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‘Like the thinkers he discusses in the third section of this miscellany – Plato, Emerson, Jung and Bernard Williams, to name
         but a few – Grayling is not afraid to engage with his fellows and their times. He avoids needless technicality and is prepared
         to allow that non-philosophers are capable of engaging with the issues at hand. Add to that an elegance of style, a sense
         of humour and the ability to juxtapose serious musings with wild and wacky facts (note the sections on stomach stapling) and
         you have an easily digestible form of philosophy’

Fiona Ellis, TLS

      ‘There ought to be more general philosophy books like this. Short chapters that openly ponder questions without intending
         to resolve them … A. C. Grayling has perfected the art of a philosophical vignette … it’s a skill here put to use across themes
         as diverse as manners, capital punishment, white-collar boxing and the ideas of Edward Said. Each chapter is a finely balanced
         portion of information, analysis, allusion and often profound reflection written with graceful authority … There aren’t many
         books where you can skip from Nudity to The Crisis of Thought in a matter of minutes’
      

      Beth Pearson, Glasgow Herald

      ‘A. C. Grayling makes a good argument that reading the novel enlarges our sympathies, to which is added that it is necessary
         to the good life in the good society … There are fine pieces on achieving a philosophy of life of the ancient Epicureans,
         Stoics and the like that will help us with the fact of death to come. There is eloquence on eloquence as distinct from rhetoric
         … He is opinioned but not opinionated. He is good with words … Most of the pieces are well above the category of classy journalism.
         His own and the thoughts of other philosophers are employed … Is there a better little introduction to Dostoevsky’s The Idiot? A neater report on fences, physical and mental? Here is a book worth talking to’

Ted Honderich, Guardian

      ‘Perhaps it takes someone with the initials AC to make philosophy current and he does so with tact, expertise and that rare
         ability of clarifying complex ideas without condescension. This collection of Grayling’s varied essays includes musings on
         such ticklish topics as solitude, rhetoric, Edward Said and nudity. Superb’

Ham & High
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      Introduction

      ‘A nod is as good as a wink to the wise,’ says an old proverb, and one meaning of this is that to the receptive mind a hint is
         as good as – and often perhaps better than – a treatise. I say ‘often perhaps better’ because something that prompts thought
         without overwhelming it, coercing it, or drowning it in excessive detail, has something to recommend it – not least because
         it allows the thought in question to develop into something that is the thinker’s own.
      

      The miscellany to follow is one of nods and winks in just this spirit. It takes a certain ingenuous faith – but I have it
         – to believe that people who read and reflect will more likely than not come to judge things with liberality and truth. Part
         of what such people do is to engage in conversation – with themselves, with other people, with the books they read, with the
         ideas they contemplate – and it is this conversation that leads to the good. The essays in the following miscellany are conversational
         contributions likewise – conversational contributions not academic dissertations, consisting for the most part of short pieces
         that aspire only to suggest or observe.
      

      Almost everyone wishes to live a life that is satisfying and fulfilling, in which there is achievement and pleasure, and which
         has the respect of people whose respect is worth having. Such a life is one that adds value – to the experience of the person
         living it, and to the world that the person occupies. To add value to things involves making good choices. To make good choices
         requires being informed and reflective. To be both these things one must read, enquire, debate and consider.
      

      One of the best ways of adding value to the world is to be satisfied and fulfilled – let us for short say: happy. Being happy
         in this sense is by itself a good, and it has the marvellously lucky addition that it is impossible to be truly happy when
         people around you are not; for our natural sympathies make the happiness of others a part of our own. This fact is a logical
         function of another fact, which is that we are essentially – crucially, inescapably – social creatures, which means that the
         good life for any individual is one that in significant part has to be connected to a community effort to create the good
         society – the society where individual good lives can flourish.
      

      Do not be misled into thinking that this is saccharine sentiment merely. All you have to do is think of your neighbourhood
         hit by rockets, raked by machine-gun fire, without food or clean water, real danger all around, corpses and screaming children
         everywhere; and contrast this vision with another – that of a sunny day in a peaceful town where there are theatres and bookshops,
         schools and art galleries, all accessible to the residents, enhancing and enriching their lives. Go on: really feel the difference.
      

