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Preface


FIGHT FOR YOUR RIGHTS! PROTEST! Ignore the horrors around you, amuse yourself, be happy! Make money, work hard, win power! Hide your wrinkles! Are these and their likes the only weapons with which we can defend ourselves against the cruelties of life? Humanity is no longer what it was when these now ancient forms of protection were invented. We know more than we ever did, and have suffered more disappointments than we can remember. We are now free to extricate ourselves from reliance on corrupted versions of ideals that once seemed to radiate only beauty and hope. So I have set out to find others, hidden, unspoken or forgotten, by approaching the history of human experience from a personal angle.


Each of my chapters begins with the voice of a person from a different epoch and civilisation confronting one of the big decisions that everyone has to make, and responding with a story of their own experience. This draws me into a conversation in which I ask what other answers might be available today, what opportunities were missed in the past, and what possibilities have opened up since then. The characters in this book are not heroes to emulate. I have chosen them partly because they have left particularly frank personal testimonies, suggesting that it is sometimes easier to get to know more about the dead – when their private secrets are revealed – than the living – who take so much care to conceal theirs – and partly because they have inspired me with unexpected thoughts about what humans could attempt in the future. They have stimulated me to search in new directions for what life can contain, to become aware of what I have missed, and to distinguish between what humans are and the labels they stick on themselves. History is not just a record of what happened and why it happened, but above all a provocation of the imagination.


I begin by investigating the untried options individuals have when they feel powerless, or isolated, or not valued at their true worth, or frustrated that civilisation’s arrangements do not suit them. I explore neglected paths that cross the boundaries erected by money, prejudice, pretence and misunderstanding, I focus on what happens when two strangers meet, expanding the notion of the couple to include not only people who fall in and out of love, or live together, but also ‘couples of the mind’, who form independently of physical union, time or place. Curiosity can generate a desire as powerful and insistent as the desire of the body. Ideas can forge long-lasting bonds, even if these are fashioned out of illusions about oneself or about others (chapters 1–7).


Next, I meet people as they appear when they belong to large groups, to a nation or a religion (chapters 8–16). The deeper I go into the history of how these groups became what they are, very different from how they started, the more I realise that the seemingly formidable barriers around each one are less immovable than they appear. Numerous uncertainties are hidden beneath the surface of the metaphors they use to differentiate themselves and the slogans that conceal internal conflicts or distract from abandoned ideals. Is it inevitable that people should repeatedly forget that, in retrospect, they regret the violence to which their passionate loyalties lead? Why has pleasure in laughing at human follies achieved so little in preventing them? In the history of the relations between men and women (chapters 17–19) I find pointers to how stultifying habits might slowly be dissolved.


Then I confront the great puzzle of why so many individuals spend such a large proportion of their waking hours in boring, futile and sometimes servile employment, why there are not enough worthwhile and life-enhancing jobs to suit the talents of new generations, and why there is often more disillusionment, more betrayal, more back-stabbing at work than in families (chapters 20–25). My adventures inside corporations and governments have impressed upon me how difficult it is for them to change, but also suggest they could be different. The original meaning of the word ‘business’ was anxiety, distress, officiousness, difficulty. So I investigate the possibility that business could find a new meaning again, and a more exhilarating philosophy. The triumphs of technology and medicine have been achieved by endless experimentation, ‘research and development’, so I show how professions and firms could each have, side by side with their existing practices, the equivalent of a laboratory to try out, on a small scale, different possible ways of reinventing themselves, to fulfil a wider range of present-day aspirations.


My final chapters (26–28) are about the art of reflecting on the passing of time. I find it is even possible to see the process of ageing and the prospect of dying in a less blinding light.


How then could human energies begin to be divided differently between sexual intercourse, commercial intercourse and verbal intercourse? The mistrust and misunderstanding that plague people’s lives have often been resolved by intimate, face-to-face conversations, but many conversations are trivial, or hurried, or monologues, or human versions of birdsong without the beauty, endlessly repeating the same refrain to the same narrow circle. A book is an invitation to engage in a silent conversation with an author and the characters in his book, at a rhythm that suits the reader. This book is not a thriller designed to make it impossible for you to put it down; on the contrary, it invites you to pause and reflect after each chapter, and start your own conversation about it. I should like to know what you can see and understand that I cannot. If, as a result, we say what we have not said before, we might be able to think about the future more fruitfully.


However, Thomas Edison put this warning on the door of his laboratory: ‘There is no expedient to which a man will not resort to avoid the real labour of thinking.’ A wit replied: ‘Well, why should a man think when Mr. Edison reaches conclusions for him? Personally, we’d resort to any amount of thinking to avoid real labour.’ I prefer to regard thinking as a sociable activity. Bringing ideas and people from separate domains together is one of the main ways in which thinking develops and discoveries are made. Finding unsuspected links between dissimilar individuals, between apparently incompatible opinions, and between the past and the present is one of the first steps on the path to hidden pleasures. It is sometimes salutary to see the world not only in bright and contrasting colours, but also in sepia, with the frontiers blurred by unexpected commonalities.









[1]


What is the great adventure of our time?


IN 1859, AT THE AGE OF twenty-three, an Iranian student walked out of his home in Sultanabad because he was unwilling to get married. His parents were pressuring him to, but settling down while still young, he said, would mean that ‘I would spend all my life in the same place and would not learn anything about the world.’ Taking only three loaves of bread with him, and wearing only summer clothes, he walked northwards, not quite sure where he was heading. Eventually he reached Russia. He kept on walking and travelling for eighteen years through most of the countries of Europe, the U.S., Japan, China, India and Egypt. He joined the pilgrimage to Mecca nine times. ‘No handicap in the world is worse than ignorance,’ he wrote in his diary.


There may be backpackers who have journeyed as far, but who among them has learned the language of almost every country visited, as Hajj Sayyah did, and earned his keep as a translator? Though he had no money, no letters of recommendation, no influential family behind him, he obtained audiences with the Tsar of Russia, the Pope, the Kings of Greece and Belgium, Bismarck, Garibaldi, and repeatedly met President Ulysses Grant in the U.S.A. He was the first Iranian to become an American citizen. He demonstrated what gentleness, politeness and unpretentiousness could achieve. He was welcomed everywhere. Only once was he assaulted, in Naples. Only once was he insulted, by the Ottoman consul there who said, ‘He is an Iranian; how can we believe him?’ But the consul later apologised, when he got to know him better. Even the pickpockets of Naples befriended him, and gave him free lodging in the house where they trained novice pickpockets. He bore no grudges, only asking himself: ‘How could there be such extreme differences among mankind? How could man be mean to such a degree, or on the contrary so noble?’


