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How To Use This Ebook
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Introduction


It is difficult to find a satisfying way to fill the gaps in the day. This book, a collection of unusual philosophical distractions, is supposed to help. Each chapter is an invitation to engage with a provocative problem or thought, posed by philosophers living and dead. The shortness of each is supposed to maximise the enjoyable part of doing philosophy: thinking about it. I have no thesis that I am trying to promote. My only aim is to throw up the odd thoughts of others, hopefully in a way that is accessible and amusing.


I do not assume that the reader has any knowledge of philosophy. Nonetheless, the selection is fairly eclectic and obscure. There should be plenty that is unfamiliar, even to those who know the subject. I have tried to capture something of what is strange, exciting and even irritating about philosophy. To deal with the best provocations, it is inevitable that a book like this will present difficult material. The chapters do not have to be read in order. I recommend dipping into the book at random and reading one at a time. Once you’ve read one, I recommend reading it again.


This is the first book in a series. The loose theme of this one is life and death, which I suppose is as broad a theme as possible. More specifically, it is about life’s pleasures and death. On the former, it includes eating, sex, laughing and laziness.





1 Eating Like an Animal


Would you rather live like a dog? Ask yourself this the next time you are greeted by one. Compare the dog’s mood with that of its owner. Switching places might be tempting, but you probably don’t think a dog’s life would be best for you. It is no life for a human. J. S. Mill (1806 – 73) made the same point, though he wrote about pigs. He said it was better to be a dissatisfied philosopher than a satisfied pig.


This thought is not meant to be a criticism of dogs or pigs. There is nothing wrong with the life of a dog, if you’re a dog. They flourish if they can do what is distinctive of their kind. A dog is doing well if it has a clear role within a pack, has a shiny nose and coat, and so on. Aristotle thought it was the same with humans. A flourishing human is one that does what is characteristic of humans. For this reason, you would not live well if you lived like a dog.


For example, you shouldn’t eat like a dog. Beasts, Aristotle tells us, do not savour the aroma of food; it simply excites them because they anticipate eating. They do not care much for flavour either. Making a fuss over dinner, then slowly enjoying how it tastes, is characteristically human. Beasts enjoy their food, but what they enjoy is ingestion. Aristotle says that the beasts delight in touch: they enjoy food going down their gullet. Thus, you are beastly, and so not a flourishing human, if you enjoy food in the same way. Aristotle mentions ‘a certain gourmet’ who wished that ‘his throat might become longer than a crane’s, implying that it was the contact he took pleasure in’. He is probably referring to the famously greedy Philoxenus, who also had a cake named after him.


We might organise Aristotle’s argument as follows:





1   To live a flourishing, good life you must lead a life fit for a human, i.e. one filled with distinctively human activity.


2   So you should enjoy your food in a way characteristic of humans.


3   Humans savour taste and aroma, whereas beasts merely enjoy ingestion.


4   Therefore you should savour taste and aroma, not merely enjoy ingestion.


One interesting question this argument presents is whether Aristotle is correct that mere ingestion can be a pleasure. There is something odd about the suggestion that beasts, and beastly humans, take pleasure in the contact of food with their throat. Imagine yourself with the neck of a crane, your mouthfuls sliding down over an appreciable span of time, rather than being swallowed in a moment. To the 17th-century polymath Thomas Browne, this avian fantasy was so obviously disgusting that no true gourmet could possibly have meant it. Philoxenus, who loved music as much as food, must have thought that a crane’s neck would improve his singing voice.


On the other hand, it seems correct to me that we sometimes enjoy simply putting food down into our stomachs. Sometimes one wants to savour a meal, but other times it feels better to scoff a pile of bland grub. On these occasions, isn’t merely filling your belly the source of pleasure?





•   Is the best human life one filled with distinctively human activity?


•   Should we disapprove of the beastly eater? (Why is it so disgraceful to have food on your face?) Can the gourmet be just as deplorable?


•   Can mere ingestion be a pleasure?





2 What’s Wrong with Gluttony?


It is, perhaps, the most surprising of the Seven Deadly Sins. Being a bit of a pig is not, nowadays, regarded as a serious moral failing. However, we are anxiously obsessed with eating and drinking: celebrity foodies show how you can blissfully gorge, even on a budget; a gym membership is necessary to burn the resultant fat that we abhor. We are heading for an obesity apocalypse, or so we are often told. So maybe we can learn something from an older tradition which thought of gluttony as a crucial moral problem.


Consider Thomas Aquinas (1225 – 74), the towering philosopher of the medieval period. For him, gluttony is placing an inordinately high value on the pleasure of eating and drinking. Aquinas did not object to pleasure per se, which he says is ‘essential to happiness’. This latter fact is what makes gluttony so dangerous: we realise that pleasure is part of happiness, and since food and drink are so pleasant, we regard them as the true path to a fulfilled life. For Aquinas, gluttony is placing too much value on the joys of food and drink, and thus being distracted from the true good. Note here that excessive focus on the belly is not just a matter of wanting too much or scoffing too quickly. A glutton might instead be preoccupied with getting the best food, or with dainty preparation. (Think of the fussy eater: it must be organic, seasonal, etc.) So there are many ways, Aquinas thinks, for eating and drinking to be a powerful distraction from the good life. Which is? For Aquinas, this means love for your fellow Man and, since he was a monk, love of God too.
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