      Really feeling the difference is something that hard experience makes possible; but it is also made possible by engaging in
         the conversation about the good. To repeat: the essays that follow, loosely grouped by theme into reflections on personal
         life, on public life, on some thinkers and on some ideas, are offered as contributions to that conversation, because they
         stem from opportunities to comment and react, review and reflect, which their author’s professional life offers him. It is
         modestly and sincerely done, as the short essay form itself attests; because that form can pretend to nothing definitive,
         but only to offer remarks from a point of view.
      

      The thinkers I write about in the third section of this miscellany were all contributors to this conversation about the good
         life. They were not merely technical types, introverted academics careless of the responsibility that their opportunities
         to read and think imposed upon them, but people engaged with their fellows and their times – a healthful thing for thought,
         because it gives thought real content. The essays here began as prefaces to their works, and the hope is that they will serve
         so still.
      

      This is the fourth in a series of essay miscellanies, all devoted to the conversation about the human condition and the good,
         whether from a personal or public perspective – these perspectives anyway being intimately linked. None of the volumes requires
         any of the others as preface, for each is self-standing; but the perennial themes are not remote from any of them, and readers
         of the others will recognise that there is one main chain of linkage: an attitude, consisting in a belief that everything
         best about the human heart and mind can help their best prevail, and the hope that it will.
      

   
      
      
Personal Themes


   
      
      Happiness

      
      
         Happiness is the only sanction of life.
         

         SANTAYANA

      

      
      How is happiness attained? Debating this question was, for centuries, the province of philosophers and priests. More recently
         the topic became, in contrasting style, one of the staples of women’s magazines, which did not so much debate as legislate,
         although the subtext of advertisements they carried said: ‘Happiness belongs to those who are thin and buy things’.
      

      
      Then the pollsters began to investigate what percentage of a given population felt happy, or satisfied, or rated their ‘quality
         of life’ highly; and vice versa. The ‘World Values Survey’, which began in 1995, makes periodic international comparisons
         of ‘satisfaction’, the latest showing that the ‘most satisfied’ people live in Western Europe and both Americas, while the
         ‘least satisfied’ live in Eastern Europe.
      

      
      Lately this kind of information has begun to attract more attention from politicians and policy advisers, and (because it
         was inevitable that the social sciences should at last bring the question into the laboratory) at the same time ‘happiness
         studies’ have become a serious enterprise even at reputable universities. There are now Professors of Happiness Studies, and
         Quality of Life Institutes, and there is even an academic publication, the Journal of Happiness Studies.

      
      The recent flood of statistical information about what does and does not make people happy ranges from (a) the blindingly obvious: American schoolchildren are less happy at school than
         when vacationing, less happy alone than with friends; through (b) the interesting-because-confirming: the upward graph of
         income in Western countries since 1950 is accompanied by a straight line for reported subjective satisfaction, showing that
         more money does not mean more happiness; to (c) the surprising: the world’s happiest people are Nigerians and Mexicans. (But
         this is not so surprising: both countries are home to highly superstitious cultures revolving upon a popular form of Christianity
         that has absorbed aboriginal polytheistic and animistic elements. The touch-wood character of the religion is coupled with
         lack of moral anxiety because salvation is believed to be within easy reach. The combination is an agreeable one for the uncritical.)
      

      
      Cultural contrasts come to the fore in this plethora of happiness facts. Consider the difference between Japan and the United
         States. In the former, life satisfaction is gained by meeting family and social expectations, maintaining self-discipline
         and a friendly and co-operative attitude. In the United States it is gained by self-expression, by feelings of self-worth,
         and by material success.
      

      
      If there is anything genuinely surprising about the results of so many questionnaires in so many countries, it is that the
         old saw about the unhappiness-inducing character of material desires seems to be true after all. People who care particularly
         about income and status are more dissatisfied, and tend to suffer more from illness, depression and stress, than those who
         place less weight on these things – so the questionnaires tell us. The source of the problem seems to be the invidiousness
         of comparisons: if an individual feels that he compares unfavourably (in income, image and standing) with a target group,
         he will be unhappy.
      

      
      One route to happiness, therefore, is to stop peering over the fence at the Joneses. That does not mean accepting that one
         cannot do better or have aspirations; but the comparison should be with oneself only.
      

