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Introduction


Reader, lo! a well-meaning Booke.


MONTAIGNE’S SALUTATION TO HIS READERS


In the preface to his little book of miscellaneous essays called Guesses at Truth, the nineteenth-century cleric Julius Hare wrote, ‘I here present you with a few suggestions … little more than glimmerings, I had almost said dreams, of thought … If I am addressing one of that numerous class who read to be told what to think, let me advise you to meddle with this book no further. You wish to buy a house ready furnished; do not come to look for it in a stone quarry. But if you are building up your opinions for yourself, and only want to be provided with the materials, you may meet with many things in these pages to suit you.’ There is little in common between Hare’s outlook and the reflections which follow below, but with these words he provides a most suitable preface to them.


Socrates famously said that the unconsidered life is not worth living. He meant that a life lived without forethought or principle is a life so vulnerable to chance, and so dependent on the choices and actions of others, that it is of little real value to the person living it. He further meant that a life well lived is one which has goals, and integrity, which is chosen and directed by the one who lives it, to the fullest extent possible to a human agent caught in the webs of society and history.


As the phrase suggests, the ‘considered life’ is a life enriched by thinking about things that matter – values, aims, society, the characteristic vicissitudes of the human condition, desiderata both personal and public, the enemies of human flourishing, and the meanings of life. It is not necessary to arrive at polished theories on all these subjects, but it is necessary to give them at least a modicum of thought if one’s life is to have some degree of shape and direction. To give thought to these matters is like inspecting a map before a journey. Looking at a map is not the same thing as travelling, but it at least provides orientation, a sense of place and of how places relate to each other – especially those one would like to visit. A person who does not think about life is like a stranger mapless in a foreign land; 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.


The discussions – the sketch maps – in the following pages are, with proper diffidence, put forward as prompts to reflection merely, or better: as contributions to a conversation. They are certainly not offered as definitive statements on the topics they address. And because I rarely live up to the virtues they extol, or avoid the vices they condemn, no claim to sainthood, still less sanctimony, is implied by them – far from it.


These discussions began as contributions to the Guardian newspaper, in the form of the ‘Last Word’ column in the Saturday Review, accompanied by Clifford Harper’s brilliant illustrations. Most of them are short, some are longer. Each is self-contained, although neither their grouping nor their arrangement is arbitrary. Thus, comments on moralising are followed by some on tolerance, remarks on fear by some on courage, remarks on sorrow, death and hope are placed together, as are those on frankness and lying, betrayal and loyalty, blame and punishment. Other topics which naturally pair – love and hate, for example – can certainly be read together, but are placed apart for other reasons. Mainly, however, the discussions are meant to be read as separate self-standing pieces, and occasionally as clusters, but not as a sequence – for this is not a continuous treatise, but a miscellany prompted by commentary on the daily life of the human condition. They once each had the space of a week around them, adding to their self-containment. But just as all roads lead to Rome, so all these topics lead to one another by more and less direct routes, as a little reflection on the groupings shows.


The book is divided into three Parts, one of which concerns some of the things that are enemies to human flourishing, among them racism, nationalism, religion, revenge, poverty and depression. Doubtless, some will take offence at the inclusion of religion in this category. If all espousers of religion behaved like Quakers or shared the views of Theravada Buddhists, there would be little to quarrel with in religion save its super-naturalistic beliefs. But religion has for the greatest part been, and still remains, an affliction in human affairs, and cannot be omitted from discussion of the considered life.


Yet I believe passionately in the value of all things spiritual – by which I mean things of the human spirit, with its capacity for love and enjoyment, creativity and kindness, hope and courage. Although mankind is the author of much monstrous cruelty, of despoliation, greed, conflict and ugliness, it is also the author of much that is best in the world, which is a reason both for celebration and optimism. Some people seem unable to allow that mankind is the source of what makes the world bearable – pity, beauty and tenderness – nor that it is human genius which is responsible for the achievements of art and science. Such people have to believe in the existence of supernatural agencies as the source of the world’s good, while fathering its evil exclusively on human beings. That is a calumny on mankind, as well as an irrational hangover from mankind’s ignorant and fearful infancy, when nature was believed to be governed by invisible and often hostile powers. One thing that a consideration of life should help to achieve is liberation from such tyrannies of belief, replacing them with informed commitments instead to the human affections, tolerance, and the wisdom taught by individual experience.





