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Praise for A. C. Grayling



‘An intriguing, entertaining collection touching on everything from religion to remembrance, credulity to cloning, sex to slavery. Grayling is a careful arbitrator of the great philosophers’ arguments. On the ancient sites of their wisdom, his own insights and consolations sparkle like bright new stones’


Irish Times


‘As the book proceeds, while there is a growing sense of a call to arms in support of Enlightenment values, it never overlooks the necessity for the humanizing influence of the emotions … No one could read this collection of vivid, thought-provoking essays without becoming a wiser and better person’


Literary Review


‘[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 … and you have an easily digestible form of philosophy’


Times Literary Supplement


‘Here is an author who is certainly not cowed by large subjects … There is much fine, delicious writing here’


Sunday Telegraph


‘This enlightened and enlightening task … the whole thing is delightfully brainy’


Private Eye


‘The pieces are neatly turned, well researched and dense with quotations and aphorisms from an impressive variety of writers and traditions. I admire the sheer courage displayed in such an undertaking … there is much to like’


Sunday Times
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Living with Philosophy


A. C. GRAYLING


I applied mine heart to know,
and to search, and to seek out wisdom,
and the reason of things



ECCLESIASTES 7:25
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For Katie:
Tibi suavis daedala tellius summittit flores.






Introduction


There is no wealth but life.


RUSKIN


Of all the questions we can ask ourselves the most important is: how is one best to live? The question has components. How and where is one to find the resources to construct meaning in one’s life? How shall one justify one’s existence and make it worthwhile for oneself and others? How shall one make experience valuable, and keep growing and learning as one does so, by this means attaining a degree of understanding of oneself and the world?


As regards resources, some philosophers have said that the answer is: art, love and the pursuit of knowledge. Attentiveness to these, and their fruits, helps in finding the richly complex answer to the general question. In part these resources do it by promoting the powers of observation and discernment connoted in Pater’s remark that ‘it is only the dullness of the eye that makes any two things seem alike’ – for while the eyes of the mind are dim, they see none of the satisfactions that exist in particularity, excellence, and depth; and one will therefore have little of these things to give in return.


In The Trial Kafka explored the traditional sources of meaning (to love and art he added, as most have done, religion – that invention of the serpent in Eden) and claimed to find them wanting. Perhaps he thereby anticipated the ‘postmodern’ despair over the fact that the Enlightenment, despite its philosophy and hopes for education, did not succeed in civilising the human spirit, which remains enthralled to war, injustice, rapine, superstition, intolerance and racism. But those who defend Enlightenment values reply that reality has not shattered their dream of the heavenly city to be built on earth. Instead, it strengthens it. No one is naïve enough to think that the dream can come fully true, but that is not the point. The point rather is to make it come as true as possible. It is enough of a duty and a prize for some that they feel life’s worth resides precisely in fighting for that goal, trying to enlist as many as possible to join the enterprise, and to help carry the hope head-high through the dirty waters of history. What would the world, and life in the world, be like without such hope? Hopelessness in this regard is the prompt for two kinds of suicide: the literal kind, and the kind in which people slay their autonomy and rationality by trying to believe that since this world is no good, there must be a posthumous alternative where all will be better.


Is talk of ‘art, love and knowledge’ mere cliché, mere piety? No. If it sounds like either it is because we have long recognised the truth that they are our best resources. Saying it is like saying something as obvious yet true as that one must eat to live – and these resources feed the spirit. It is a matter of the states they induce in us, and what they make of us. They offer us nothing less than the chance to live flourishingly, richly, each pulse filled with significance, where such living spills over with return, giving something back to what prompted it. Contrast such living with boredom, suffering, impoverishment of spirit, fear, hatred – and one sees the force of Epictetus’s question, when, after discussing the considered life with his pupils, he asked them: ‘How long will you delay to be wise?’


A civilised society is one which never ceases having a discussion with itself about what human life should best be. Some would, with justice, say that if we want ours to be such a society we should all take part in the discussion. This book is, with appropriate diffidence, an attempt at such a contribution. It consists of short informal essays about aspects of ethics, ideas and culture. It is a miscellany, the essays having begun life as independent entities; but their arrangement is deliberate, for they group together, and occasionally link together, in ways designed to add to the topics addressed in neighbouring essays. But they are a miscellany nonetheless; and each asks no more than to be read on its own.