His insatiable curiosity took him not just to the museums of every city, but to its schools, libraries, churches, factories, botanical gardens, zoos, prisons, theatres. When asked who he was, he would reply, ‘A creature of God and a stranger to this city.’ His favourite proverb was: ‘Keep secret your wealth, your destination and your religion.’ He delighted in being ‘a common man’, able to discover how uncommon every common man was. ‘If I were a king, I would never see things that way, because kings cannot be in the society of the poor. The purpose of the king is to show his appearance to the people, but the purpose of the poor is to see the people the way they are. They move about freely without fear. Nobody notices them, but they see everything and everybody.’


People were so kind to him and invited him to their homes, to the theatre, and to join them on their outings, because they reciprocated his interest in them. Not that he approved of everything. He openly criticised the manufacture of arms when he met the King of Belgium. He recorded the bitter complaints he heard about poverty and oppression. But in Paris he wrote, ‘People here enjoy liberty. They freely say what they want. No-one interferes in other people’s business . . . Sorrow makes life short. These people have no sorrow, they should never die.’


When he finally returned to Iran, he entered the quite different adventure of politics, the search for political solutions to humanity’s ills. Protesting against the ‘undeserved hardships and atrocities which were beyond the endurance of beasts, let alone men, inflicted on poor, hapless and ignorant Persian subjects like myself’, he joined the movement against corruption and misgovernment that led to his country’s revolution of 1905. He was active in the most influential secret society plotting change, was sent to prison and rural exile, and, when his life seemed to be in danger, he took refuge for five months in the American embassy. After the revolution, widely admired for his wisdom and humility, he was called the Secret Harbinger of the Humanist Movement. The Persian word translated as ‘humanist’ is ‘Adamiyat’. Hajj Sayyah was a protagonist of the ‘fellowship of humanity’ (ashab-e adamiyat). But politics proved to be too full of rivalries and animosities to achieve his ideals, and it still has not achieved them. On the other hand, backpackers usually seek only a temporary solution, postponing the day when the straitjacket that rigid institutions favour has to be donned. What other path then is there to take?


Hajj Sayyah’s eighteen-year journey was an adventure, the opposite of a career. He differed from adventurers like Cortez – in search of a kingdom, using traditional weapons, force and guile – or Columbus – greedy for the fabled gold of India. He had nothing in common with the pirates and courtesans, the mercenary soldiers or the Californian gold-diggers who used to be the archetypal adventurers, nor with the French Academy’s 1823 definition of the adventurer as a person without fortune or status who lives by intrigue. Only in recent times has being called an adventurer ceased to be an insult, suggesting instead an idealistic person searching for what society does not offer; but this has often meant only a vague longing for the exotic, for new sensations or for primitive simplicity, or a contempt for worldly ambitions, even rejecting all ambition, following the poet Rimbaud’s maxim that ‘goals are inane’. The spirit of adventure could be interpreted as an escape, or a purely personal achievement, or a triumph of technology, like the journey to the moon.


Almost exactly a century after Hajj Sayyah embarked on his long journey, Simon Murray, a nineteen-year-old Briton, jilted by his girl-friend and bored by his job in a Manchester iron foundry, walked away and joined the French Foreign Legion. He wanted to prove to himself that he deserved a better destiny, that he had the strength to survive the extremes of cruelty and war. Self-confidence was his reward. He wrote a book, with remarkable literary skill, about how he overcame the cruelties and dangers of the desert, which was so gripping that it was made into a film. Then he went into business, became head of huge corporations and grew very rich. However, that was not enough for him. In his sixties, he repeated his youthful act of defiance by walking alone to the Antarctic. But his adventures were in the tradition of doing things because they were difficult and challenging. They were a supplement to life, like sport, an escape from the ordinariness of life, but they did not change life. They were important to him, but for others ordinary life continues as before. Other kinds of adventure are possible.


If you and I had met in the sixteenth century, I would have said to you: The great adventure of our time is to discover new continents and new oceans. Let us stop grumbling about our discontents and seek a more exhilarating purpose. Come to America. And after that, let us explore the whole world. We cannot think we have really lived until we have seen the full extent of humanity’s home.


A century later, I would have said to you, the great adventure of our time is science. It is going to reveal that behind what we can see and touch and hear, there is an even more amazing world. No object is what it appears to be. Let us discover the secrets of nature: they promise to be much more amazing than the fantasies of magic.


In the eighteenth century, a wonderful adventure held out the promise of a completely new era of equality. Come and join in the struggle against public and private tyrannies. Let us overthrow despots and proclaim freedom for everybody. Let us ensure that each and every person has the right to aim for every kind of achievement, however poor their parents were.


There are also adventures that have existed since the beginning of time. One is the search for purpose and a less self-centred existence, which is what religions and ideologies teach. Another, just as ancient but neglected until its recent revival, involves finding ways of living harmoniously with all the earth’s creatures and plants, the sea and the landscape, as they constantly renew themselves. A third is the quest for beauty, and its appreciation in many forms, to reveal that the imagination has no limits.


Each of these adventures remains attractive enough to absorb a person for a whole lifetime, but since they were conceived, a new horizon has come into sight. Understanding of the huge universe and of its minute particles has been completely transformed. Men and women have been reshaped by education and information and experiences and expectations that never existed before. The world is filling up with a new kind of human being. Many are no longer comfortable struggling to earn a living using only a fraction of their talents, in ways invented long ago for much more subservient creatures. Each has been trained to be a specialist in a single domain, with skills that can bring deep satisfactions, but which can also narrow the imagination. The ‘meaning of life’ is no longer as clear as it was once supposed to have been. Never have so many humans been uncertain about their larger purpose beyond their daily grind and nightly pleasures. Old assumptions threaten to collapse, leaving one naked. Many people’s assumptions have already collapsed and they are naked.


I am not content to clothe my nakedness with borrowed or worn-out clothes. I would like to know what alternatives there could be to ‘alternative living’ and ‘dropping out of the rat race’. Utopias and dystopias have led nowhere, so where else can one go if one can no longer believe promises about a better future and one is tired of prophets of gloom and despair? Ideologies which once radiated hope have lost their lustre. Too many people have been left at the wayside by progress, too many do not know how to find their place in it, too many are unsure where it is taking them. New laws, new structures, new theories, new instant cures for troubled souls proliferate, and yet innumerable people still feel frustrated.


There is of course no shortage of certified and uncertified experts providing advice on how to manoeuvre through all rocks and shallows, real or imagined. A vast choice of remedies is available to help people, however lost or perplexed, to become happy, or rich, or successful or whatever. An overwhelming variety of business solutions, political programmes and psychological therapies already exist. So there is no need for yet another formula to enable you to get what you want. Besides, most people do not get what they want. Many people do not know what they want. Some people might want entirely different pleasures if only they knew about them.


