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INTRODUCTION


Philosophy takes us by surprise. It challenges us; awakens us and opens our minds. That’s why we need it so badly.


Nowadays, philosophy is more important than ever because it’s the antithesis of the rampant dogmatism that dominates so much public discussion, of the vehemently expressed opinions of those who think they know everything and want you to agree with them.


Socrates, the father of Western philosophy, insisted that he was an expert in … nothing. He would stand in public and ask everyone questions, about their life, their profession, their tastes. He didn’t try to sermonise. He explained that he himself knew nothing, that he wasn’t even a ‘sage’, a term that only applied to the gods, if they existed. He explained that it is pointless to aspire to being wise. Instead, we should focus on what it is that makes us human. For, in so doing, we have everything to gain.


Philosophy does not tell us to be ‘wise’, to be perfect or godlike, but instead to nurture our own humanity.


And this is why Socrates asked questions, why he dared challenge the seemingly obvious and indisputable. He wanted to open our eyes. To give us confidence in our capacity to feel, to think and to love. As this is what philosophy teaches us: the value of exploring our own experiences in depth.


Self-proclaimed ‘experts’ tell us to listen to and obey their injunctions, while philosophers encourage us to think for ourselves.


For several years, I have been trying to understand the new forms of daily aggression that weigh on us and distance us from our humanity, our convictions and aspirations. Whether you’re a nurse, a doctor, a baker, a lawyer or a social worker, you might feel the same way as I do: that we are often asked to do something that doesn’t make sense, for social, political or economic reasons. We convince ourselves that we’re not doing enough and we push ourselves to the point of burnout.


Philosophy can help us precisely because it does not tell us to be calmer or to be perfect, to be like a robot or an algorithm. It encourages us to be human.


The following chapters each take only three minutes to read. Three minutes to reconnect with your humanity and free yourself from the brutal diktats of the constant need to perform. Philosophy addresses what makes us human and it helps us to navigate everyday life: from dealing with an annoying colleague at work, to the panic on realising that your fridge is empty when guests arrive out of the blue. When our lives feel increasingly abstract, philosophy is a very concrete tool.


I have chosen quotes that do justice to Socrates’ genius in that they do not necessarily come from the traditional canon of philosophy but from a range of artists, thinkers and writers. We do not always find philosophy where we expect to and that is why it is both beneficial and necessary.




‘THE ESSENCE OF BEING HUMAN IS THAT ONE DOES NOT SEEK PERFECTION’


GEORGE ORWELL


Simply being human


Orwell not only asks us to realise that there’s no such thing as perfect, but that to seek perfection is to turn our backs on what it means to be human.


This is an unsettling statement. For centuries, all schools of thought had us seeking out perfection, a sort of detached state, or the victory of reason over everything else. And so, it’s true, we’d all like to be a little more perfect! We think that we would be happier if we were. We are wrong.


You were a little too aggressive with your brother-in-law


You realise that you’ve said inappropriate, even hostile, remarks to someone you care about. For example, during a family dinner, you laid into your amiable brother-in-law just because you were annoyed that he didn’t agree with your politics. And now you regret it. This is a good sign! You are tapping into a deeper side of your existence.


Instead of blaming yourself again and again for not living up to your own idea of perfection – someone who is always fair and in control – you’re facing the abyss of your own heart. This allows you to stop being hard on yourself and to show yourself some compassion. Yes, sometimes you’re clumsy, inept and you can be a bit of an idiot.


Do you know what makes a great writer? It’s the ability to reveal the part of us that is petty and mediocre. This is the genius of Dostoyevsky or Proust. They reveal all of the twists and turns of our lies, our cowardice and jealousy … They don’t do this out of cruelty or desperation but rather so that we may grasp what makes up the profound reality of our existence. And it is calming to finally be able to recognise the complexity but also the beauty of our lives. Bad writers only scratch at the surface of our feelings – their false promises of happiness are insufferable.


Good writers are moved by an infinite sense of tenderness that allows them to view human beings in all of their dimensions. Bad writers don’t do this because they are afraid. They are afraid of real life. They are afraid of their own hearts.


A meditation on a slightly cracked Japanese pot


How do we make peace with our imperfections? Think about someone you love. Think about their faults, their wounds. Consider these faults not as something that holds them back but rather as what makes them beautiful.


Think about the works of the great Japanese master potters. Once they had finished making a bowl, they would add a flaw, not to defile or damage it, but as an expression of both the fragility and humility of creation. To know that we ourselves are imperfect makes us more tolerant and caring towards others.




‘IN THE MIDST OF WINTER, I DISCOVERED THAT THERE WAS WITHIN ME AN INVINCIBLE SUMMER’


ALBERT CAMUS


Stop putting everything in perspective


We’re used to thinking that summer follows winter, that joy follows pain, that sunshine follows rain. If you’re feeling bad, don’t worry because someday it’ll be better. This is what conventional wisdom teaches us. Essentially, this forces us to put everything into perspective. However, I’ve found that this isn’t enough.


Camus invites us to explore a whole new perspective: we should learn to realise that even in the middle of winter, in the middle of a time that is icy and devoid of life, the teeming presence of summertime is there. Think about the following possibility: there are no happy or sad events per se but with each event, in every moment of our lives, there’s a deeper dimension.


You’ve just lost a loved one


I experienced this when my grandmother, whom I loved dearly, passed away. She was very old and we had known for a while that the end was coming. One morning, my aunt called to warn me that Mamie was in her final hours. When I reached the hospital, my whole family was there, speaking with hushed voices in the hallway. It was an incredibly fraught moment. One by one, family members solemnly entered Mamie’s room and left overwhelmed with emotion.


When it was my turn to go in, I was nervous. I took the time to sit down and be present with my grandmother. To my surprise, I could feel her kindness, the same kindness that enveloped me throughout my childhood. I stayed all day long in that room and could feel a poignant and profound sense of peace. I knew that, somehow, I was helping her through her final moments of suffering.


Of course, I was terribly sad that she was dying – but I could feel intensely, in the middle of this winter, the beauty of the love that she had never stopped giving me. It remains one of the most important moments of my life. It gave me a strength and confidence that I still carry with me today.


A meditation on finding your secret friend within


But how can we have this revelation every day? It’s not enough just to find a ray of sunshine in the middle of winter, we must find an invincible summer that can never be vanquished. A summer that always lives within us, without having to replace or blot out winter.


It’s there, like a dear friend, a friend we’ve forgotten, who we lost touch with a long time ago. This forgotten friend lives within your soul, inside your heart, in your chest, in your body’s every cell. It’s made up of your memories and of everything you’ve learned in life. It’s the love that your grandmother, or someone else, gave you. You can offer this forgotten friend your hand and tell them: ‘My neglected friend, I turn to you as my first ally, to form a bond of friendship, peace and trust. I confide in you and rely on you, for you are a part of me that is bigger than me.’
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