The essays are mostly brief and suggestive rather than long and discursive, for they are not intended to be academic disquisitions, but remarks, comments, prompts to reflection merely – or goads when they provoke disagreement. Their purpose is not to tell readers what to think, only to remark what has been thought (and sometimes what their author thinks) about some of the things that matter in the debate in question.


As with the contents of its predecessor volume – The Meaning of Things – most of the essays here began life in the Guardian newspaper’s Saturday Review. In their weekly appearance on the back page of that Review their usual (though not invariable) intention was to apply considerations of philosophy to concrete situations in life. That remains the aim here.


I have included essays from other sources too, and a few pieces that began as book reviews, chosen because the books that stimulated them add much to the topics under discussion. And because books, and the reading and criticising of books, are a significant vehicle for the debate society has with itself, I have included discussion about reading and reviewing – not just to remind us of Lichtenberg’s remark that ‘a book is a mirror: if an ass peers in do not expect an apostle to look out’, but because Milton is right when he says that books ‘contain a potency of life in them to be as active as the souls whose progeny they are’ – bearing in mind that they are the progeny as much of readers’ as of authors’ souls.


I have also taken the liberty of including an autobiographical reminiscence, to describe one route into a consuming interest in literary and philosophical matters – prompted by the feeling that, if one is going to write about applying philosophy to life, one might at least show how it first reached into one’s own life.


In introducing this collection’s predecessor I commented on Socrates’ celebrated view that the best life is the considered life. He meant that an unprincipled, feckless life is so much at the mercy of chance, and so dependent on the choices made by others, that it is of little real value to the person living it. He further meant that a thoughtful life is shaped by aims and strengthened by integrity, so that, to the fullest extent possible for creatures caught in the webs of society and history, it is lived with purpose. After making these points I likened reflection to inspecting a map before a journey, which, although it is not the same thing as travelling, at least provides necessary orientation. ‘A person who does not think about life is like a stranger mapless in a foreign land,’ so the simile ended; ‘for one such, lost and without directions, any turning in the road is as good as any other, and if it takes him somewhere worthwhile it will have done so by the merest chance.’ Chance can sometimes be a happy giver, and no one should shut the door against serendipity; but Matthew Arnold implies better counsel when he says, ‘They, believe me, who await/ No gifts from chance, have conquered fate.’





Moral Matters






Emotion


Let my heart be wise; it is the gods’ best gift.


EURIPEDES


In the form of old wives’ tales, saws, assumptions and superstitions, mankind has accumulated a vast miscellany of wisdom and folly in its history. Folly tends to predominate over wisdom because it is usually easier to understand and more convenient (or exciting) to believe; but a little reflection usually sifts one from the other.


Sometimes, however, investigation reveals genuine insights in beliefs which at first appeared vague and only anecdotally supported. One such is the effect of emotion on health. There is now serious scientific scrutiny of this commonplace belief, bringing medicine, neuroscience, microbiology and psychology together to explore how stress and depression might make us sick, and whether an optimistic outlook can help us either protect against, or more effectively recover from, illness.


Although medical professionals have always recognised that states of the body affect states of mind – a simple proof is the way psychotropic drugs alter mood, as indeed do foodstuffs, dancing, the weather, and everything besides – and have also accepted the general belief that, somehow, the causal chain works in reverse too, in the direction mind-to-body, it is only now that proper research has begun into quantifiable questions about how this second and more mysterious direction works – and has started looking at the most likely places, viz. the three subtle and hugely complex communication networks of hormones, the nervous system, and the immune system. Among the benefits that might result from this research is a way of combining psychological with physical therapies to enhance the latter’s effectiveness, perhaps even – in the case of stubbornly depressive or pessimistic personalities – by combining psychotherapy with antibiotics, hypotensives, or whatever was required for the physical affliction in question.


The quickening of scientific interest in the emotions has included work by cognitive psychologists, whose studies on the influence of feelings on reasoning have found that just as too much emotion is bad for reasoning, so is too little. They show that the dispassionate Mr Spock of Star Trek would be a liability if he existed, because he lacks the kind of responses which conduce to good decisions and effective action in normal circumstances.