      
      The same studies also show that two key factors in life-satisfaction are a sense of being in control of one’s own life, and
         a sense of being valued for what one does. These factors are independent of income and rank. They suggest that a society’s
         aim should be to ensure democracy, employment and job security rather than to goad people into productivity by league tables
         and performance-based criteria for pay and rank. Creating competitive dissatisfaction as the motivating force in people’s
         lives not only undermines happiness, but is a recipe for social instability, not least because of the inequalities that result.
         Inequality, social unrest, low subjective satisfaction: leaving aside the question which is the chicken and which the egg,
         the correlation is persistent and unsurprising.
      

      
      A problem with methodology in the social sciences is that, however careful and clever a study’s research design, what it reveals
         is correlations rather than causes. Social unrest could cause or be caused by personal dissatisfaction; noting that the two
         are covariants does not say which is responsible. And in this arena what one wants is causal explanations.
      

      
      ‘The happy life’, wrote Seneca two millennia ago, ‘is a life that is in harmony with its own nature.’ He was an exponent of
         the Stoic philosophy, which taught that the best life is one lived by those who have mastered themselves, have learned wisdom
         from experience, are steadfast in action, and are always courteous and considerate towards others. To be courageous, energetic,
         capable of fortitude, and attentive to the good things of the world without being their slave – that, said Seneca, is the
         recipe for happiness. There is little in the advice he gives about wealth or status, and nothing about performance targets
         and league tables. The old wisdom and the results of modern questionnaires seem, after all, to have much in common.
      

      
      Given this, perhaps it would pay to put to one side the questionnaires, advertisers and social scientists, and to reconsider
         the question of happiness as Seneca prompts us to: from a philosophical point of view.
      

      
      Everyone wishes to be happy; it is the ultimate goal of all but a few odd folk among whom, bizarrely, might be one or two
         who actively desire misery. But although all who seek to be happy have ideas about what would make them so, they also suspect
         that the secret of ‘true’ happiness is elusive, which is why, in amongst the conventional nostrums for happiness, creeps the
         cold finger of dissatisfaction and anxiety.
      

      
      The first lesson of happiness is that the surest way to be unhappy is to think that happiness can be directly sought. The
         fact is that happiness is an epiphenomenon – that is, something that arises as a by-product of other things, and is only ever
         a byproduct. It comes unconsciously and from the side; it is not and can never be a direct target. It is like the dot of light
         in a dark room which, if looked at directly, is invisible, but which comes into view when one directs one’s gaze elsewhere.
      

      
      And what it is a by-product of is those activities that are worthwhile in themselves, that bring satisfaction and achievement
         in the doing, that give one a sense of well-doing and well-being. Enjoyment of leisure, of friendship, of beautiful things
         and places, of success, are invariable manufacturers of happiness. In the full flush of these things one may not even realise
         one is happy: the realisation might come retrospectively; but it is a fact about happiness that one can have it without knowing
         it at the time.
      

      
      The philosophers of antiquity thought that although it is obvious that (almost) everyone desires happiness, it is far less
         obvious what happiness actually consists of, and that therefore it is necessary to analyse the concept to see what it implies.
         Aristotle described it as what attends the life of reason and practical wisdom. Epicurus said that it is the fruit of moderation
         and quietness. The Stoics said that it is the peace of mind that comes from self-mastery and the philosophical acceptance
         of life’s externally imposed and inescapable vicissitudes, such as illness, grief, failure and death. They all agreed that happiness attends the reflective life of restraint and proportion,
         based on the right attitude to life: for life’s value to us, as Antoine de Saint-Exupéry much later observed, lies not in
         external things but in how we face them.
      

      
      Some of the major religions have taken a quite different view of happiness, saying that although there is no certainty that
         it will be found in this vale of tears, it will assuredly come posthumously to those who keep the straight way. Thus happiness
         is a state attainable in another dispensation of things, not here (meaning: the human lifetime) where the flesh is vulnerable
         and evils abound – unless the felicity of the afterlife can be replicated, to some extent anyway, by the steadfast exercise
         of purity and self-denial. There is a psychological insight at work here: the complete devotee of anything will find much
         happiness in the state, because self-abnegation is very liberating. But this premises the rejection of much in the human condition,
         not the embrace of it; which underlies the contrasting view of humanism.
      

