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To the many committed people who devote their lives to teaching.


 


To those who, with determination, chart the geometry and composition of the future every day in their classrooms.


 


To the professors and teachers of the humanities who, following in the footsteps of Odysseus, shield us from the lotus-eaters and from forgetfulness.










Preface


In the ancient world, philosophers such as Seneca and Cicero wrote short texts known as ‘consolations’ that would offer comfort to readers in the face of loss and grief. They pointed out the universality of suffering and appealed to reason and virtue to help readers navigate the ups and downs of life.


 


The pieces in this book follow a similar tradition. Every new page offers an idea about life, from the search for happiness to the trials of adolescence, the struggles of loneliness to the exhibitionism of social media, and uses the ancient world to shed light on these present-day concerns. Drawing widely on the wisdom of writers like Aristotle and Socrates as well as lesser-known stories from history and philosophy, each piece offers a surprising insight or way of thinking about the questions and concerns of today.










How to Use this Book


You don’t need to read this book in order, just pick it up and read whatever feels right in the moment. If you prefer, you can also look up specific entries for certain situations or moods by using the list of themes below.


 


 


Emotions


Anger        pp. 37, 161


Anxiety        pp. 87, 297


Awe        pp. 109, 377


Compassion        pp. 281, 327


Despair        pp. 239, 263


Envy        pp. 13, 307


Fear        pp. 65, 67, 281


Forgiveness        p. 281


Gratitude        p. 205


Guilt        pp. 169, 277


Happiness        pp. 21, 27, 245, 349


Hope        pp. 87, 95, 307


Loneliness        pp. 87, 239


Love        pp. 7, 45, 97, 135, 175, 295


Nostalgia        pp. 185, 353


Regret        pp. 67, 139


Sadness        p. 281


Shame        p. 281


Stress        pp. 73, 297


 


Home & Place


Belonging        pp. 131, 211


Displacement        pp. 125, 239


Exile        pp. 99, 161


Homecoming        pp. 127, 239, 273


Leaving home        p. 73


Safety        p. 205


 


Life Stages


Adolescence        p. 265


Adulthood        p. 51


Ageing        p. 263


Childhood        p. 279


Death and dying        pp. 43, 207, 277, 327, 351


Midlife        p. 263


Parenthood        pp. 51, 143, 265


 


Relationships & Belonging


Betrayal        p. 275


Community        pp. 131, 211


Conflict        p. 155


Family        pp. 53, 239, 257


Forgiveness        p. 281


Friendship        p. 349


Loneliness        pp. 87, 239


Love        pp. 7, 45, 97, 135, 175, 295


Social media        p. 313


 


Work & Purpose


Burnout        p. 297


Career and ambition        p. 57


Creativity         p. 85


Failure        pp. 39, 67, 69, 233


Meaning and purpose        p. 377


Poverty        pp. 359, 365


Power and hierarchy        pp. 15, 183, 225, 275, 293, 319, 333


Risk        pp. 17, 27, 91, 233


Success        pp. 69, 111, 195


Wealth        pp. 83, 109, 321, 359, 365, 371










THE CONSOLATIONS










In the Beginning


Let’s remember our difficult beginnings. For the newborn child we once were, even the simplest skills required an exhausting effort. Our childhood bicycle threw us to the ground many times before we could tame it. The first time we fell in love, our words and gestures were numbed with shyness and we lacked the courage to make a move. When we started a new job, the slightest tasks seemed like steep hills or slippery slopes.


The beginning is a realm of clumsiness and fear, but also the battleground where the will to live emerges at its strongest. The Roman poet Horace knew this well, for he was forced to rebuild his life from its very foundations. His father, born a slave, strove to give his son a sound education. Horace’s studies, in which his father placed great hope, took the promising young man from Rome to Athens. There, the winds of history found him, disrupting his dreams. Horace met Brutus, Caesar’s assassin, and decided in a fit of passion to join his troops. The war ended in a disastrous defeat. By the time he returned to Rome, bearing the mark of the losing side, his estate had been seized. Humiliated, his wings clipped, Horace struggled to overcome his painful sense of failure, the ghosts of rejection, and the feeling that he was a mere shadow of his former self. Eventually, he became a famous poet. On this path, he learned that the first steps are always the hardest, and he distilled his experience into this hopeful line: ‘He who has begun has half done.’










The School of Leisure


I’ll never forget my first day of school. On the way there, my beloved nanny Maria held my hand and warned me, ‘You’re going to come here every day. Even if it’s raining or snowing. Even if it’s cold and windy.’ I pictured myself facing down storms and gales. I was frightened. Her voice had a harsh note, like my parents’ when one of them said, ‘I have work to do,’ and it meant that we couldn’t play together. School was like work, and they gave you homework, too.