PART I


Virtues and Attributes






Moralising


A man who moralises is usually a hypocrite.


OSCAR WILDE


A moraliser is a person who seeks to impose upon others his view of how they should live and behave. Everyone is entitled to a view about what counts as acceptable behaviour, and everyone is entitled to put it forward as eloquently and forcefully as he can. But moralisers go much further. They want others to conform to their views, and they seek to bring this about by coercion – employing means which range from social disapproval to legal control, this latter often being their preferred option. In forcing others to comply with their preferences they show at least several of the following: insensitivity, intolerance, unkindness, lack of imagination, failure of sympathy, absence of understanding, ignorance of alternative interests and needs in human experience, and arrogance in believing that theirs is the only acceptable way. They defend their actions by saying that they are trying to defend others from harm, thereby claiming not only a monopoly on moral judgment, but the right to decide on others’ behalf what is good for them.


When moralisers attack liberal legislation on homosexuality, abortion, prostitution, censorship, blasphemy, bastardy, and other like matters, it is their way of manifesting hostility to lifestyles they personally dislike, and of trying to impose instead their own choices, usually in the form of a traditionalist fantasy of ‘family morality’. They claim to represent majority public opinion – an unreliable beast which few of them would wish to represent on other questions – but that is a dishonest manoeuvre. Their true motives are that they are afraid of attitudes and practices more relaxed than they can allow themselves to be – their timidity, their religious anxieties, their fear that they might themselves be, say, homosexual or libidinous, and a host of personal motives besides, drive them to stop the rest of the world thinking, seeing, or doing what they are afraid to think, see or do themselves.


When the body politic is immune to moralisers they merely appear comical – as prigs and curmudgeons who complain and blame, stamping their feet and waving umbrellas in outrage at whatever is different from themselves or comes too close to their own guilty desires. When the body politic is not immune to them they are a menace, causing not just general inflammation and irritation in society, but downright misery to the people whose ways of life differ from their own.


Every age thinks it is in crisis. Things have got worse, people say, clucking their tongues; crime is up, the quality of life down, the world in a mess. People of religious bent are inclined to think that their personal epoch is so bad that it probably marks the end of the world.


Such sentiments are misleading because they premise a belief that somewhere or sometime the world had something which has since been lost – a cosy, chintzy, afternoon-teatime era when there was neither danger without nor unease within. But when we begin rummaging among these myths to provide solutions to present-day troubles, which is what moralisers do, we are in trouble indeed.


Consider those who praise so-called ‘Victorian values’ and claim that if only we could return to them we would overcome the problems of our allegedly demoralised society. They tell us that we must do as the Victorians did by embracing family life, cleanliness, and godliness, and by working hard and being orderly. In their view Victorian virtue is exemplified by Mrs Nubbles, Dickens’s widowed washerwoman who provided sustenance for her three children in a home that was extremely poor but had, in Dickens’s words, an ‘air of comfort about it’ that comes with ‘cleanliness and order’. It is symbolised by the Cratchits gathering for their poignantly limited Christmas ‘feast’. It is summed up by the Victorian philanthropists who built libraries and schools. Let us learn the lessons here illustrated, the admirers of Victorian values say, and all will be well.


Their game is given away by their measures of society’s ‘demoralisation’. An often-chosen measure is the rising rate of what one of them (the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb) still refers to as ‘illegitimate births’. This is evidence of a thoroughly Victorian and therefore question-begging view of vice. The very notion of ‘illegitimacy’ is so anachronistic that one wonders whether neo-Victorians understand the problems that modern society faces. Even the Church of England no longer speaks in such terms. For there is nothing remotely wrong with children being born to unmarried parents; but there is everything wrong with children being brought up in poverty. All the marrying in the world did not stop millions of Victorian children being physically and educationally stunted because of the inequities and inequalities of Victorian society, where poverty was grinding, the streets of London were vastly more dangerous than they are today, and market forces made child prostitution one of the capital’s largest employers of child labour.


Those of us whose position on the food-chain is a comfortable one very much like the idea of those lower down the food-chain behaving themselves, being quiet and dutiful and clean, living well-ordered, sober, self-sufficient and self-helping lives, keeping their children in order and shackling themselves to the iron discipline of mortgage repayments so that they will be sure to go out to work each day at whatever wages they can command. We like it because it means we pay less in taxes (because there is less crime and less welfare to pay for) and can therefore enjoy our privileged position in life more fully. So we urge personal morality on others because it suits ourselves.