      
      This contrasting view, with its roots in classical antiquity and its fruits in Renaissance and Enlightenment thought, says
         that autonomy is the basis of the good life. The individual who lives under self-chosen and self-imposed laws that answer
         to his sense of the obligations of humanity and fellowship, and appreciation of the value of knowledge, art and nature, is
         in the best position to find happiness, because it is what must attend the endeavour to live wisely through that striving
         for well-doing and well-being mentioned earlier. The aim of such a life is the achievement of worthwhile goals: happiness
         rewards the activity of seeking to achieve, whether or not it succeeds.
      

   
      
      The Good Life

      
      
         No man loses any life but this that he now lives.
         

         MARCUS AURELIUS

      

      
      Prior to Socrates’ time, philosophers in ancient Greece devoted their exquisite spirit of enquiry to theorising about the
         nature and origins of the world. Socrates shifted attention away from those speculations to the question, ‘What is the best
         kind of life?’ His question reflected something dramatically new in the history of Western civilisation. To see what it is,
         recall the last play in Aeschylus’s Oresteian trilogy. In it Orestes is pursued by the Furies because he has killed his mother
         in revenge for her killing his father Agamemnon. He appeals to the goddess Athene for help, whereupon she summons a jury of
         Athenian citizens to try his case. He is acquitted, to the fury of the Furies, who say to Athene, ‘You young gods have usurped
         our privileges; we pursue revenge, but here you have assembled a jury which has acquitted him.’ Athene replies, ‘We are in
         a new world; we can no longer appeal to the warrior virtues, relying on might for right and revenge for justice. In our new
         world people must be civilised, and resolve problems by cooperation and agreement.’ Thus Aeschylus captures a crucial moment
         of change, a shift of reliance from warrior virtues to civic virtues. Socrates’ question: ‘How should we live?’ is central
         to that shift.
      

      
      What Socrates discovered, and what philosophers, writers and artists increasingly realised as a result of the tradition of
         thought he started, is well captured by the Enlightenment, defined by Immanuel Kant as the state in which people take responsibility
         for themselves, and exercise autonomy, the opposite of which, namely heteronymy, characterises life lived under the government
         of something external – gods, ancient scriptures, absolute monarchs, traditions, the blood of the nation – in short, an external
         source of authority that obliges the individual to live as it requires.
      

      
      The Enlightenment ideal, although making autonomy central, also celebrates the essentially social character of human beings:
         people live in communities, and their relationships are among the most important things they have. Kant’s insight comes down
         to saying that the good life is the chosen life, lived in rich and satisfying relation to others. When Socrates said, ‘The
         life truly worth living is the considered life,’ he meant a life which is well informed, has worthwhile goals, and is lived
         discerningly so that one can respond to others well, and live flourishingly for oneself.
      

      
      The foregoing remarks straddle the centuries between Socrates and Kant because something quite different lay between the debate
         about ethics in classical antiquity and the revival of that debate in the modern period, which started in the seventeenth
         century. This of course is the fact that from the fourth century AD until the Reformation a hegemony over thought was exercised by the Christian religion. The Church had a definite idea about
         how people should live, what the aim of life is, and how happiness is to be obtained. Part of this view was that happiness,
         at any rate in the full sense, is secured by living so that one survives into a posthumous existence in which one will be
         permanently in the presence of God’s glory, and therefore will enjoy bliss for ever. In the mortal dispensation of the flesh,
         one might suffer and undergo the agonies of the ‘vale of tears’. There was an extensive contemptus mundi (contempt of the world) literature in medieval times, so called because it premised the idea of the world as a place of disease,
         suffering and disappointment, where life is short, nasty and brutish; so courage in keeping the faith is what ultimately opens the gates
         into true happiness lying beyond the boundaries of death.
      

      
      But both classical and modern thought take a different focus: not upon the transcendent, but upon this present life, premising
         the idea that it is possible to have happiness and fulfilment now, in this world; that life is not something which is about
         to happen, next week or somewhere else, but which is happening now; and therefore this is the moment to grasp, and this is
         the place to be happy.
      

      
      When the debate about these matters revived at the beginning of the modern period, it narrowed its focus for a time from what
         the ancients properly described as ‘ethics’ to what we now call ‘morality’. Morality is of course part of ethics, but it is
         not the whole of ethics. Morality is about some of our responsibilities to others, whereas ethics is about one’s ‘ethos’,
         one’s whole way of life. It is about what sort of person one is. The point can be clearly put by noting that it is an ethical
         matter what colour you paint your house, but it is not a moral matter. What colour you paint your house says something about
         you, your choices, and how you express of yourself – in short, your way of being you. Morality is part of that, but without
         the rest it is only half as good.
      