When stripped of their certainties, humans have always rushed to find new certainties to replace those they have lost. When it is no longer possible to go on doing what one has always done, and when, for example, a steady career with promotion and a secure pension becomes an unrealistic dream, the yearning for security becomes a dominant preoccupation. But I do not find it exhilarating enough to devote myself to propping up and repairing ailing institutions, which keep on breaking down like an old car, when it is obvious that they will sooner or later collapse in crisis again.


I do not wish to spend my time on earth as a bewildered tourist surrounded by strangers, on holiday from nothingness, in the dark as to when the holiday will end, stuck in a queue waiting for another dollop of ice-cream happiness. I am conscious that I have tasted too few foods, experienced too few forms of work, nibbled too hesitantly at the mountains of knowledge that surround me, loved too few people, understood too few nations and places. I have only partly lived and my only qualification for writing this book is that I would like to know more clearly what a full life could be. Am I fully alive, or do I merely survive, when I just repeat the same gestures, the same breathing in and out, following an itinerary that others have fixed for me, commuting to the same office every day? Or do I need to be renewing myself, not just listening to others sing, not just being entertained by them but composing a song myself that gives inspiration to others, not just being amused, but being a muse myself?


Instead of searching for a niche in which I would be safe, instead of torturing myself with questions about what my true passions or talents are, I shall aim to get a taste, even just a nibble, of what it is possible to experience as a human being. What I cannot experience personally, I wish to imagine by getting to know others who have gone where I have not been. Rather than being immobilised by being unable to choose between all the options paraded before me, and rather than ignoring what seems too remote or unpalatable, my starting point is that everybody’s experience is of interest to me. A lost soul is one for whom the thoughts of others are a mystery, and to whom no-one listens.


The great adventure of our time is to discover who inhabits the earth. Though much has been said about the classes and categories into which humans can be more or less uncomfortably fitted, the intimate thoughts and muddled feelings of each of seven billion unique individuals remain largely hidden. The minute discrepancies in the experience and attitudes of each one, which distinguish them from the statistical ‘average person’, are the essence and torment of each life, what attracts and repels, and what makes one who one is. But though people say they are interested above all in people, they do not know one another. All too often, they consider that their intentions or character are misinterpreted and that mistaken conclusions are drawn from superficial appearances.


A start on this adventure can be made by setting out to explore three neglected places, and first of all the part of life that is most hidden from view. I see private life as emerging from obscurity and challenging public life as the centre of attention. Instead of being obsessed with rules and regulations and the pecking order of organisations, I prefer to explore the consequences that follow from intimate personal relationships increasingly determining the quality of an existence. As families cease to be so dominated by property, as kinship feuds cease to be so bloody, and as the search for congenial partners becomes ever more absorbing and challenging, private life is becoming a source of a new kind of energy and of new priorities. As people have more contacts outside their neighbourhoods, relationships of many more kinds, both transient and long-term, are reshaping the landscape.


The interaction between two individuals who develop emotional, intellectual or cultural links is producing a new motor of change. The duo or couple is as significant an influence as the solitary soul or the irrational crowd. Humans are not limited to a choice between individual self-reliance and collective struggle. One-to-one relationships now have a more central place in life than ever before, and have also been recognised as the source of many extraordinary achievements in varied fields of endeavour. It was prescient of the Chinese to write the word ‘humaneness’ (ren) with a picture of two human beings, recognising that its essence is in the relationship. Intimacy is a microscope which reveals a hitherto invisible universe that the culture of hierarchy and pretence conceals. Though many may be desperate to preserve their privacy, they also want to be recognised as being special. A new agenda is being opened up by the clash of these sensitivities, the desire to cover oneself up, and the occasional eagerness to undress and be seen as one really is.


Secondly, I shall cross the most formidable barrier that separates humans, the barrier of death. I see people as living in the past as much as in the present, perpetuating ideas and habits from long ago, though often without being aware of it. To be poor is not only to be short of money, but also to possess only one’s own memories. The originality of our time is that the world is today richer in memories than it has ever been, more than traditional societies ever lived by, but it is making little use of them. There is a huge inheritance of memories waiting to be shared out. Never have there been so many scholars, books, museums, archives and mementos resurrecting all the civilisations that ever existed. Never has so much of the past been alive. Television has even brought it, with all its turpitudes and illusions, into many homes. We can now know about everybody’s ancestors, not just our own tribal ones. Moreover, though to be modern was supposed to mean living in the present and liberating oneself from ancient tyrannies by banishing and forgetting the past, old traditions have survived with a tenaciousness that was never expected. Adding other people’s memories to one’s own memories transforms one’s ideas of what it is possible to do in a lifetime. A new vision of the past makes possible a new vision of the future. History is not a coffin with no escape. On the contrary, it is liberation, a bunch of keys that opens doors to places one never knew existed.


I see each individual as having a philosophy of history – though it is seldom given such a grand name – that explains for them why they are being swept along by events they cannot control: it may be economic forces or cycles of revolution and reaction, or a spiritual power, or the influence of exceptional people, or the blight of personal traumas. Most people are wrapped up in a patchwork of philosophies, inherited from different centuries, which each has put together in a slightly different pattern. The mind-set they adopt may change a little in response to the harsh knocks of existence, but fragments of old attitudes almost always survive beneath the surface. Nothing limits a person more than these inherited convictions about what is possible and what is not. But history need not be seen as a final judgement on what men and women and children can do. On the contrary, it is a series of unfinished experiments, of missed turnings, of inventions ignored, where trivial accidents often diverted events into directions which have been far from inevitable. Moreover, memories of one’s childhood or of the achievements of one’s ancestors are not enough to form comprehensive judgements about one’s destiny. One can also acquire other memories.


Thirdly, I look at humanity from a different perspective by moving my focus away from its traditional ambitions, victory in war or harmony in peace. Wars which kill and destroy have ceased to be as glamorous as they once were. Success, which everyone is expected to aim for, is ever more difficult to achieve in work and wealth, and the compensations of victories in sport are feeble consolations. Peace, alas, seems to be a chimera. Humans have never been able to achieve harmony for very long, either with their fellows, or with nature, or with the supernatural, even when they claimed to be obeying the sages who preach brotherly love. Consensus is becoming ever more elusive, for reasons that will become clear in later chapters. I am searching for a new attitude to disagreement, a new skill, new ways of putting disagreement to better use. Instead of focusing on what people or nations or groups have in common, I propose to confront the innumerable minute differences, often seemingly trivial, that keep them apart, and investigate how these can become fertile rather than sterile.


