinking. Life has to be one thing or the other; you either believe it or you don’t.


There is a particular problem with terms that designate a collection. After all, a class of pupils is still a class if one pupil is removed. But can you have a class with a single pupil? Presumably, yes. But a class with no pupils? Sometimes we can turn such ambiguities to our advantage. If you want to claim that a book you have written is your ‘bestseller’ you only need to produce two complete failures, and ensure that the third sells a single copy.


So how can all this prevent baldness?


In his Phalakros paradox, Eubulides points out the obvious fact that anyone with a full head of hair cannot be described as bald. Pull out a single hair and the head of hair remains. Pull out another … and so on. At what point do the few remaining hairs constitute ‘a head of hair’? At what point does the person become bald? My step-grandson, casually surveying my own shining pate, declared ‘Little tiny one!’ He had found a hair, so I am no longer bald; or am I?


I may secretly allow a few more hairs to grow. Most will still think me bald; but I may beg to differ.


So a heap or a bald head only becomes one when you choose to call it so. But surely, it’s either a heap or not a heap, you are either bald or you have a head of hair, albeit thinning. I’m not deaf, just a bit hard of hearing! He’s not effeminate, he’s sensitive! She’s not overweight, just nicely rounded! But when does the plain person start to be considered beautiful? When does the intelligent youngster become a prodigy?


It’s said that nobody aspires to be average. To be average it to fail to qualify for those descriptions we most crave – successful, wealthy, elegant, beautiful. But a moment’s thought will show that every one of those descriptions is threatened by the Sorites paradox – success for one is relative failure for another; one person’s wealth is another’s poverty. When it comes to describing quality and quantity, we either compromise or qualify terms out of existence.


Or you can rebel against ambiguity. There came a point in my own balding process when I could no longer stand a head that resembled a desert criss-crossed with sparse vegetation. I took the ‘Nietzschian’ option and applied a razor. We force things to be one thing or another.


But definition and the way in which we understand description often lead us astray. You may find that the advertised ‘sea view’ from your hotel window requires neck-aching contortions, indeed you may find that there is hardly space to perch yourself on your ‘balcony’ in order to get the advertised sea view. Both balcony and sea view may be correctly so described – after all, you can get out of the door and onto this narrow pelmet of concrete projecting from the sheer face of the hotel wall, so it’s a balcony. It is also possible, for those with the head for it, to lean over said balcony and squint in the direction of the sea. Your complaint cannot be upheld – it is indeed a balcony with a sea view, but it is not what you expected. Why? Because we attach to words some ideal meaning, and are frustrated when reality does not match it.


Plato considered the possibility that particular things were no more than images of some ideal ‘form’. Every tree is so described because it is an image of the ‘form of the tree’. But actually, as biology evolves, we see that it is no longer viable to make absolute categorizations of that sort. All living things are related to one another. One species blends at its extremes into another. We categorize and carve up life and think that we have thereby understood it. In reality, all life is fluid and changing; nothing can be permanently or accurately defined.


Logic and science define and classify – genera, species, classes of things. We set them all out and appreciate their differences. Except that life is never like that. There are no identical human beings, even if all come under that classification. There are no identical, standardized balconies or sea views – every one of them is unique, that’s the joy of life, but that’s also its frustration.


Should you think such questions trivial, apply the Sorites paradox to the unborn child. At what point does this bundle of cells become a living being? At what point a human individual? Day by day, throughout its time in the womb, the child is changing. Medical science and ethics require that we mark certain significant points along that path towards birth, so that we can justify how we regard the unborn. Is it a human person or is it not?


Of course, if there’s money involved, it’s wise to call in the lawyers to get everything specified to the point at which any ambiguity can be eliminated or at least made defensible in law. Where there’s government involved, the tendency is to specify exactly what is and what is not a failing school or a good hospital. And because what seems like success in one place may be failure in another, there is the tendency to go for evidence and statistics. Everything is measured and evaluated on that basis. And yet, as teachers and medics will be quick to point out, we know the extremes when we see them, but defining the point at which failure grows into success or vice versa cannot be an exact science.


So we have our fundamental question: how do the particulars we encounter relate to our general words? When is a balcony not a balcony? What counts as a genuine sea view? Am I bald or not? And is this a heap of sand?