The role of emotion in reasoning has long been negatively viewed. Since Plato, most philosophers have held that emotions interfere with rationality. Plato likened the thinking part of the soul to a charioteer driving two powerful horses, each representing an emotional aspect of the self: one is aspirational and tries to fly up to heaven, the other is appetitive and plunges wildly towards earth. Reason, the charioteer, struggles to bring them into harmony – and to make them fly upwards together.


Stoicism was the school of philosophy which formed the outlook of educated men for five hundred years before the advent of Christianity. It premised the idea that mastery of the emotions is fundamental to a virtuous life. It taught that unless we cultivate indifference to what happens outside our control in the world, while at the same time strictly governing the thoughts, desires and feelings that arise within ourselves, we will never have peace of mind. This austerely self-denying view underwrites all later identification of calmness, coolness and dispassion with maturity and virtue. When stiff-upper-lipped Englishmen met whirling Dervishes or dancing Bantu, they thought them incontinent and therefore unable to govern themselves; and thought it a kindness as well as a convenience to colonise them.


But wiser reason recognises the true and great value of feeling. ‘In a full heart there is room for everything,’ said Antonio Porchia, ‘while in an empty heart there is room for nothing.’ Reason is a faculty of order and structure; the emotions can be the very opposite. ‘We have hearts within,/Warm, live, improvident, indecent hearts,’ wrote Elizabeth Barrett Browning, thereby putting her finger on why it is essential to allow the emotions their place: for there has to be room for warmth and vividness, generosity and passion, which sometimes goes against prune-faced providence, and changes the world for the better as a result.


This is not to extol unreasonableness. Reason and feeling are equally great gifts, and equally necessary. If either is untempered by the other, the result can only be spiritual and intellectual impoverishment – yielding a life, as Socrates would say, scarcely worth living.





Moral Education


Only the educated are free.


EPICTETUS


One example of the moral perplexities being heaped upon us by the rapid advance of medical science is the case, not long ago, of a woman who found herself pregnant with twins, and decided to abort one of them on the grounds that she was not in a position to look after both. News of this case prompted media-inflamed outrage and a confused ensuing debate. For many people the affair exuded a bad moral odour, but there was no agreement why. For some, simply, it was because a healthy foetus was destroyed. For others it was the peculiar horror of the ‘Sophie’s Choice’ involved. Some claimed that the woman acted irresponsibly, given her circumstances, in falling pregnant in the first place. Yet others were appalled by the poverty that makes a baby’s life an unaffordable option in the contemporary rich West. And some were nauseated by the hypocrisy of the ‘pro-lifers’ who offered the pregnant woman money to keep both foetuses, in view of the links between their lobby and political views indifferent to poverty in general.


To most commentators this lack of agreement was a mark of moral disarray, of collapse in agreement about where the horizons of acceptable conduct lie. They claimed to see an emerging pattern in episodes of moral disquiet such as this one, whether caused by child murderers, gun massacres, or dilemmas about sexual abuse: namely, the aptness of a single shocking event to cause public panic, a sense that certainties have been lost and that a moral abyss is opening.


Such panic goes with belief that, until recently, there were higher and more widely shared moral standards in our society, making it a safer – indeed, a comfortable – place to be. Usually people think that this golden age of goodness and certainty came to an end with the passing of their grandparents’ or parents’ generations.


This belief is of course false, and it rests on a large degree of historical ignorance. Earlier times and other places indeed sometimes enjoyed spells of moral consensus, usually because of an imposed religious hegemony over thought. But consensus has never been durable; moral outlooks change with time, and human beings have always worried mightily about the fact. For example: Victorian London was a far more violent place than it is now, and it was cankered by child prostitution, drunkenness and beggary to degrees that, despite various endeavours to return us to so-called ‘Victorian values’, are still unimaginable.


Despite the social progress that had since been made, it remains true that society falls into moral panics, and with troubling swiftness. There are many reasons for this, among which is the now familiar one that until recently some subjects were taboo, and so did not provide the popular media with profit opportunities. The media no longer hesitate to whip up lurid anxieties in order to increase sales, in the process undermining social confidence and multiplying fears.