Years later, I was startled to learn that the word school comes from the Greek schola, meaning ‘leisure’. The Greeks believed that hours of study were a time of recreation for oneself, unlike work, which placed you in the service of money or master. Aristotle wrote that ‘the first principle of all action is leisure’. By leisure, he meant education and cultural pursuits. The philosopher Socrates was a great recreational thinker who roamed the streets and the agora trying to convince Athenians to interrupt their tasks and while away the hours in conversation. He embodied an ancient ideal: the dedication of free time to friendship, dialogue between teacher and disciples, and intellectual exchange. Once the basic necessities are covered, the next social conquest is learning and wisdom. The great lesson we draw from the Greeks is that school, though it may be compulsory, sets us free.










Platonic Love


Desiring something beyond reach and constructing fantasies are often the essence of love. When these are its only fuel, we speak of a special kind of attachment – platonic love. But in fact, Plato never concerned himself with the kind of unrequited or impossible love that endures as an untainted ideal. How, then, does the philosopher explain our infatuations?


It all begins on the Plain of Truth, beyond our sky. There, the gods process in perfect circular orbits, followed by an entourage of winged, disembodied souls on chariots pulled by two horses. The gods proceed in harmony, but the souls evince unmistakably human behaviour, attempting to outpace one another, colliding and crashing their chariots. Some of them plummet to Earth with broken wings. Then a body envelops them and they are born into life as children without memories. One day, each person finds someone who dazzles them, reminding them of the radiant world from which they came. The lover gazes upon this beautiful earthly image and feels a warm force simmering inside, while the soul’s stumps itch and its wings strive to grow again. As with the celestial chariot, two steeds tug at the soul. One of these is black and pulls at the reins propelled by erotic fascination. The other, white and obedient, trembles before the beloved. The temperament of the two horses accounts for our inner struggle between impulse and shyness, between the urgency of desire and the paralysis of waiting. According to Plato, this delicate equine equilibrium is love.










Clarity


The world is as bewildering and strange as it is, to a great extent, because we ourselves are contradictory. We know what is good for us, yet we act foolishly. We revere sincerity, and yet we lie. We are generous to some people, yet not to others who need it more. We long to live freely, yet we are obsessed with gaining admission to the group. We are mindful of certain causes, yet unmoved by others. Our complexity causes life to take unexpected turns, and in the face of constant uncertainty, we take comfort from simplistic statements. Manichaean arguments have always offered security by reducing reality to two categories, so that if you don’t belong to one, you must be part of the other: good or evil, truth or lies, civilisation or barbarism, success or failure, with me or against me.


The term Manichaeism dates back to an ancient religion that combined elements taken from Christian, Zoroastrian, and Buddhist doctrines. These beliefs were revealed to its founder, known as Mani. His faith was based on the eternal struggle between two principles, one good, symbolised by light, and one evil, symbolised by darkness. St Augustine, a Manichaean for almost ten years, admits in his Confessions to the appeal of a vision that simplifies conflicts to such an extent. Today, the language of propaganda still tends to resort to this kind of absolute polarisation to promise easy solutions and win supporters. And often, it resorts to the teachings of Mani to manipulate us.










The Air of a Crime


Noir films and novels portray the dark world of crime to explore an unsettling landscape: the other side of dreams. The chiaroscuro of their atmospheres evokes the haziness of human complexity. And in the stories they tell, blind passions come to the surface, along with crime, misfortune, and the world hidden beneath the supposed calm of daily life.


The first detective fiction was written in ancient Greece. The protagonist, Oedipus, investigates the death of the King of Thebes, which occurred some years earlier, under strange circumstances. When he interrogates the witnesses to the crime, he suspects that they are keeping a murky secret. Like Detectives Spade or Marlowe, Oedipus is stubborn, violent, perceptive, and rootless. Abandoned at birth, he knows nothing of his origins. As will later be typical of the genre, Oedipus is pressured to abandon his investigation, yet he keeps going, against all odds, untangling a labyrinth of hints and clues until he discovers a truth he would have preferred not to learn. The king died in an absurd quarrel at a crossroads. Gradually, the memory of that tragic and muddled fight, from which he fled after striking a stranger, emerges in Oedipus’s memory. In a masterful final twist, he also discovers who his real parents are, and the disturbing identity of his wife. The denouement of this earliest Noir is still disturbing today: Oedipus is at once detective and murderer.