 


 


	AT HOME



Eubulides was a pupil of Euclid of Megara, founder of what is known as the Megarian school of philosophy. He opposed his contemporary, Aristotle, who liked to classify everything. Information on both is available on the web, and you might like to ask yourself whether classification, which has been key to much science and philosophy since Aristotle, enables us to grasp reality, or only gives us the illusion of doing so.
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Did you bring your laptop?
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What happened to that dream? The laptop was meant to free us from the bondage of the office. The advert promised that we could work from the beach, relaxing by the ocean while earning our fortune with the gentle slithering of finger over touchpad. Given the means to work anywhere, the hard-pressed executive would be able to work from his or her home or holiday home in the most congenial environment, freed from the stress of commuting to the city. But what has actually happened is that work has thereby extended its reach to colonize what used to be vacation.


Recent research shows that up to one third of executives take work with them while on annual leave – or at least check their emails on a daily basis – and many claim that they returned from their holiday feeling more stressed than before they left. Companies give out laptops and smartphones as slaveowners once gave out shackles.


The advert showing the young, informally dressed, highly intelligent, creative, beach-relaxing, laptop-user might have suggested ‘You can work there.’ But it could equally mean ‘You can work there.’ What a difference that change of emphasis makes!


And that difference reflects a more fundamental question: Does your work and its pressures mean that you need and deserve to take a rest from time to time? Or does your work justify your holiday, on the grounds that relaxing and taking a break will serve to improve your performance when you return? If the former, the implication is that you have basic human needs – including the need to be refreshed and not overworked – and it is right that you should take time away from work in order for those needs to be met. If the latter, then the holiday may be primarily justified in terms of work – a brief respite for routine servicing of the machine in order to maintain efficiency.


We are in danger of being trapped. On the one hand we know that relaxation and a generally lowering of stress levels can improve performance. Hence the holiday can be justified as a tool for improved productivity. But once we argue in those terms, then the holiday is hostage to the work fortunes, and if the hoped-for improvement through rest is outweighed by the damage done by absentee executives, then the laptop and Blackberry may threaten to haul them back. But once we allow work to justify rest, we no longer work in order to live, but live in order to work – and that was always the fundamental distinction between the freeman and the slave. Work, for the slave, is an end in itself, not a means to achieve something better – unless, of course, the slave is plotting and planning to earn or snatch his or her freedom. At that point, the slave is already mentally free. The truly enslaved cannot imagine being other than they are.


Anticipation fuels both fear and excitement. Checking work while on holiday can allay the shock of returning to unknown crises. Will I still have a job to go back to? Are there decisions I need to take this week? What if they need me and I’m not available? What – worst of all – if they find they can do perfectly well without me? Engaged, problems require solutions and stimulate adrenalin and action; at a distance, they may stimulate only frustration and helplessness. And it is anticipation that kills present enjoyment. After all, the condemned are hardly likely to relish their final meal, even if the breakfast before the gallows is of their own choosing. Hence the checking of emails and the taking of decisions while away; we do not want to be ‘out of the loop’ for long enough for our position or authority to be eroded.


Short breaks are the worst. If you want to maximize interest, then the short break offers the most stimulus; after all, if your attention span is limited and you can’t relax, you don’t really want that second week on the beach. For the first couple of days you remember what you have left behind, guilty about things not done, anxious about those to whom you have delegated responsibility, but by the time that phase has passed, you are within a day or so of re-entering the workplace and the curse of anticipation kicks in. Hence the value of the present moment, and with it the ‘beach’ opportunity to get a new perspective on one’s life, is squeezed into a diminishing time slot. The short break is a stress-inducing period when the problems remain, but one’s ability to deal with them is reduced.


How do we cope with that? There are two possibilities:



         [image: image]    The first is to cultivate the ability to live in the present moment (and there are plenty of guides to help you with that, from self-help manuals for the stressed, to meditation techniques). If that is possible, then you become more effective in your use and enjoyment of the present, and that will presumably allow you to relax and prepare to act decisively when you re-engage.



         [image: image]    The second is to use your ‘beach’ time to reflect on the place and importance of work within your life. For a lucky few, work and life might become one and the same thing, their creative activity so pleasurable, and so central to their lives, that they would want to engage in it all the time and everywhere, rendering holidays unnecessary. But for most, since Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden and required to till the land rather than picking the helpfully-provided fruit, work remains a necessary burden. It also remains a way of defining who you are, and when you have either too much of it or too little, it detracts from your self-esteem. Later in this book we shall return to the question of what part work plays, or should play, in your life.