But a more important reason – so commentators observe – is that moral panics occur because the increased availability of information about what happens in our society is not matched by a public capacity to reflect upon and make sense of it. Western societies might be advanced in many ways, but if the standard of debate set by the popular media is anything to go by, their populations are woefully bad at engaging sensibly with new and evolving moral demands.


This last remark is not meant to imply that there are, say, too few religious education lessons in schools. Far from it: religion is part of the problem, not the solution. And moral education is not best done by haranguing people, especially the young. On both counts standard views about moral education need rethinking.


Religion is worse than an irrelevance as regards the inculcation of morality, for the following reasons: in an individualistic society, where personal wealth is the chief if not the sole measure of achievement, a morality that enjoins you to give your all to the poor, that says it is easier for a camel to go through a needle’s eye than for the rich to enter heaven, and preaches selflessness towards one’s neighbour and complete obedience to a deity – such a morality, wholly opposed to the norms and practices not just accepted but extolled in our society, has little to offer. Most people ignore the contrast between such views and the universal instruction to go forth and multiply one’s income and possessions; and obey the latter.


And when religious fundamentalists add a preparedness to incarcerate women, mutilate genitals, amputate hands, murder, bomb, and terrorise – all in the name of faith – then religious morality becomes not just irrelevant but dangerous. With such examples and contrasts, it has less than nothing to offer proper moral debate.


Granted that admonition, whether from pulpit, lectern or hustings, is not the way to promote moral understanding, how then should it be taught? The answer is an old one: by providing and promoting liberal education, which – despite the many obstacles put in its way – has in fact had much success in making the world a better place.


Some preliminaries are required before the idea of liberal education and its ethical promise can be explained. We first need to slip the bonds of the narrow definition of ‘morality’ as this notion is contemporarily understood, and return to the richer and more inclusive classical conception of ‘ethics’. The notion of morality applies just to part of life; for example, to the undesirability of sexual infidelity or lying. No one thinks that culinary preferences are a moral matter, nor how a person works, nor what colour clothing he wears. The ancient Greeks took a different view. For them the whole of life is an ethical matter: living well and flourishingly involves all aspects of life, and one’s well-being and the effect one has on others stems from one’s total character. For this reason life has to be considered – the Socratic demand again – and to be considered it has to be informed. This is where liberal education comes in.


By a liberal education is meant one that includes the arts and humanities as well as science and practical subjects. Education in literature, history, and appreciation of the arts opens the possibility for us to live more reflectively and knowledgeably, especially about the nature and variety of human experience. That, in turn, increases our capacity for understanding others better, so that we can treat them with respect and sympathy, however different their outlook on life. When sympathy and respect are returned, the result is that the differences which cause friction, even conflict, come to be resolved or at least tolerated.


This belief is doubtless utopian; and of course there have always been bad people who relished the arts; so liberal education does not automatically produce better humans. But it can be expected to do so far more often than the ignorance and egoism which arise from paucity of knowledge and lack of insight.


Liberal education is disappearing in the English-speaking West, as expectations decline and schooling narrows into training focused mainly on participation in the life of the economy. It is worth iterating what a loss this is; for the aim of liberal education is to help people continue learning all their lives long, and to think, and to question. New and challenging moral dilemmas are always likely to arise, so we need to try to make ourselves the kind of people who can respond thoughtfully. The alternative is the moral disarray that surrounded the ‘aborted twin’ case, and other similar panics of recent times.





Emancipation and Ethics


Art raises its head where creeds relax.


NIETZSCHE


Modern times began with a revolution – the Reformation of the sixteenth century – and have been driven along since by the many major revolutions that followed: the English seventeenth-century Cromwellian and Glorious revolutions, the scientific and Enlightenment revolutions, the American and French revolutions (in France there were several more in the century following 1789), the turmoil of 1848, Darwin, Freud, the twentieth century’s exponential growth of scientific knowledge, the increasingly catastrophic European wars of the last two hundred years, the Russian revolution – the list is a long one. As the list grows, the true nature of the last five centuries emerges; we see that it has been a seething and often violent tumult. Yet the art and ideas, and the cultural personalities, of this period are the stuff of our own personal histories, for the obvious but inescapable reason that they make us and our world what they are. Anyone who sought to write an autobiography in fully express detail, therefore, would be pressed to do it justice in less than a dozen of volumes – for it would need to begin at least with the Reformation, and it would not have ended even with the twentieth century’s melange of communism, nationalism, separatism, mass production, democracy, artistic experimentation, haste, holocaust, despair, and hope.