      
      As a result of the Enlightenment, ideas of individual rights, of transparent and accountable institutions of government, and
         of opportunities for people to exercise a fulfilling autonomy, steadily became more general. As that has happened so the idea
         of ethics in the broader ancient sense has revived, and in the contemporary world people now think – even if they do so only
         implicitly – that how they live is an all-embracing concern, determining what they are and the overall quality of their lives.
      

      
      People who live in relatively peaceful and stable parts of the world, who eat regularly and keep warm in winter, and who have
         many opportunities to exercise their human needs for creativity, enjoyment, friendship and the acquisition of knowledge, are very privileged historically speaking. It means that they have the chance, if only they will take it, to be genuinely
         happy – providing they also work to try to make happier those who are less fortunate than themselves: for happiness cannot
         be complete if it co-exists with indifference to those who do not share it.
      

   
      
      Wealth

      
      
         Wealth unused might as well not exist.
         

         AESOP

      

      
      Aristotle described wealth as ‘whatever money can buy’. This is a surprising definition in two ways. First, it is standard
         now to define wealth in terms of money itself rather than what it can be exchanged for. It is expressed as how much a person
         or country is worth – hence the term ‘millionaire’. Yet it is obvious that a man who has a million pounds untouched in a bank,
         and lives in a miserly hovel on bread and beans for fear of reducing his hoard, is the poorest wretch alive. In contrast,
         a person with a tenth of that sum who uses it to buy books and art, to go to the theatre, to travel, and to entertain his
         friends, is thereby vastly the richer. This, so far, proves Aristotle right.
      

      
      But secondly, Aristotle’s definition surprisingly leaves out the fact, known to all, that there are many kinds of wealth money
         cannot buy. You can buy education, but you cannot buy intelligence; you can buy designer clothes, but not style; cosmetics,
         but not beauty; sex, but not love. Doubtlessly, money can buy help towards style, beauty and love. But since it is the amenities
         themselves that are the true wealth, a fact that the great philosopher elsewhere acknowledges, it is an oddity that he did
         not include them in his definition.
      

      
      ‘There is a time when a man distinguishes the idea of felicity from the idea of wealth; it is the beginning of wisdom,’ said
         Emerson. Here Emerson is using ‘wealth’ in the conventional sense of money in quantity, although he would doubtless agree with the coiners of proverbs – who remind us that health is
         the true wealth, and that riches do not satisfy but instead increase our appetites – that we do better to reserve the word
         for what is really worth having, and consign mere bulk of cash, unless it is well and liberally spent, to the category of
         disease.
      

      
      In this respect Sa’di is right to say that ‘riches are intended for the comfort of life, not life for the hoarding of riches’.
         To spend is to gain; but of course, only if what is bought is not the equipment or occasion for empty ostentation. It is obvious
         from ten miles away when quantity of cash outstrips quantity of sense – a stretch limo is a symptom of that state, along with
         the junk and glitter of the lifestyle it transports – and in such cases what money has bought is lost opportunity.
      

      
      In most times and places a large bank balance is taken to be the chief mark of achievement. But if what is counted is not
         the figures on a bank statement but things learned, done, seen and enjoyed in the course of a life – in short, if we counted
         what was spent, not what remains – we would have a truer evaluation of the wealth in a person’s possession.
      

      
      No doubt all this sounds frightfully earnest, and so it is; but no apology is needed, for the question of how to live genuinely
         well is a significant one, given that we each have one life only, and that lives last on average less than a thousand months.
         It therefore matters to know how to live richly, which in turn means knowing what true wealth is. Prevailing views about the
         desirability of getting and having lots of money are the result of the usual attention-span deficit which truncates ‘having
         money is good because of what you can do and be as a result’ into ‘having money is good’, so that when any surplus eventuates,
         the only things its possessors can think to spend it on are banal gestures, sequins and gilt, size and noise, excess, inebriation
         and parade.
      

      
      It is enchanting to dream of what one would do with a sizeable lottery win – more than the kind that would merely pay off
         the mortgage and the washing machine. If you would know yourself or others, enquire what that dream would be. Almost nothing is
         as revealing as what, in the absence of the means, a person chooses as ends.
      