Of course, no person can know seven billion people, but that number should not be any more intimidating than the many more billions of neurons and molecules invisible to the naked eye that scientists confront, which are just as difficult to comprehend and whose secrets, as they emerge in dribbles, are transforming understanding of the world. To set out on a road that has no end, with no expectation of finding all the answers, has always been more eye-opening than travelling to a fixed destination, because it leaves freedom to stray into by-ways that may prove more rewarding than preordained goals. Humanity’s great adventures were undertaken by a few determined people who disagreed with almost everyone else. We shall see whether benefiting from their experience is more difficult than getting to the moon.


Humans are not born free. No one is born free of the fear of strangers and the unfamiliar. But history is a record not only of terror and submission but also of danger defied, inspired above all by curiosity. Curiosity is my compass, surprise is my nourishment, boredom is my bane. Curiosity is the best route I know out of the many kinds of fear that turn the light into night, dissolving problems into microscopic particles, each of which becomes an object of wonder rather than a threat. I cherish surprise because it mixes the possible with the impossible and occasionally finds that opposites need not be enemies. Boredom is the groan of the exhausted and the scream of the impatient, and the wailing noise that hope makes when it dies. I have written this book in an attempt to keep hope alive, but not false hope, and not the kind that is mocked by sceptics, cynics and comics. Is that possible if life is no more than a brief candle, a tale told by an idiot, signifying nothing?


About one hundred billion lives have been brief candles, snuffed out, with few exceptions, into complete oblivion. That is the best guess as to how many humans there have been since they first appeared on earth. Of course, many departed convinced that they were starting a new existence in another world. Many now succeed in living much longer in this world, but they differ a great deal in how much of life they experience, and how much of life they illuminate. What can one do today not to be just a brief candle?


An idiot now has the chance to tell a tale that has not been heard before. People were called idiots, when the word was first invented, simply because they were regarded as not a having an indispensable place in society and were not habitual orators in the public assembly, meaning that they were private persons. Today, in that sense, most of us are idiots. People were also called idiots not because they were stupid, but because they were uneducated or ignorant. Today, there is so much knowledge too complicated to master that we have to admit to being idiots in this sense too. All who are isolated socially from those with different incomes and education, or culturally from tastes and languages that mean nothing to them, or professionally because their skills are so specialised, have increasingly become strangers to one another: they may have the technology to communicate, but are far from fully appreciating or liking one another. So I have been trying to find out what kind of conversations could liberate us from the idiocy of our isolation.


A life becomes significant when it responds to a quandary from which an escape route has not yet been found. At the meeting of the 18th and 19th centuries, when the old monarchical order was crashing under the onslaught of industrial and political revolutions, our forebears invented a new way of looking at the world: the enlightenment and romanticism appeased bewilderment and re-ignited enthusiasm, at least for a time. But today, in response to technology’s overturning of old habits and the discrediting of once seemingly impregnable institutions, no comparable emotional or rational buffer has emerged to protect us from these shocks. That leaves us free to think about what adventures you or I could embark on today that we could not in the past. What new priorities can we give to our private lives? If we cannot become rich, what could be a substitute for prosperity? If religions disagree, what other outcomes are possible beyond strife or doubt? Where there is too little freedom, what is the alternative to rebellion? When there are not enough exciting jobs, what new ways of working could be invented? When romance is disappointing, how else can affections be cultivated? What wisdom can be salvaged from crumbling institutions? When so much is unpredictable, what can replace ambition?


I do not wish to pontificate about what you should do or believe. I prefer to know what you believe, what other people believe or have believed, how the world appears to others apart from myself, and what would happen if people got to know more about what went on in other people’s heads. It makes no sense to decide what to do with one’s life without knowing what others have done with theirs, and with what results. Persuading you to think as I do would limit the benefit I would gain from listening to you, and it would in any case be pointless, because ideas nearly always change when they move into another mind.


I appreciate that the last thing many people want is an adventure into the unknown, that life contains stresses too hard to bear, and that withdrawal from the hurly-burly, or taming the mind into quietude, or cultivating contentment, seem the best kind of defence. The world is indeed often terrifying, disgusting and tragic, but it is also beautiful. I should like to know how exactly each person would make it a tiny bit less disgusting and a tiny bit more beautiful, or else declare such a task to be impossible. I never forget that a huge proportion of past efforts to find solutions that please everybody has produced undesired and occasionally catastrophic results, and that turning disappointment into an invitation to search for a new direction is easier said than done. I know how futile so many attempts to diminish humanity’s seemingly ineradicable cruelty have been, but I have felt constantly renewed by its ingenuity, its ability to get out of the mess it creates, and its unceasing discovery of unsuspected wonders and possibilities in both people and the natural world.


So instead of arguing about whether things are getting better or worse, which they doubtless are, I prefer to devote that time to finding a gift that will express my gratitude to the world for tolerating my presence in it; obviously it will have to be something it does not already possess. That is my treasure hunt. Each of my chapters is a search for a clue.









[2]


What is a wasted life?


WHAT CAN A PERSON AIM TO DO today, beyond passing examinations, and establishing a career, and finding a perfect partner, and having a loving family, and enjoying absorbing hobbies? Are there other ambitions that can lead in new directions and compensate for the disappointments that tarnish even the best laid plans?


Mao Ch’i Ling, a one-time Chinese celebrity, climbed the ladder of success to become a respected public official, and also won esteem as a playwright, poet, painter and musician.


Despite his many accomplishments, he felt he had wasted his life. His exciting existence included ten years devoted to what he believed was a worthy cause, armed resistance to a foreign invasion. Many of his friends and relatives died in that war, while he assumed a whole variety of disguises to escape arrest and execution, moving endlessly between the most bizarre hiding places. He ended up exhausted by his wanderings, desperate for rest. So he toadied to the government he did not respect, and despised himself for doing so. He survived into old age, but that did not seem to him to be a sufficiently laudable achievement. He could not suppress the feeling that ‘I have not established myself as a virtuous man . . . I failed to make any real contribution . . . My empty words served no purpose . . . My heart is anguished.’ He told his descendants to destroy all his poetry and save only one-tenth of the numerous books he had written. His pitiless obituary, which he wrote himself, ended with these words: ‘His life was lived in vain.’