Yes, hope: for some, bravely, have found this tumultuous period a source of optimism for the future, seeing it as a history – despite everything bad in it – of burgeoning culture and increasing human emancipations of various kinds. Not even the best efforts of despots and religious fanatics have reduced this power to spread emancipation, although they are the prime cause of its unevenness of pace and reach, and its frequent back-slidings.


But emancipation is always at risk from the usual sources – demagogues, civil and international war, the tenure that superstitions have over the human imagination – so there are no guarantees that progress will continue. If it does continue, one main reason will be increasing commerce between people, and the wealth and understanding it brings. Another will be the yeasting power of education, when it takes people beyond the rudiments required for playing a part in the contemporary economy, and opens to them the possibilities of culture. Significantly, the revolutions which have impelled history in the last five hundred years have all either been, or have fundamentally influenced, the culture of that part of the world which, in this period, was the chief engine of change: Europe.


I use the term ‘culture’ in a non-anthropological sense to mean the human practices and products which civilise – that is, which add amenity, insight, pleasure, significance and value to individual and social existence through excellences of thought, performance, and artefact. Culture in this sense is connected to ethics, not as either a necessary or a sufficient condition for any individual’s doing good to others, but as a necessary condition for the possibility of there being good lives to be lived by individuals.


What is the relation of culture – and especially the arts – and most especially the narrative arts – and most especially among them novels and the drama – to the moral life? The obvious answer, though no less true for being so, is that acquaintance with literature and the arts enlarges one’s insight into the human condition, and thus serves as a powerful adjunct to promoting the sympathies which are part of the necessary basis for morality.


The argument is as follows. Jack will act in ways which recognise, and are sensitive to, Jill’s interests, only if he is able to grasp how things are for Jill, and understands why they matter to her; and, further, recognises that things being that way for Jill makes a claim on some of his own attitudes and behaviour.


Any Jack’s gaining access to any Jill’s perspective on life thus demands a degree of sympathy. But when Jill’s interests and aims lie outside the normal range of Jack’s own experience, his ability to sympathise with Jill’s concerns enough to be considerate about them in relevant ways, will require him to see beyond his own usual range. Most people can learn about the needs and interests of others by extrapolating from their own experience and from their observation of people around them; but if these were the only resources for insight, the scope of an individual’s sympathies would be limited. And this is where the narrative arts come in. Exposure to the narrative arts overcomes that limitation: it enormously widens an attentive individual’s perceptions of human experience, and enables him – vicariously, or as a fly-on-the-wall witness – to see into lives, conditions and experiences which he might never encounter in practice. This extension and education of the sympathies is therefore the basis for a richer moral experience and a more refined capacity for moral response.


An immediate problem with these thoughts is that there were no doubt SS officers at Auschwitz who returned from their day’s work to read Goethe and listen to Beethoven on the gramophone. Does this not destroy the link between art and the good life? Might it not be that Plato is right, and that art in fact destroys or at least threatens to undermine morality? Well: the example certainly shows that appreciation of art is not sufficient for an individual’s doing good to others. But that was not in any case the claim. The claim is that educating moral sensibility through imagination has a general tendency, not a universal effect, and works by heightening morally relevant insight in at least many cases, in not all of which will the insight necessarily conduce to the good (after all, the sadist has to have insight into his victim’s circumstances in order to do what he does; so mere possession of the insight is also not a guarantee of such goods as kindness and consideration). But it is more likely to do so than to leave questions of how to get along with others to the tender education of ignorance, greed, unbridled competition and strife.


The education of moral sensibility with regard to the question of how we should treat others is only part of the story. The other part of the story is the quality of an individual’s own life as he experiences it. Here too the narrative arts have an enormous amount to offer. The idea of making one’s life worthwhile by choosing goals and striving towards them, sometimes deferring present satisfactions in the hope of greater rewards later, demands the imposition of a narrative structure upon it, as if one were the author of one’s own story. And only by being aware of a rich array of possible narratives and goals to choose from can one’s choices and actions be truly informed and maximally free. Once again, exposure to stories – which in part represent possible lives – is a vital ingredient in the ethical construction of an individual’s personal future history.