   
      
      Quality of Life

      
      If such a thing as paradise existed, it would be defined by having none of the disadvantages of its advantages. It would provide
         abundance without making anyone satiated or fat; and it would provide pleasure without making anyone bored or diseased. It
         would be a perfect place equipped in perfect ways to offer happiness, fulfilment and well-being to all who cared to benefit,
         without cost. It would do that seemingly impossible-because-contradictory thing of meeting everyone’s wishes – and that includes
         competing wishes – simultaneously.
      

      
      It is a commonplace now, but a true one and infinitely worth iterating, that prosperity brings problems, notable among them
         pollution, congestion and obesity. Central to debate about this worthy commonplace is an abstract concept, but an important
         one: the idea of ‘quality of life’. In paradise, life is all quality; in the real world, as yet more fruits of wealth fall
         into our grasp, the problems they bring with them worsen. It is a Faustian contract, in which sunlight does not shine without
         multiplying shadows elsewhere.
      

      
      The phrase ‘quality of life’ once exclusively denoted environmental concerns. Clean air and water, noise abatement, control
         of rubbish and vermin, provision of parks and playgrounds – such were the first desiderata, and nothing has diminished their
         importance. They once – in other centuries – used not to matter. Just think of drains: chamber pots used to be emptied from
         windows into the street below, and passers-by had to look out for themselves. London acquired a sewage system only when, one
         hot nineteenth-century summer, the Thames’s filth backed all the way up to Westminster, and its stench penetrated Parliament. An act was rapidly passed, at last
         reducing East End deaths from typhoid and dysentery.
      

      
      Environmental improvements continued fitfully thereafter: smokeless fuel ended London’s notorious and fatal fogs, unleaded
         petrol removed one threat to child mental development. But optimism is misplaced. Recent research has revealed a terrible
         fact: that an average British body carries a cocktail of more than thirty toxic chemicals, acquired from sofas, carpets, hair
         sprays, shampoos, computers, non-stick pans, canned foods, TV sets and much besides. The Faustian contract not only persists,
         but the devil’s side is winning: nearly 90 per cent of the 100,000 chemicals in industrial use in Europe have been insufficiently
         researched for their human toxicity, and their use is growing in the relentless pursuit of providing ‘competitive’ (read ‘cheap’)
         transport, food, clothing, and much else.
      

      
      Government action is obviously appropriate in these matters. Is it also appropriate for obesity and smoking? Some say these
         involve personal choice and responsibility only, and that thinking otherwise has civil-liberty implications. But both take
         billions from the taxpayer and the economy every year in health costs; so here public and private concerns compete. Bernard
         Mandeville, whose ‘Fable of the Bees’ anticipated Adam Smith’s theories, said that private vices (greed and other appetites)
         produce public benefits (wealth). In this case private vices produce public burdens, giving the public an interest in intervening
         to promote the corresponding virtue.
      

      
      Mention of private choices reminds one that there is a whole other dimension to debates about quality of life. As the philosophical
         tradition has consistently taught, the true quality of anyone’s life is primarily a question of how it is lived, what goals
         it serves, and what principles govern it, irrespective of external factors. Rome’s poet of the good life, Horace, gave masterly
         expression to an ideal he had learned while studying philosophy at Athens: that of the simple life, graced by amity and friendship. ‘My prayer is for a garden with flowing water and trees nearby,’ he wrote. In the conditions of his time –
         Rome in the last century BC – the idea of a retreat far from the dangerous world of the capital was not only an attractive but a feasible one.
      

      
      In the tumult of contemporary Western life an Horatian idyll might still be possible, but only for a few – mainly and paradoxically,
         those rich enough to afford it, or those who can find wealth of experience in poverty. Unless, of course, the idyll is understood
         symbolically – and in fact Horace intended this, for he described his philosophic retreat as even more a state of mind than
         a physical place. And given the pollutions of thought and emotion generated by the contemporary world’s heat, noise and affray,
         such a thing is obviously more than just a possibility: it is a possession to covet.
      

   
      
      Manners

      
      In a world of atrocities and conflicts, suicide bombings, assassinations, wars, torture, genocide and ethnic cleansing, where
         can one find a basis for morality? The answer is surprisingly simple though easily forgotten. It lies in the minor transactions
         of ordinary life; for, given that morality fundamentally concerns how we treat each other, its starting point is: good manners.
      