If Mao Ch’i Ling (1627–1716) were alive today, would he reach the same pessimistic conclusion, despite being supported by all the advances of medicine and technology, the service society, the entertainment industry and the welfare state? Would therapists and counsellors have purged him of his melancholy? Would insurance salesmen have convinced him that his troubles were trivial compared to the disasters he had so far avoided, and from which they could protect him? Would his computer have opened his mind to international opportunities, and would spam emails have encouraged him to try to restore his libido? Would he have cleared his conscience by writing a cheque to alleviate the suffering of distant lands too uncomfortable to visit? Would he have rejoiced at being able to cast a vote every four years so that professional politicians could make the world a better place, which philosophers like him had so signally failed to do? Or would he have been satisfied with attaining a different kind of immortality, as a statistic in the database of a marketing company, commemorating every purchase he had made?


It may be that, despite all the achievements of modernity, there are more people than ever before feeling they have wasted their life. However, they have been learning to talk about their deepest concerns, instead of saying what those in power demanded that they should say. Mao Ch’i Ling’s self-portrait obituary was as courageous an act as the Charge of the Light Brigade or any other military assault that could only end in death. It was, for him, the suicide of his reputation. With some remarkable exceptions, most biographies written before him were hagiography, raising humans to the status of heroes and saints, presenting them as specimens of virtue and models to be imitated, while ignoring their human defects. Or else they were turgid recitals of career advancement, presenting life as a string of events embellished with anecdotes. By contrast, Mao Ch’i Ling was one of a small number of writers who appeared almost simultaneously in China and Europe around the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, producing a different kind of autobiography, searching their idiosyncrasies for meaning, and reflecting on their weaknesses with merciless frankness, instead of holding themselves up as holy models. They were explorers of the significance and difficulties of individuality. They made it possible to get a glimpse of what individuals were thinking privately, what went on in their heads when they were not playing the role society expected. They offered only a glimpse of a part of the truth, and it is never certain what the whole truth might be. But to discover what ambitions are worth cultivating, it is useful to hear the evidence of those who have had ambitions and have tried to describe them.


It is not easy to find records of the deep feelings of ordinary people, and of thoughts too dangerous or painful to reveal. Autobiographies are a rare cactus that flowers spasmodically in the desert of pretence, appearing briefly and then disappearing, in the same way that epochs of promiscuity and puritanism come and go. Autobiography remained a very minor form of literature so long as tribes, clans and armies commanded all loyalties, while most individuals were regarded as insignificant elements in them. It took a long time for the singular life to be seen as an independent force, just as it took centuries for the atom to emerge as a prime source of energy.


Soon after Mao Ch’i Ling’s death, China’s political climate changed and autobiographies almost stopped being written for two centuries, not reviving until the student uprising of 4 May, 1919, one of the most important revolutions in Chinese history, foreshadowing the Western world’s May Days of 1968. Suddenly, autobiographies became a widespread passion. A new form of writing was introduced based on the way the language was spoken, abandoning classical conventions, so it became possible to say things that had not been said before, and to be more easily understood. The tyranny of ancient forms of expression was suddenly broken by the manifesto of Hu Shi (1891–1962), the intellectual leader of China’s renaissance. Speak what you want to say, speak your own thoughts, do not imitate the ancients, eliminate cliché, reject melancholy, express your immediate emotions. Hu Shi urged his contemporaries to write autobiographies, and he set a personal example. In the 1920s and 1930s almost all Chinese writers, famous or not, wrote some form of autobiography.


One woman, significantly, took the lead. Chen Hengzhe (1890–1976), who had studied at Vassar and Chicago and was the first woman professor at Beijing University, published an autobiographical short story in the new vernacular, in the first person, presenting students talking to one another freely, without revealing what class, place or family they came from, liberating them from the tradition of being categorised as daughters, mothers or wives. The only way her characters could be identified was by what they said. Her aim was ‘to capture the human sentiments that arise in the course of human interactions’. She went far beyond anything attempted in the past. For long she resisted the pressure to marry, and when she finally did at thirty, publicly questioned whether it was a good idea. Writing about oneself became an instrument of rebellion. But this only lasted two decades, until the government, worried that people were thinking for themselves, once again imposed silence.


Exceptional conditions were needed to allow people to speak openly and imagine a different kind of life for themselves. That had already happened briefly in tenth-century Japan, when for a time aristocratic women enjoyed economic independence, living separately from their husbands in their own homes, able to use their ample leisure to reflect on the inadequacies of men. In A.D. 905 Japanese women began writing the language they spoke instead of Chinese – the official language – and they put what they felt into diaries and autobiographies. One of the most remarkable of these women, known only as Michisuna’s Mother, believed, as Mao Ch’i Ling was to believe after her, that she had lived ‘a vain existence’, doing nothing significant, just ‘living, lying down, getting up, dawn to dusk’. She decided it might be worth describing what it is like to be ‘a nobody . . . a woman married to a highly placed man’. She did so with brilliant literary and poetic skill, deliberately producing a dazzling alternative to fictional romances, which she despised as ‘fantasy’. Her book was about sorrow and suffering, the equivalent of the blues. Of her husband she wrote: ‘Our hearts did not melt towards one another, so we drew further apart.’ Her husband, on one of his ever-rarer visits – because he had, according to accepted custom, other wives and concubines – exclaimed: ‘Have I done anything wrong?’ She wrote: ‘I was so upset I could not say anything at all.’ Nor could she do anything but write about it. But she was mistaken to think of herself as a nobody; her book showed she was not a nobody. And yet it took another ten centuries for the relationships between men and women to be reshaped, and the reshaping continues.


Sometimes investigators of their own inner feelings were blinded not by modesty but by vanity. During the middle ages the personal voice made itself heard mainly in the Middle East, where over a thousand Arabic autobiographies were written (as has only recently been discovered). A sentence in the Quran was reinterpreted to encourage people to write them. ‘And as for the bounty of your Lord, speak’ was taken to mean that it is desirable to thank God, even for painful misadventures which always contain a lesson. Apologies, theories, ideals, emotional and intellectual conflicts and memories poured out in extraordinary variety, contrasting strongly with the lives of saints that nourished European tastes. One author stands out for being totally obsessed with himself and paying the penalty of arrogance. The Egyptian Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (1445–1505) boldly asserted his right to judge his own life, publicly challenging the opinions of all authority, even his father’s. ‘I have no equal, no-one else living has mastered the number of disciplines which I have.’ He published some 600 books and articles on every possible subject (except mathematics, which he dismissed as ‘disagreeable to his nature’). His learning, he believed, qualified him to exercise ijtihad, meaning the right to express an independent opinion, to personally clarify the teachings of religion, and he demanded recognition as a mujaddid, a Renewer of the Faith. People flocked to him seeking fatwas to decide upon disputed matters of religious law, but he infuriated his colleagues by condemning them as ignorant and stupid when they disagreed with him. Chapter 17 of his autobiography was entitled: ‘How God blessed me by setting enemies against me and tested me with the false accusations of an ignoramus’ (meaning a rival scholar). In the end, his enemies got so cross they threw him fully clothed into a pond, nearly killing him. So he retired and wrote his memoirs, unable to see himself as others saw him, but bequeathing a dramatic black-and-white Dürer-like picture of academic bitterness and megalomania, protesting, even then, at falling educational standards. Egypt had to wait till the twentieth century for autobiography to be revived and a new model to be set by the blind novelist, historian and minister of education Taha Hussayn (1889–1973), whose masterpiece, An Egyptian Childhood, not only became a landmark in literature and a compulsory text in all schools, but encouraged a flood of personal reflections by both women and men.