Blind Envy


How often the satisfaction we take from what we have vanishes as soon as we know someone else has it better than us. The philosopher Epictetus said that the worst enemy of the fortunate is envy, since it consists of sorrow over things that do not belong to us, which are always the vast majority. The most curious thing about envy, which in Latin means ‘to regard with malice’, is that it affects those who know and are close to one another in a personal, intimate form of hatred. We do not envy the fortune we believe is beyond our reach; we do not envy the distant millionaire; but we envy the next-door neighbour who lives slightly more luxuriously than us or has better luck. For this reason, the humblest success can awaken envy, and thus, this passion is fatal for any form of achievement or excellence. It condemns those who suffer it and can be lethal for those who inspire it. It claims two victims and benefits no one.


An Eastern tale tells of a king who appointed two ministers to the same rank. One passionately envied the other – his wise decisions, his gradual ascent through the hierarchy, his promising future. The king noticed this hatred and wished to teach the jealous minister a lesson, showing him that there is no harm to oneself in the fortune of others, since the moon can shine its light on a thousand waves at once. He said, ‘My faithful servant, I shall reward you. Ask for what you desire, but you must know that I shall give double to my other minister.’ The envious man, his happiness embittered by imagining the other man happier still, chose instead to cause him a double misfortune: ‘My lord, I want you to blind me in one eye.’










Drunk on Power


We select our rulers so that they will change reality, but often, they are the ones who change. The transformation of politicians due to their success and the flattery of their close circle has been described as an occupational hazard. A British neurologist and former minister has listed the symptoms of this affliction: distance from reality, overconfidence, messianic language, a conviction that they are on the path of truth, and the belief that they are accountable not to public opinion but to History with a capital ‘H’. In clinical language, this ailment is known as Hubris Syndrome.


Hybris is a Greek word meaning ‘arrogance’ and ‘excess’. The term described a violent passion inspired by Ate, the goddess of mischief and ruin, who drove heroes and the powerful to subjugate their fellow men. Those abuses ended up having disastrous consequences and were punished by another goddess, known as Nemesis, who was charged with re-establishing balance by avenging the aggrieved. Greek tragedy often displayed this diabolical circle of power, pride, blindness, fatal error, and downfall. In the classical mindset, prudence was the necessary intellectual virtue for adapting one’s own actions to the complexity of the circumstances. The ancients would say that those in government begin to be dangerous when the idea of admitting an error fills them with terror.










In Defence of Secrets


We live in an age of passion for the self-portrait. According to analysts, people share a million selfies on the Internet every day. In their eagerness to turn experience into a spectacle, some are even willing to risk their lives: fatal accidents in pursuit of an impressive image of oneself teetering at the edge of a cliff, balancing on the roof of a skyscraper, or dangling into the void on a mountaintop are increasingly common. The same thirst for attention is shown in the first-person voices of blogs, social networks, and reality television. Amid this excess, words like privacy, reserve, or discretion sound antiquated and meek, while we applaud the supposed bravery of those who most crudely step into the spotlight.


Unlike these stubborn seekers of fame, the Greek philosopher Crates of Thebes renounced his elevated social position and gave up his wealth to live a simple life with only the bare minimum. His breakthrough was to abandon self-contemplation, so as to recover his inner freedom and boldness of thought. ‘My homeland is poverty and anonymity,’ he once wrote. For this ancient dissident, reclaiming the richness of secrets and rebelling against exhibitionism could be forms of resistance, perhaps more than ever in this narcissistic and impatient society of the self and the straightaway.










Flying High


When we watch birds take flight, beating their wings against the wind and gliding along on currents of air, we get the sense that they are freer than us. They awaken our human longing for a simpler life, our yearning to take a breath.


Perhaps that’s why Greek playwright Aristophanes wrote a comedy in which two adventurers, weary of owing money and living on the verge of ruin, decide to flee their debts, taxes, and quarrels, founding a city in the sky where they live like the blessed kingdom of birds. A hoopoe and a nightingale give their human allies the root of a magic plant that grants them the power of flight, exclaiming, ‘To grow wings is a most marvellous thing!’ The new capital of the clouds is called Cloud Cuckoo Land, and to live there is to live in simplicity. But the heroes soon realise the power their position in the skies affords them: the power to disrupt the movement of the gods along their starry paths. They therefore try to impose conditions, just like today’s air traffic controllers. Panic erupts among the gods, who declare a state of emergency and enter into negotiations with the new lords of the sky. The protagonist makes his fortune and eventually marries a goddess called Sovereignty.


Here, Aristophanes offers a fable on the flight from a suffocating reality to establish a new community where anything burdensome can be banished without a thought. Yet even in the best of all possible worlds, ambition remains. The mischievous ending reminds us that power struggles are always present, even in castles in the air.










Happiness Ignored


Do we only know the value of what we have once we let it slip away? Is every paradise a paradise lost? Most of us can’t define happiness precisely until we feel that we have fully experienced it. Often, we recognise it only when looking back, without having appreciated it while it lasted. When our memory turns to the past, we realise that we have left the greenest pastures behind without stopping, almost without seeing them. This is why Goethe’s Faust sold his soul to the Devil in exchange for a single moment of which he could say, ‘Beautiful moment, do not pass away!’ It wasn’t just about happiness, but about the awareness of that happiness while it lasted.