It might be argued that part of what makes a work of fiction, painting or theatre a work of art is precisely its potential to be a significant element in the interaction between narratives and lives which make certain narratives (or narrative types) immensely important to us, and life-enriching in ways closely related to the two just canvassed. But that raises a question, ‘What is art?’, which belongs to another debate.





Symbols


A person gets from a symbol the meaning he puts into it, and what is one man’s comfort and inspiration is another’s jest and scorn


JUSTICE JACKSON


Robert Mapplethorpe’s famous photograph of a lily is disturbing and erotic precisely because lilies, as symbols of purity, are more often seen in tender religious iconography than in homosexual art representing male organs efflorescing in pleasure. The power and ambiguity of symbols is well illustrated by an extraordinary controversy over another use to which lilies were put, this time as a symbol of Catholic nationalism in Northern Ireland. To the fury of Protestant Loyalists, lilies were planted in the grounds of Stormont Castle, the home of the Northern Ireland Assembly; and their presence was accordingly interpreted by Ulstermen as an insult.


Northern Ireland is a land of symbols, each made potent and terrible by history. Loyalist symbols include the colour orange, the bowler hat, poppies, the crown, and the fearsome Red Fist. The date 1690 and the slogan ‘No Surrender’ are also frequent symbols in the mural paintings marking Loyalist territory. They recall the victory of William of Orange, securer of the Protestant succession to the British crown, over his Catholic rivals at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. For Ulstermen – descendants of Scottish Protestant settlers in the northern part of Ireland from the early seventeenth century onward – they are essential marks of identity and survival.


Nationalist symbols include the colour green, the O’Neill coat of arms, the harp, the date 1916 – and the Easter Lily, the two latter recalling the uprising in that same year. They connect Nationalists to the long history of colonisation by the English – and sometimes of brutal oppression by them, as at the hands of Cromwell.


The sanctity acquired by symbols, and the fierce emotions they rouse, are familiar from religious controversies. In China’s Cultural Revolution temples were destroyed and much devotional art lost through the zeal of Communist atheism, but a far worse iconoclasm destroyed almost all the religious art in England during the Puritan epoch, as an expression of anti-Catholicism. Yet everywhere in Christendom the cross remained a potent, indeed a magic, symbol, the mere gesturing of which was taken to bless, heal, protect and sanctify.


A symbol is a token which carries meaning, often an entire world of meaning, not necessarily because it resembles or portrays the thing symbolised, but because of the associations it raises in the mind of anyone who grasps its conventional significance. The word ‘symbol’ has its roots in a Greek term denoting a half-token which, when reunited with its other half, established the identity of its possessor. By generalisation the term has come to apply to anything which, in a simple and (so to speak) portable way, systematically stands for something very much more complex than itself. Road-signs illustrate the point well: if a driver sees a simplified picture of a petrol-pump, he knows that fuel and other motoring amenities lie close ahead.


The power of symbols to convey much by minimal means has been central to the growth of knowledge. Arguably, the truly distinctive feature of human intelligence is its ability to create and use them. A classic case concerns mathematical symbols. It is one thing to recognise the difference between three apples and five pears, but quite another to grasp all the relationships that exist between 3 and 5: that the latter is 2 more than the former, that one multiplied by the other yields 15, while summed they produce 8 – and so on. The abstract properties of collections of things would be impossible to investigate without the simple but immensely powerful symbolic notation of arithmetic. The Romans did not have a symbol for nothing (zero), and were so hampered by the lack that they were incapable of contributing to mathematical knowledge.


In an extended sense, the role of words in language, and concepts in the realm of thought, is to stand for things, events, complexes and operations other than themselves. The philosopher John Locke was the first to see clearly that almost all knowledge is concerned with general ideas and the relations between them, and that language is the system in which ideas are expressed and employed. Not all words are symbols (many are purely functional devices, like ‘and’ and ‘the’), but those that denote objects and events in the world operate in the same way as symbols, and like their arithmetical counterparts make it possible to bring what is distant in time and space directly before the mind, liberating thought from the confines of immediate experience. In this freedom lies the source of the human intellectual adventure.
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