Autobiographies can of course be written to wipe out painful memories. Banarasidas, a seventeenth-century Indian playboy, the son of an Agra merchant, gave the outward impression that he was speaking frankly. He said he knew he was wasting his life, and he was not worried by that: ‘I hovered between earth and heaven befouling the air like a camel’s fart.’ He describes his failings without contrition, saying of himself: ‘He cannot desist from falsehood . . . and he avidly studies indecent literature.’ Of his ‘meagre qualities . . . none are excellent or free from blemish’. Deep emotion wells up in him, however, when he remembers that all his nine children have died, and ‘the parents, like trees at leaf-fall, remain as stumps.’ That little phrase reveals that his bravado concealed despair. Without his children, he truly felt that he was a nobody.


In modern times, the novel has become the main outlet for personal but indirect revelation of desire and disappointment. But why is it said that everybody has a novel rather than an autobiography in them? Margaret Cavendish (1623–1673) was perhaps the first to show how much is gained by telling both her life story and the story of a different existence she would like to have lived. ‘Why hath this lady writ her life?’ she asks. Because ‘I am as ambitious as any of my sex was or can be, which makes that though I cannot be Henry the Fifth or Charles the Second, yet I endeavour to be Margaret the First, and though I have neither power nor time nor occasion to conquer the world as Alexander the Great and Caesar did, yet rather than not to be the Mistress of One, since Fortune and the fates would give me none, I have made a world of my own for which nobody I hope will blame me, since it is in everyone’s power.’ So she supplemented her autobiography by inventing an imaginary life, The Description of the New World, called the Blazing World, a sort of utopia where she can do anything she pleases. And to that she added Observations upon Experimental Philosophy, which gave her a scientific reputation and got her invited to the Royal Society. At the same time, she says she is really quite ‘bashful’. She fears oblivion. She says she writes for pleasure, but she is desperate to become famous. She does not want to live in vain. What would Mao Ch’i Ling think about living in vain if he could listen to all these many brave people worrying about living in vain?


In South Africa during apartheid, Dugmore Boetie (1926–1966) showed how autobiography could provide a sort of answer to despair. He became almost a celebrity when he described how he had murdered his mother, lost a leg during his military service and been jailed seventeen times for crimes of every kind that he joyfully recounted. He said he was proud to be a confidence trickster who ‘gets his stimulants from the vitamins of an empty stomach. Why stand in judgement on yourself?’ But it turned out that his adventures were fantasies. He claimed he had no family, but numerous relatives came to see him in hospital when he was dying of lung cancer. They revealed that he had lost his leg from an infection at the age of eight, that he had never been in the army and only briefly in prison. His autobiography, he finally admitted, expressed his ‘wrath against a police-infested’ country. It served to blot out his suffering by replacing it with delight in his own ingenuity: his imaginary escapades were as effective a method as any to enable penniless people like himself to survive. Only his poverty was real. At the end he said, ‘lying to yourself is the biggest sin of all.’ Perhaps it is the most widespread sin too.


Nothing has been more difficult than judging one’s own life. How differently would Mao Ch’i Ling have looked on his life if he had known there were people in other countries who shared his ideas? He lived at a time when pedantry was an admired sign of distinction in China, and he hated that. He felt powerless against it. He despised the bureaucrats who memorised the classics and showed off their knowledge writing ‘eight-legged essays’. He needed encouragement, and it was available but he could not obtain it, as he might today. Inspiration from foreigners has repeatedly sustained dissenters who would otherwise have been led to despair by their isolation. Mao Ch’i Ling would have been heartened if he had been able to read what, five years before his death, was being said in a popular London magazine, the Spectator, which was shooting at the same target as he was. The pedant, wrote its editor Addison (1672–1719), was a person who is able to talk of nothing else but the books he has read, and ‘does not know to think out of his profession and particular way of life’. Mao Ch’i Ling may even have been tempted to revise his opinion of himself if he had been able to converse with the optimistic German mathematician, philosopher and diplomat Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716), passionately interested in China, who insisted that Europe had a great deal to learn from Confucian civilisation. A life may seem futile in one’s own country, but appear in a quite different light abroad.


Mao Ch’i Ling was one of those who, disenchanted with the chaos and corruption of government, was searching for ways of introducing more imagination and passion into daily existence, advancing beyond self-serving ambition, empty rituals and sterile controversies. But he did not know that England was waging a Civil War and questioning almost everything in politics and religion at about the same time as China’s Society for Renewal (Fu-she) was bringing together adventurous minds to invent new priorities. Nor could he sense that the European Enlightenment would soon be questioning age-old dogmas, and opening up new scientific perspectives, at the same time as China’s movement for Evidential Learning would be demanding more rigorous historical evidence in all branches of knowledge, replacing metaphysical speculation by the pursuit of novel solutions to ethical, social and practical issues. Above all, he could not imagine that his brave reflections on his experiences, which were more varied than most people’s, might be valued by succeeding generations, who would disagree that he had lived in vain.


A wasted life talks only to itself and ruminates only on its own doubts. But there is no longer any need to remain trapped in one’s own time and space. Placing different lives side by side transforms one’s understanding of them. I want more than to hear people telling their own story, taking the traditional path of confession on which autobiography, oral history and various forms of therapy continue to tread. I am more interested by how people affect each other by what they say, and also how they resist being changed by what they hear. The more profound the conversations between them, the more likely they are to reach destinations they believed to be beyond them. For the first time in history, they can hear each other speak from a great distance, which means they can find allies where they once imagined there were only strangers, and when that happens, the temptation to see themselves as victims is no longer so overwhelming. If relationships between different lives generate the surprises out of which the future is made, the gloomy prophecy that ‘clinical depression’ will be the great epidemic of the coming century may not be fulfilled.