To correct our fleeting fits of blindness, Schopenhauer recommended focusing on what we enjoy with the same gaze with which we would see it if someone were about to snatch it from us. ‘We ought to think often, what would it be like if I lost this?’ he wrote. Many centuries earlier, the Greek philosophers affirmed that happiness can be learned and cultivated, since they understood it as a form of attention – one that captures and intensifies the pleasure of the present moment. To achieve it, they suggested a similar exercise: imagine that you have nothing, reflect in order of priority on what you would wish to be given, and think of how many of these things are already yours. It all consists of knowing what we have with at least the same clarity with which we know what we lack. Because it isn’t enough to be happy – we must also realise that we are, finding a way to perceive our contentment with ease.










Lethal Victories


The battles we win often come at a price – sometimes higher than that of the ones we lose. Triumph breeds stubbornness. How can we give up the fight if we still believe we can prevail? Victory is thus a more lethal fraud than defeat, since it is more skilled at lying. This was the paradox of Pyrrhus, the ruler of a Greek military power who, twenty-five centuries ago, waged war on foreign soil against an enemy whom he deemed inferior and uncivilised: the Romans. From the first clash, Pyrrhus emerged a bloodied victor – the massacre did not spare his own men. Trusting the impact of his initial victory, he sought a swift and brilliant peace. He sought in vain; the Romans announced that as long as he stayed in Italy they would resist with all their might. When the enemy failed to retreat, the impression of his early triumphs gradually faded. In another memorable battle, Pyrrhus put his adversaries to flight. The battlefield was strewn with corpses, 6,000 Romans and 3,300 Greeks, according to chronicles. Then the General uttered a famous phrase, ‘One more victory like this and we are lost.’ The Romans were recruiting new soldiers as if from an inexhaustible well, while for Pyrrhus, each loss was an irreparable blow. Such costly, fruitless triumphs are known as Pyrrhic victories in his name.


In the end, Pyrrhus withdrew, his triumphs in tatters. The experience taught him that sometimes, the presumed victor conquers only a fragile, embattled position. When it rained for poor Pyrrhus, it poured.










Borderlands


Comics originate in the margins – quite literally. The earliest illustrated strips in history appeared on the edges of ancient manuscripts. As the books of the past began to be decorated, intricate designs of dragons, serpents, and creepers wove around the letters, intertwining in a wealth of twisted forms. Gradually, these decorations expanded, until they had taken over the page. They became populated with human figures, animals, landscapes, and lively scenes unfurling in sequences of drawings. These small illustrations were framed with a border of foliage, giving rise to the term vignette, since each picture was edged with vine leaves. Beginning in the medieval Gothic era, tiny scrolls emerged from characters’ mouths, bearing the words they spoke – the precursors to the speech bubbles of children’s cartoons today.


Beyond the text, these miniatures were born to rekindle the human appetite for wonder. Whether highly detailed or wildly fanciful, drawn from nature or dreamed up by imagination, these illustrations show how new artistic forms can arise and triumph in subordinate spaces. The comic, heir to that elegant graphic past, has preserved features that echo its origins. The characters in today’s graphic novels, like the creatures that once dwelled in the margins of remote manuscripts, often belong to strange, hypnotic, distorted borderlands. And like their predecessors, they demand our gaze, fighting not to be left in the margins.










Political Risk


In everyone’s character, there is a flaw to which they are most prone, a personal weakness, a trait especially damaging to the harmony of their relationships with others. For some, it may be cowardice; for others, jealousy. For some, indifference or lack of generosity. In much the same way, Aristotle wrote that each political system has an inherent risk dwelling inside it, threatening to cause it to fail. In the case of democracy, the Greek philosopher warned, this danger goes by the name of demagoguery.


Demagoguery is an ancient Greek word meaning ‘mob rule’. For Aristotle, it describes a method of government in which reason is replaced with an appeal to citizens’ fears, prejudices, passions, and loathing. It entails approaching debate through the language of feelings, impeding the very possibility of calm discussion of political action. Demagogues present themselves as saviours in times of acute crisis and, if they succeed in garnering popular favour, can turn the tide of a political regime and make it increasingly authoritarian. It was Aristotle who identified and explained demagoguery for the first time, defining it as a ‘corrupt or degenerate form of democracy’. Aristotle believed that the structures by which people organise themselves are dynamic and changeable, so that any gains can be achieved, but also reversed, and are always at risk. It is therefore healthy to be mistrustful of those who, in the political sphere, resort to primal emotions in pursuit of a prime position.
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