But urging individuals to be moral rarely works. The neo-Victorians’ solution to crime is to urge people to be clean and godly; imagine the dusty answer one would get on suggesting as much to a mugger in the street. The only genuinely practical way to get a good society is through communal morality, that is, a conception – arrived at by debate and reflection in our best mood of tolerant good sense – of how as a society we can order our affairs in the direction of fairness and decency. Poverty, ignorance, ill-health, disadvantage and crime are not merely evils in themselves, they waste the community’s resources. Combating them takes imagination and determination, but it also takes capital investment. The neo-Victorian solution is to wish vainly that the poor, the ignorant and the criminal would read Samuel Smiles and become nicer all by themselves. By now we should have learned, as we look around the streets of big cities where the beggars hold out their hands as in the good old Victorian days, and sleep in shop doorways, and turn to crime in their desperation, that moral exhortation is not by itself the answer.





Tolerance


The peak of tolerance is most readily achieved by those who are not burdened with convictions.


ALEXANDER CHASE


Tolerance is a rare and important virtue. It has its limits, but they are usually drawn too tightly and in the wrong places. Consider the decision by a judge in Madrid who refused an application by the city’s police to order prostitutes in the Casa de Campo to put on more clothes. The prostitutes there are scantily clad in suspenders, basques and the briefest of miniskirts, which the police chief claimed is indecent; but the judge ruled that as that was the uniform of their profession, they were entitled to wear it.


Here was a Daniel come to judgment indeed. The ruling is tolerance itself, and would have been applauded by history’s greatest prophet of this virtue, John Stuart Mill. In his seminal book On Liberty he wrote, ‘Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each other to live as seems good to themselves, than by compelling each to live as seems good to the rest.’


This remark carries a number of significant implications. It defines an intolerant person as one who wishes others to live as he thinks they ought, and who seeks to impose his practices and beliefs upon them. It says that the human community benefits by permitting a variety of lifestyles to flourish, because they represent experiments from which much might be learned about how to deal with the human condition. And it iterates the premise that no one has the right to tell another how to be or to act, provided that such being and acting does no harm to others. These are the tenets of liberalism, a word of malediction among those who fear that unless a tight grip is kept on human thoughts and instincts, earth will break open and demons will rise.


Tolerance is, however, not only the centrepiece but the paradox of liberalism. For liberalism enjoins tolerance of opposing viewpoints, and allows them to have their say, leaving it to the democracy of ideas to decide which shall prevail. The result is too often the death of toleration itself, because those who live by hard principles and uncompromising views in political, moral and religious respects always, if given half a chance, silence liberals because liberalism, by its nature, threatens the hegemony they wish to impose.


To the question, ‘Should the tolerant tolerate the intolerant?’ the answer should therefore be a resounding ‘No.’ Tolerance has to protect itself. It can easily do so by saying that anyone can put a point of view, but no one can force another to accept it. The only coercion should be that of argument, the only obligation should be to honest reasoning. Helen Keller said that ‘the highest result of education is tolerance’, and she was right; one can be confident that in most cases the unbiased reasonings of an informed mind will come out in favour of what is good and true.


Intolerance is a psychologically interesting phenomenon because it is symptomatic of insecurity and fear. Zealots who would, if they could, persecute you into conforming with their way of thinking, might claim to be trying to save your soul despite yourself; but they are really doing it because they feel threatened. The Taleban of Afghanistan force women to wear veils, to stay at home, and to give up education and work, because they are afraid of women’s freedom. The old become intolerant of the young when alarmed by youth’s insouciance towards what they have long known and held dear. Fear begets intolerance, and intolerance begets fear: the cycle is a vicious one.


But tolerance and its opposite are not only or even invariably forms of acceptance and rejection respectively. One can tolerate a belief or a practice without accepting it oneself. What underlies tolerance is the recognition that there is plenty of room in the world for alternatives to coexist, and that if one is offended by what others do, it is because one has let it get under one’s skin. We tolerate others best when we know how to tolerate ourselves: learning how to do so is one aim of the civilised life.





Mercy


He that spares the bad injures the good.