‘Read no history, only biography, for that is life without theory.’ So said Disraeli (1804–1881), a novelist as well as a prime minister, but he must have known how much fiction there is in biography as well as in history, deliberately or unwittingly. Biography is meaningless without history, which is a painting of the landscape that surrounds every life, and biography is worthless without autobiography, which is the mirror that reveals what a person imagines himself or herself to be. Critics point out what is wrong and flatterers what is fashionable, but every individual remains to some extent an enigma. Innumerable autobiographies are never revealed or written down, and exist only in the imagination; others are so simplified that they are misleading. A popular magazine specialising in the cult of minor celebrities, for example, advises its readers that they are ‘spiritual’ because they ‘look into their inner self’, ‘authentic’ because ‘they do not worry about what other people think or say about them’, ‘sensual’ because they know what ‘makes them hot and go for it’, and ‘sensational’ because they pay themselves compliments and ‘make a declaration of love to themselves’. This is the doctrine that has been evolved for the solitary self, who is justified in not needing any input from anyone or anything else, and can remain unchanged for ever.


However, it is also possible to see every life as an experiment, which has questions to ask and something interesting to say to those who have not yet shut down their sense of wonder at the variety and unpredictability of human waywardness. In this perspective, a life is wasted if what it discovers is never pondered over, never shared, and remains ignorant of how it appears in contrast to the lives of others, in different places and different centuries. This book is my way of reflecting on the gaps in my life and on what else I could be doing. If as a result anyone is stimulated to reflect on their experience in ways that lead to thoughts that would not otherwise have been born, then my own life may not be totally wasted. A large part of the art of being a couple revolves around discovering what to give to others and cultivating the sensitivities that enable one to receive from others.
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How can people lose their illusions about themselves?


WHEN PAINTING A PORTRAIT, Lucian Freud (1922–2011) often used to shade his eyes and look at his sitter’s face and body a few yards away, as though he was a sailor searching for a distant land or an explorer confronted by an impenetrable forest. Every detail held his attention, every texture, every fragment of clothing was special; nothing was seen as an example of something more general or ideal. Even when painting an egg, he found that each egg was different. A sitter was a mystery, a puzzle to be solved. He made no plans in advance as to how his painting would take shape. ‘The point of painting a picture is that you don’t know what will happen.’ The aim was certainly not to produce a resemblance.


Instead, he wanted to create a figure that was ‘disturbing, by which I mean alive’. To be ‘alive’, a portrait had to ‘involve’ those who looked at it, making them imagine that there was something of themselves in the painting. He himself was less concerned with looking at his models than with ‘being them’. Likewise, he appreciated a novel when it made him ‘almost feel as if I had written it myself’. Did he mean that making a portrait of other people is the way to discover oneself, or to become a different person?


Though he conceded that shocking the public might sometimes be necessary to get its attention, ‘I always thought truth-telling was more exciting.’ He wanted above all to know the truth, ‘to see things as they really are’. But what truth was that? He said of his wife Caroline, whom he famously painted several times, ‘I never knew Caroline that well.’ How then does one get to know another person well, or indeed to know oneself well? ‘Being in love’, he said, ‘is complete, absolute concern, where everything about the other person interests, worries or pleases you.’ But how mistaken can one be about the person with whom one is in love?


Lucian Freud often took a year or even longer to finish a painting, watching his sitters with ‘piercing eyes’, charming and entertaining them with wide-ranging talk, sometimes turning them into lovers, and fathering fourteen children in the process. He observed their every gesture, even when they were hungry, tired or drunk, searching for the ‘glow’. The woman fifty years his junior who was the subject of his ‘Naked Portrait’ remembered that sitting for him went on for seven days a week, night and day, for a whole year; they became lovers, but when the sittings ended, so did the affair. Though Lucian Freud often began a conversation by saying ‘Tell me about your childhood’, and though genitals feature so often in his pictures, his purpose and method were different from that of his grandfather Sigmund, the inventor of psychoanalysis. Not only did he tell his sitters a great deal about himself, and try to include a joke in every painting, but he shunned making judgements, let alone finding cures, and once he had finished a painting, he was not interested in thinking any more about it. ‘My work is purely autobiographical. It is about myself and my surroundings. It is an attempt at a record.’ It was, however, about himself only insofar as it was about what he chose to observe and notice. ‘I don’t want the picture to come from me. I want it to come from them.’ There was no message he wished to convey, no symbolism or rhetoric. ‘I like it if people say very contradictory things about my work.’


This is one of the crossroads, not pointing in any clear direction, at which the art of portraiture arrived in the twenty-first century. Whenever people develop new aspirations, they need a new kind of portrait. In the Middle Ages, when they were more concerned with a person’s ancestors and property than individual talent, it was enough to have a coat of arms rather than the likeness of a face. The flattering portrait, making one look as rich and beautiful as possible, was invented to satisfy the search for higher status and the hunger for admiration. A longing for immortality produces the impassive boardroom portraits which are like tombstones made to be hung on a wall. When every individual is perceived as a psychological enigma, the artist becomes an interpreter of the mystery, and is glorified even more than the subject. The instant photographic snapshot coincides with the belief that everyone can be interesting, but also that everything is relative and disposable.


Today, the rejection of role-playing and deception in relationships, the discrediting of political and business heroes who lie, the condemnation of racism and discrimination, mean that appearances count for much less than they used to. A portrait has to say much more when transparency and honesty become supreme values, and when there is a growing awareness that humans are infinitely complicated, that they are not entirely, or even remotely, what they appear to be.


However, we are all obliged to have a portrait of ourselves in a passport or identity card in which our government describes what it thinks is important about us. Why is it not possible for us to create our own passports, saying what we want others to understand or appreciate about us? Why may we not add new pages and pictures as we meet more people who enrich or modify our view of our place in the world? Why cannot we cut pages out when our hopes die? Of course we may mislead or lie, or be misunderstood. But why cannot our self-portrait passport be accepted as our own original work of art, which says something about our illusions and our dreams and what is not normally obvious? Why cannot we choose the shape of our passport for ourselves, and encase or frame or bind it in whatever idea of beauty we have? Why cannot we draw inspiration from the painter Wan Shou-ch’i (1603–1652), who was also a furniture designer, porcelain manufacturer, carpenter, gardener, temple renovator, poet and musician, and who left thirty-four self-portraits in different costumes to record his many and varied personalities?


It is possible to conceive a passport that would be more useful than a curriculum vitae, which is a misleading boast, excluding any hopes or opinions which might make one unemployable. A passport could be more informative than a business card, which is an advertisement of status, and proof that one is the property of an organisation more worthy of respect than oneself. The compulsory national passport, a relic of monarchical despotism, was abolished as an insult to freedom by the French Revolution, and by many countries subsequently, so that in the nineteenth century people prided themselves on not having a certificate from a bureaucrat judged a better proof of who one was than one’s own word. Even Napoleon III declared that the passport never stops the criminal but merely obstructs the free passage of the innocent. But paranoia about spies in the First World War resurrected passports; and they gradually resumed their role as instruments of control rather than of enlightenment.