      
      Manners have a bad press among cynics, who variously describe them as the most acceptable form of hypocrisy or, at best, a
         fictitious form of benevolence. They have even been dismissed on the grounds that only unattractive people need them (this,
         predictably, was said by Evelyn Waugh, who added in explanation, ‘the pretty can get away with anything’).
      

      
      Such views are profoundly mistaken. Manners are central to the true morality; they are the lubricant of social relations,
         the sweetener of personal intercourse, and the softener of conflict. Without them society itself would be impossible. Answers
         to questions about how a complex, pluralistic community should cope with the stresses of internal difference and competition
         have to put civility at their heart, because nothing else – certainly not the blunt instrument of law nor the despairing council
         of social apartheids – can do nearly as well.
      

      
      It is a mistake to confuse manners with etiquette. Knowing the rituals of decorum and precedence, and what cutlery to use
         in what order at dinner, or how genteelly to peel one’s apple with a knife and fork, are all very well in their way; but such
         niceties too readily collapse into affectation, like raising the little finger when drinking, and worrying about whether to
         pour milk into the cup before or after the tea. Such things are irrelevant beside the real point of manners, which is – quite
         simply – to treat others with consideration. And that might often involve forgetting etiquette, especially when the latter
         is used as a device to snub and exclude. It was once well said that rudeness is the weak man’s imitation of strength, but
         when the mere appearance of manners is used as a form of rudeness too, they become their own negation.
      

      
      Etiquette had its origins in bringing pleasantness to the necessities of communal living. Reformers of behaviour at table,
         for example, managed to bring about the relative peace and democracy of today’s dinner hour from what was once a ravening,
         every-man-for-himself event where meat was torn from carcasses by hand, bones were tossed to the floor, spitting and various
         unmentionable activities took place right there at the board as eating and drinking proceeded – a species of gustatory mayhem,
         premised on imperatives of quantity and haste. And what was characteristic of the table was even more so of the street, once
         as much a public lavatory as a path between destinations.
      

      
      Castiglione was one of the tamers of such grossness, advising his contemporaries how to comport themselves better, for example
         by not scratching their lice in public. But he recognised that, although etiquette is an expression of manners, it is not
         only not the whole of manners, but neither necessary to them nor a substitute for them. For he too saw that the point of manners
         is, fundamentally, consideration, and his pleasing descriptions of the ideal Renaissance individual – a rounded personality
         possessing taste and a well-informed mind, habituated to graceful treatment of others based on thoughtfulness about their
         needs and interests – offer a paradigm of what the well-mannered person should be.
      

      
      In teaching these lessons Castiglione was not being original; he was in fact reprising the concept of the ‘great-souled individual’
         central to Aristotle’s idea of ethics. Aristotle taught that the good person is one who takes each demand for moral decision on its own merits, and tries to find the best path through
         the case, applying practical wisdom and experience, and seeking to avoid the vices that stand on either side of the right
         course of action – as cowardice and rashness hem courage from opposite quarters, and as meanness and profligacy flank generosity.
         A person who tries to do the courageous, the generous, the wise thing whenever he can is ‘great-souled’. The Greek for this
         is the alarming-sounding megalopsychos, it is from its Latin equivalent magna anima that our word ‘magnanimous’ comes.
      

      
      English translations of Aristotle rendered megalopsychos as ‘gentleman’ – not to denote a person holding a social rank by accident of birth, but the sort of person colloquially described
         as ‘a real gent’. It is thus the real gent – the civil individual – whose behaviour binds society together. Happily, such
         people abound, and good-mannerly acts therefore happen millions of times every day, which is why society generally works.
         It is only the ill-mannered few – the uncivil minority: among them criminals and thugs, murderers and fanatics – who make
         things seem otherwise.
      

   
      
      Reading

      
      Reading is one of the essentials – essentials, note: not merely one of the appurtenances or amenities – of the good life. For
         it is not just the familiar pleasures that come from responsive reading that matter, but the effects of these on how we live
         our lives, and what kinds of communities we accordingly create. This point is not always fully appreciated, so one must take
         Wittgenstein’s advice to ‘assemble reminders’ and tell everyone who will listen that reading is more than they think it is.
      