So where does that leave us on the laptop question? Should you take it, or should you deliberately cut off from the world of work? (You can, of course, take your laptop or smartphone for many other purposes – personal communication, searching for suitable places to eat, checking if your flight is going to be delayed, checking the weather. You can even get apps that tell you the time of high tide and the location of the best beach, but for the purposes of this question we’ll ignore these bits of added internet value.) Are you going to keep fending off the emails between helping the kids build sandcastles – an activity whose transient results reflect what most of us achieve at work anyway?


Your answer to the laptop question springboards into a whole range of existential questions: What part does work play in my life? How much do I need to control and be in charge of my communications? Do I pretend that I am indispensable? What if I never returned from holiday? What matters most in my life? Where do I most want to be at this moment? What do I most hope for, or most fear? And how many people on this ‘beach’ with me are free and how many remain slaves?


 


 


	AT HOME



You might like to read Alain de Botton’s Status Anxiety (Penguin, 2005) and The Pleasures and Sorrows of Work (Penguin, 2010).


You might also look at adverts for laptops and smartphones, and check on the phrases used to encourage people to buy them. What do they say about the potential user? And is that me?
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Are you predictable?
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We like to feel that we are dependable – predictable in terms of our values, dispositions and views – for that is what gives our life a definite character. Without that measure of predictability, relationships as we know them would become impossible. But we don’t want to be totally predictable or determined by external forces; we like to retain a semblance of personal choice and creativity. The problem is how we reconcile our experience of personal freedom and limited predictability with our knowledge of how the world works.


We generally assume that nothing happens without a cause, even if, at this moment, we do not know what that cause is. So, to be consistent, we should assume the same of our every thought, word and deed. As we open our mouths to speak, what we are going to say is already part of a causal series. Indeed neuroscience tends to assume (even if it cannot prove) that the process of neurone firing has already determined the thoughts that will give rise to our words and our actions. And that process is assumed to have been initiated by yet another causal series, and that by yet another. Everything that happens at this moment appears to be totally determined by antecedent causes. We cannot escape asking ‘Why?’, ‘Why did I have that particular idea?’, ‘Where did it come from?’ And if a psychologist cannot give us the answer, we assume that some day a neuroscientist will.


Determinism in its most obvious form is exemplified by the French mathematician, astronomer and statistician Laplace (1749–1827), who argued that, with a perfect knowledge of the universe and its laws, the future would be as clearly known as the present, and who, when asked about the place of God within that scheme, famously declared that he had no need of that hypothesis. Nothing would be left to chance; everything would be explained. Of course, the human brain is so complex that, although neuroscience can map out the functions of its different parts, we still do not know exactly why particular neurons fire when they do. It is one thing to describe something, quite another to explain it. But one day, perhaps we will. Does neuroscience thus make robots of us all?


When determinism was limited to a crude claim that all physical things were linked to one another in causal chains, we could at least assume that, because we know we make a difference, there must be mental input at some point. Hence Descartes, who saw mind and matter as utterly different, struggled to find some point in the physical chain of events to explain how our thinking and willing could make a difference. He mistakenly located that point of mind/matter interaction in the pineal gland – nicely tucked away between the hemispheres of the brain. It was probably not a bad guess, since it is well supplied with neurons yet connected into the body’s blood supply, but we now know it generates hormones rather than thoughts.


In a world of scientific analysis and prediction, apparent randomness may suggest a failure to appreciate the complexity of the system, and uniqueness is no more than a single instance of otherwise repeatable and predictable occurrences. And it’s really no use citing Heisenberg and his uncertainty principle (that you cannot get an accurate measurement of both the position and the momentum of a particle simultaneously) in order to attempt to find a gap through which freedom might insinuate itself – for that principle applies only to the sub-atomic world, not at the level of our experience.


And the implication of this? There are two ways of looking at the interface you have with your world. Observed, you are part of a conditioned and analysable world; your every action determined, because seeking out causes is what we naturally do to the phenomena of our experience. Indeed, Immanuel Kant argued back in the 18th century that causality was one of the things that our minds impose upon experience. Externally, (in the phenomenal world, to use Kant’s term) we are conditioned. But as we are in ourselves (the noumenal world) we are free. The key question however, is whether – as Kant claimed – we can, at one and the same time, be phenomenally conditioned and noumenally free. If we are, then perversely, we can enjoy experiencing our own unpredictable freedom while remaining predictable. But are the two really compatible, or is the experience of freedom always an illusion?
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