THOMAS FULLER


In a letter to the Emperor Nero on the subject of mercy, Seneca wrote, ‘So that we may not be misled by the plausible name of mercy into doing an opposite wrong, let us enquire what mercy is.’


Mercy is often a beautiful virtue, but occasionally a dangerous one. It is not pity, or kindness, or humanity; it is a specific form of restraint, by which one remits a punishment that is both deserved and due. It is a stopping short of the full penalty merited by wrongdoing. Mercy is often indeed prompted by kindness, or by pity or sympathy, but it is not the same thing as they. Often, when appeals are made on behalf of those who, say, are going to be shot for fraud (as in China) or stoned to death for adultery (as in Saudi Arabia), the appeal is not for mercy but for justice, because these activities do not merit such harsh punishment in the first place. In the strictest sense, therefore, the word ‘mercy’ relates only and specifically to withholding a properly deserved punishment. When we say that Gengis Khan butchered his foes ‘mercilessly’ we are using the term loosely, for we mean that he treated them cruelly or inhumanely. This looser use is now the commonest one.


The opposite of mercy is not strictness – which is a virtue too; as Seneca says, ‘one virtue cannot be the opposite of another’ – but cruelty. To punish a malefactor more severely than he deserves is cruel. ‘Let the punishment fit the crime’ sang the Lord High Executioner; this is the meaning of ‘condign’ in ‘condign punishment’.


Mercy is sometimes described as the support of justice. That is true when laws are unreasonable and unfair, because harsh laws create lawlessness, to prevent which a wise governor will use the opportunity of their harshness to show his own virtue of clemency. But the danger of mercy, even in these circumstances, is that it leads to its own undoing. Shakespeare might have given Portia words no less true than sweet to mitigate Shylock’s legal due; but he has Timon tell a yet harder truth when he says, ‘Nothing emboldens sin so much as mercy.’


There seems to be a consensus on that point. ‘Pardon one offence,’ says Publilius Syrus, ‘and you encourage the commission of many.’ Seneca himself, when not praising Nero for his reluctance to sign death warrants (‘Oh that I knew not how to write!’ repined the tyrant as he did so; Seneca had a good line in irony), has a character in his Trojan Women say, ‘He who forbids not sin commands it.’


The chief reason for being merciful is that we all need mercy ourselves. It is a proper outcome of the pity our fellows prompt in us through our shared humanity; ‘To understand all is to forgive all,’ the French say. And as a general rule, what could be kinder or more civilised than to remit the moral debts that others incur, in the interests of a kinder world? But there is a limit. Those who showed no pity – those who tortured, murdered, beat, gassed, shot, raped, and repressed – and those who ordered them to do it, stepped beyond that limit. The long roll-call of such people in recent world history is too well known to need repeating here. Mercy is not merely wasted on them, it is a licence to others who think they might get away with it too. For them, mercy is misplaced: what is required is justice, for the world’s sake.





Civility


The knowledge of courtesy is a very necessary study; like grace and beauty, it breeds mutual liking.


MONTAIGNE


Despite appearances, the Western world is not undergoing a new immoral age. It is suffering a different phenomenon: a loss of civility, a deficit of good manners. What is often regarded as moral collapse is no such thing; western societies at the opening of the twenty-first century are by many measures better, in ‘moral’ respects, than a century ago: compare (say) Victorian London’s sweatshops, hordes of child prostitutes, and violent street muggers. Rather, what has happened is a decay of what makes the social machine function – a breakdown of the mutual tolerance and respect that allows room in a complex plural society for individuals to live their own lives in peace.


Civility is a matter of mores, etiquette, politeness, of informal rituals that facilitate our interactions, and thereby give us ways to treat each other with consideration. It creates social and psychological space for people to live their own lives and make their own choices. Youths spitting on the pavement and swearing on buses offer merely superficial symptoms of incivility; more serious are such things as invasion of privacy by tabloid newspapers, and irruptions into areas of personal life irrelevant to public concerns – for example, exposés of the sex lives of politicians. Our age is in fact a moralistic one, nauseatingly so; which is a large part of the problem – for moralistic attitudes are intolerant, and intolerance is one of the worst discourtesies. To ask for courtesy is, in one way, to ask for very little; ‘We must be as courteous to a man,’ Emerson remarked, ‘as we are to a picture, which we are willing to give the advantage of a good light.’