      
      The point at issue can be made in connection with other narrative forms too. But novels are the paradigm because reading is
         an especially focused experience, unfolding in private time, and one that makes a fundamental difference. A play cannot be
         stopped and reprised in the way that pages can be re-read, whether to relish something good or understand something better.
         A novel is all present at once, and can be gone over and back, re-entered, skimmed, sampled or devoured, just as required.
         This adds to the value of its contents. But it is the contents, of course, that matter most.
      

      
      Obviously enough, many novels do not aspire to do more than amuse, please, offer escape and refreshment. But even with this
         modest ambition they provide several significant opportunities to anyone who will read attentively. One is the opportunity
         to consider one’s own experience, seeing in the mirror of the story reflections of one’s world, and the universal aspects
         of oneself, at the revealing angles that result from seeing them refracted into other guises.
      

      
      Another is the opportunity to peer into experiences one has not had, and might well never have, in other lives and ways of life. This opportunity is immeasurable. Being restricted to
         personal experience and the observation only of people in one’s immediate circle is no bar to becoming perceptive and wise.
         But being a fly on the wall in a far wider array of times and places, observing very different lives and thereby having the
         chance to spectate, and perhaps even sympathise with, choices and desires that have never occurred to one, or are not part
         of one’s own repertoire – that is the gift that comes from thoughtful reading even of averagely good novels. The better the
         novel, the richer the possibilities it offers in this as in all its other dimensions (of pleasure-giving and the like). Perhaps
         ‘great literature’ is literature which, among its other qualities, best discloses to us different worlds, or deeper aspects
         of our own world, and teaches us how to feel more generously, discriminate more finely, and understand more comprehensively
         as a result.
      

      
      These things matter for a special reason: they promise an enlargement of our sympathies. That, to repeat, is by far not the
         only thing novels do for us, and it is not the only way our sympathies can be educated and expanded; but it is an exceedingly
         powerful way, and throughout human history storytelling has been a central means of informing people about possibilities beyond
         their personal sphere, and inviting them to understand those possibilities better.
      

      
      And the enlargement of our sympathies matters crucially, because sympathy is the basis of moral community. To sympathise with
         others is to understand their interests, needs and choices, and to see these as relevant to decisions about one’s own choices.
         It is also, and more, to see others as having a claim on one’s concern, just as one expects to be taken into account by others
         in turn. When these mutualities are in place, society functions far better than just adequately. Because reading promotes
         insight into oneself and others, it thereby helps promote the good life in the good society.
      

   
      
      Attitudes

      
      No one can avoid being a target of terrorism, not even those who cannot possibly have had a quarrel with anyone, such as the
         many children who have been among terrorism’s victims in attacks all over the world.
      

      
      Given this, how should individual non-combatant citizens fight terrorism – apart, obviously, from being vigilant about suspicious
         packages in public places? The answer is: by their attitude. Attitude is very consequential stuff. It determines everything
         one does, from falling in love to voting for one candidate rather than another. As Antoine de Saint-Exupéry said, ‘The meaning
         of things lies not in things themselves, but in our attitudes towards them.’
      

      
      A natural attitude to take towards those who commit indiscriminate mass murder in the name of their chosen ideology or faith
         is contempt. Some observe that it takes intelligence to plan, and courage to carry out, a terrorist atrocity; but that dignifies
         matters too far (there hardly seems anything brave about killing defenceless civilians of all ages). The very idea of blowing
         up a crowd of unsuspecting strangers because you hate them in the abstract, or their government, or the culture to which they
         belong, smacks of something subhuman, something morally cretinous: a kind of moral subnormality so lacking in imagination
         or human sympathy that it can set at nothing the theft of a random number of lifetimes, while condemning many more lifetimes
         – those left behind – to grief.
      

      
      It is of course a matter of attitude for the morally cretinous too. But what an attitude! Imagine some people eating breakfast,
         taking their children to school, choosing books at the library, concentrating on computer screens at work, planning to visit
         their parents next weekend; then imagine (try to imagine) suddenly and gratuitously killing them for no better reason than
         that they hold a certain nationality, live in a certain part of the world, or do not share one’s religion. Is this imaginable?
         Not for a normal person. Only by means of a twisted attitude, something that has ceased to be the human attitude and become
         a function of perversion, hatred and cruelty, can it become so. What are the historical precedents? They include Hitler’s
         henchmen and Stalin’s executioners. Well: one sees that terrorist organisers of suicide bombings in cafés and trains are in
         good company.
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