This book is my own kind of passport, which allows you to enter my imagination. I need your visit, because my thoughts are nourished by those who cross my path, for otherwise I would be a stagnant swamp of prejudices. My passport is the product of conversations which stimulate my preoccupations and sympathies, and make me aware of other forms of existence. I offer you my passport because I should like to see yours. The world is what is revealed when we each say what we see, when we all shine our faint torches on it.


But why reveal who you really are? The world is filled with polite, shy, inscrutable, unintelligible, tight-lipped, superficial, dishonest and also honest people who are increasingly difficult to decipher, and who for one reason or another do not make public what goes on inside them. Many do not reveal their thoughts or feelings because they are not sure what they think or feel. Many would be braver in their speech if they were more certain of a sympathetic hearing. Many are schooled to believe that they need to be hypocrites. The hidden thoughts in other people’s heads are the great darkness that surrounds us.


According to the teaching of the European Enlightenment, superstition and prejudice are the main obstacles to discovering what the world is really like, and education and legislation can eliminate them. But it is still very difficult to understand the motivations and implications of what others say and feel. The many darknesses that remain still await a second and more ambitious Enlightenment.


There are thoughts that are still-born because the mind is not sufficiently stimulated to bring them fully into being. The pressures of ordinary life are so preoccupying that the more fundamental problems of the art of living are avoided in normal conversation. What is most important is often least discussed. The struggle against censorship is never won, but self-censorship is even more insidious. From the beginning of time, people have wittingly or unwittingly been using contraceptives against thought.


If thoughts are left to themselves, they remain lonely and limp. They become meaningful to others only when they are fertilised by interaction. Throughout history the focus has been on instilling conventional ideas into supposedly empty heads, failing to realise that making ideas is like making love. Ideas cannot just be fed into people. Every individual has sensitivities and memories that shape what they absorb. And until ideas have met many different kinds of ideas, they cannot know their own value. The thoughts that the world hides in its head are only very superficially glimpsed in votes and polls. Only a tiny minority have even a portion of their ideas published in the media or in books. Confession in religion and psychiatry is strictly private. The study of the habits and mentalities of nations, classes and groups does not necessarily reveal what goes on in the mind of wayward individuals. Could there be some other way to bring thoughts out of hiding?


Private thoughts are among humanity’s most important assets, containing the essence of its experiences. A large portion of them are not shared with others, for fear of offence or the damage they might cause, or in the name of privacy, or from an inability to make a personal experience relevant to others. What is recorded in history is only the tip of an iceberg. Too many people never really get to know their own parents, or never pass on their intimate thoughts to their children, and regret it. Too many governments set an example of secretiveness, claiming that chaos would follow if their motives or their incompetence were revealed. All the learned studies of lying are adamant that social relations would collapse if people stopped lying. Business and politics have been relying increasingly on half-truths, employing more and more experts to conceal as much as to reveal. Even sport has been contaminated. Even scientific research is plagued by assertions that are not evidence-based. Intimate relations in private life collapse when pretence replaces trust. Secrecy is the illegitimate child of fear. Who will have the courage to insist that we do not have to live in a world held together by lies?


Individuals have recently been crawling hesitatingly out of the burrows they call privacy, painting a portrait of themselves in words or music of many kinds, proclaiming on the internet that they exist and want to know what other existences there are in the vast unknown space around them. On the web’s social networks they have mainly specialised in brief and superficial exchanges with hundreds of ‘friends’ they have never met. Of the over a hundred million bloggers who are effectively writing non-stop autobiographies of sorts, half say they feel misunderstood outside their own small community. Their monologues, like those of autobiographers, cannot be the last word in self-expression. Self-expression cannot be the last child that freedom will bear. Introspection cannot be the only path to self-knowledge.


I think in response to the thoughts of others. Of the millions of thoughts that enter my mind, a few impregnate it and give birth to new thoughts. Ideas are never sure who exactly their parents are, since they are ceaselessly matchmaking, flirting and making love in search of congenial partners. I cherish the moments when other people’s thoughts do not arrive simply asking for a quiet place to sit in my memory, but seem to press a button in my head that switches on the light, illuminating my beliefs on that particular subject, clarifying them by juxtaposing a contrasting view and stimulating a modification I had not previously imagined. I like them above all to forge a link to people or ideas that previously seemed irrelevant.


I give no time to the solitary pursuit of that age-old riddle, ‘Who am I?’ I find other people much more interesting than the repetitive or self-deceiving reflections I can have by scraping the barrel of my own memories, or the labels I stick on myself in my efforts to establish my so-called identity. ‘If I knew myself, I would run away,’ said Goethe. I feel even more strongly, I cannot know myself. Though self-knowledge has from the beginning of time been paraded as the indispensable tool for a successful life, it remains as elusive as ever. The self-portraits from which I have quoted in the previous chapter are examples of how blurred is the vision that people have of themselves when they rely on introspection. There must be many more ways of talking or writing about oneself still to be tried, or of painting, sculpting, filming oneself, which are not narcissistic, self-indulgent, nostalgic or complaining. The art of portraiture and self-portraiture is waiting to be reinvented.


Instead of ‘Who am I?’ the question I prefer is ‘Who are you?’ That is how a conversation starts and how a self-portrait is born. Few people will or can just sit down and write an autobiography which they feel does them justice, and is not mere reminiscence and anecdote or an exercise in egoism. Many more enjoy a conversation, and in a conversation they sometimes find themselves trying to explain who they are, which is in effect the beginning of a rough sketch for a self-portrait.


I am interested in people who feel starved of the kind of conversation that is not just superficial chat, or gossip, or argument, or professional shop talk. I have no desire to revive the supposedly lost art of conversation, because so much of what passed for conversation in previous centuries was ruled by etiquette, where you said what you were expected to say, flattering the powerful and trying to show your superiority over those you despised. I do however want to discover how other people see the world and what is most important to them, as well as what is important to myself. When two people converse with mutual respect and listen with a real interest in understanding another point of view, when they try to put themselves in the place of another, and to get inside their skin, the world becomes a different place, even if it is only by a minute amount. They lift the mask behind which almost every person hides, even if only partially, which is more effective in establishing equality between two people who have the courage to be open with each other than any law can be. It is possible to confess one’s sins to priests, but they will not confess their sins in return. One can pour out one’s anxieties to psychiatrists, but they will not ask one for opinions about their own anxieties.
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