The loss of civility means that social feeling has been replaced by defensiveness, with groups circling their wagons around ‘identity’ concepts of nationality, ethnicity and religion, protecting themselves by putting up barriers against others. Society fragments into subgroups whose members hope thereby to shield themselves against the abrasive selfishness and disregard of others.


‘There is a courtesy of the heart,’ said Goethe, ‘which is akin to love. Out of it arises the purest courtesy in outward behaviour.’ This states an ideal; it ignores the fact that civility can, of course, be a mask – it has always been open to abuse, and if we relearned our manners it would continue so; but that does not alter the main point, which is that civility fosters a society that behaves well towards itself, whose members respect the intrinsic value of the individual and the rights of people different from themselves.


Ill-mannered people are generally so because they falsely estimate their own worth, and think that a waiter (who is probably a medical student earning extra pocket money) or a bus driver (who is probably writing the next prize-winning novel in his spare time) is to be valued by his occupation – or more accurately, by his income, which in these cases could be assumed to be modest – rather than his humanity. There begins impertinence: make a person a label, or a sum of money, and he becomes not an end in himself, but an instrument; and to treat anyone as such is, as Kant argued, not just the supreme discourtesy but the supreme wrong.


‘Civility is to human nature what warmth is to wax,’ said Schopenhauer. Although conflict is endemic to the human condition, it remains worthwhile to urge the claims of civility as a means at least of managing it. Even if one grants (as one should not) the relativist view that certain values are mutually irreconcilable, and even if there will never be a clear answer to how certain dilemmas should be resolved, still we can say that civility is our best hope for finding and maintaining that subtle and constantly renegotiated equilibrium on which the existence of society depends.





Compromise


Every human benefit, every virtue and every prudent act, is founded on compromise.


BURKE


A familiar but profound fact explains the vexed character of moral, social and political debates, namely, that there are almost always at least two diametrically different ways of seeing the same human problem. Thus an inability or unwillingness to compromise when disputes arise in these fields can be seen either as intransigence or as steadfastness, according to which end of the moral telescope you look through. People appeal to their principles, their traditions, their rights, and the threats to all three, in justifying what to outsiders seems to be their obduracy, pig-headedness and prejudice. Moral skill is the ability to distinguish which is which.


The risks of failing to compromise in any matter, great or small, scarcely need mention. An Italian proverb points out that it is preferable to lose the saddle than the horse, and Nikita Krushchev, on whom the lessons of daily Soviet life were never wasted, once remarked that ‘If you cannot catch a bird of paradise, better take a wet hen.’ These wise acceptances mark the limit of compromise, which at its best should be satisfying to both parties, giving each the pleasure of believing that he has got more than he ought to have while being deprived of nothing that is justly his own. The good negotiator aims to send both parties away believing that they have achieved this outcome by their own cleverness.


Whether compromise is appropriate in a given circumstance is entirely a matter of what is at stake. Between nations and states accommodation is rarely impossible, and it is almost always better than tariff war or shooting war. But the liberal democracies were right not to compromise with Hitler, and it is a tragedy that they now too often compromise with tyrants morally indistinguishable from Hitler. In many cases it is not difficult to decide whether to compromise, and the truth is that Western governments too often compromise with regimes guilty of human rights violations, aggression, and general delinquency, always with the aim of saving money and trouble at home, no matter how much cost in human agony is exacted abroad. And when difficult cases come, it is the mark of a mature political comity that it makes no compromises over the task of judging, nor over acting with resolve if required.


In private life – for a prime example: in domestic relationships – compromise is both a saviour and the destroyer. Obviously enough, no one can sustain a relationship without accommodating the other’s character and some at least of his or her needs and ways. It means negotiation, always in the hope of constructive and mutually satisfactory adjustment. But the truism that people change over time is so often forgotten in relationships that failure, if it happens, comes as a surprise to the parties, who have missed their opportunities to renegotiate the old contract when new compromises were needed.


At the same time, too many relationships are premised on large compromises made by just one party to them. Traditionally it was women who made them, giving up whole-life possibilities to care for husbands, children, or elderly parents. Often the compromise concerns disparities in sexual interest, one party having to suffocate needs because the other fails to satisfy them – or to express them in such socially disapproved ways as adultery or resort to prostitutes, each itself a compromise that history and society have together reached as a way of containing the volcanic power of sex.
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