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Preface




   




   




   




  Letters to Sofia about Happiness is a tale, founded on didactic and epistolary letters, characterised by its narrative simplicity. It has an agile and linear text structure and is richly imbued with life lessons.




  At its base is the noble idea of a father who dusts off some of the finest pages of classical thought to help his daughter grow up with moral values. Writing to Sofia, the author traces and updates issues that immortalised Socrates, Plato and Aristotle.




  The three great fathers of Western philosophy are not just voices in a distant and apparently elusive past; they can become life companions whose teachings, once metabolised, are even valid today.




  By quoting dialogues, myths and theories, the author offers a short but concentrated philosophical journey with the theme of happiness as its common thread. In fact, the goal of these three philosophers is always to draw the ideal way to be wiser and happier.




  The tale proposed by Raffaele Tamborrino, author and narrator, is not, however, a simple philosophical guide, nor is it an anthology of letters with sentimental characteristics.




  Rather, Letters to Sofia about Happiness is a delicate path that tries to maintain the right balance (a task that is not always easy) between the didactic nature of the content (after all, this book is talking about philosophy) and the author’s aim to educate his daughter about values that underpin an authentic life.




  The author does not just bring together the thoughts of three philosophers; sometimes he compares them, immerses them in modern reality, imagines their reactions and invents short dialogues between them and young Sofia.




  Meanwhile, he interweaves his theme with reflections and personal advice, strengthened here and there by pearls of wisdom borrowed from other important names such as Confucius, Cicero, Dante, Dostoyevsky, Gramsci, Mandela, Montaigne, Weber and others.




  The simplicity (despite the depth of the issues) and choice of colloquial language make these pages accessible for everyone; indeed, achieving happiness is important to all of us and I like to think that everyone can know the way to be happy.




  For Sofia, and not only for her, these are very important life lessons that echo from afar and settle naturally on these pages, especially because the most authentic values, after all, never lose currency.




   




  Antonella Di Maio




   




   




  
Author’s Note




   




   




   




  Quotations of classical texts mentioned in Letters to Sofia about Happiness are not a faithful translation of original sentences. They are a result of the author’s personal reflection, aimed at making these easier to understand and consistent with the affordable and epistolary style of this book without changing their original meaning.




   




   




  
Introduction




   




   




   




  Dear Sofia, I hope you will always be a happy person and that you will make the right choices to live in a responsible and conscious way. As a father, I feel it is my duty to prepare you in the best way possible for all the challenges you will face and to give you some suggestions on dealing with the problems you’ll inevitably have to manage.




  Unfortunately, circumstances in life force us, in this period, to live far away from each other. For this reason, I want to bridge the gap that divides us by writing these letters, in which I report, in addition to my personal suggestions, the advice and lessons of major philosophers of the past on how to deal with life and how to be happy.




  You won’t find academic elaboration here. Rather, you will read the thoughts of a father who decided to explain to his daughter, in simple language, what he learned from the greatest philosophers. In fact, these lessons are useful, even today, to help us understand how to live in the best way.




  From ancient times, people have questioned the meaning of life and how best to pursue happiness. Everyone can have a personal opinion on this matter. However, it can be of great help to read answers that wise people from the past gave to questions such as the following: What is the ultimate purpose of our existence? What makes us truly happy? How should we behave in order to live peacefully?




  Great advances in technology and medical knowledge are helpful in allowing us to live longer and more comfortable lives, but they are certainly not enough to solve all the problems individuals run into on the existential journey, especially in their relationships. Indeed, it is precisely when there are difficulties (for example, when we suffer from a debilitating disease) that it is necessary to make use of internal psychic energies to manage and overcome adversities.




  According to the famous Roman philosopher and orator, Marcus Tullius Cicero, we must get used to practicing “the medical art of the soul” that is philosophy, which helps people positively influence their sphere of consciousness and feed their mind with knowledge (the word philosophy in ancient Greek literally means “love of wisdom”). Plato says: “Philosophy is the use of our knowledge for the benefit of the individual.” Indeed, taking care of mental health is just as important as taking care of physical health.




  In modern language, we often mistakenly confuse the meaning of happiness (which is a general condition of satisfaction and psychological wellbeing) with fleeting emotions, such as joy or cheerfulness. In ancient times, however, the concept of happiness was closely linked to that of eudemonia, which literally means “to be in the company of a good demon.” This referred to the person who, living according to virtue, reached a state of inner peace.




  In these letters (that I hope will be followed by others), I want to explain to you, in particular, the thoughts of the three leading philosophers of ancient Greece (Socrates, Plato and Aristotle) who lived between the fifth and fourth century BC and whose ideas formed the foundation of Western thought.




  At that time, Greece was not a unitary state. There were numerous independent city-states: the so-called polis was an autonomous city that had its own laws and its own political government bodies that ruled in the interests of the citizens. Among these cities, the most important were Athens and Sparta, which for a long time vied for political supremacy in the Greek Peninsula.




  There were also many cities founded by groups of Greek settlers who had left their homeland to seek their fortune in other areas of the Mediterranean, especially in Asia Minor (corresponding to modern day Turkey) and in Southern Italy. These colonies, while autonomous, maintained close economic, political and cultural relations with their areas of origin.




  Both the Greek cities and the Greek colonies of the fifth century BC experienced strong economic growth and cultural fervour, which led them to excel in art, philosophy, literature and theatre. Stimulated by this context, Greek philosophers began wondering about virtue, goodness, justice and happiness, thus laying the foundations for ethics (the science that deals with the behaviour of people by separating good, right and fair actions from those that are not).




  Everyone in search of happiness will, sooner or later, face ethical issues that will inevitably put a strain on their conscience. Prodicus, a Greek philosopher, who was a contemporary of Socrates, tells a myth about this: Hercules at the Crossroads is a topical story, which illustrates the ethical dilemma anyone can face in their life.




  You must know that for the ancient Greeks the myth was a tale, a sacred history with gods and heroes, handed down from father to son and used to explain world and life events.




  Hercules was a hero of great physical strength known for his amazing challenges, the famous twelve labours, during which he fought and defeated many monsters and wild animals. According to Prodicus, Hercules was a teenager reflecting on his future when he met two women of considerable stature: one the symbol of vice, the other of virtue.




  The first woman was beautiful and elegant; she approached young Hercules and invited him to follow her. She promised a lifetime of foods, beverages and pleasures of all kinds. She offered these free of charge and in large quantities. When Hercules asked this woman her name, she replied: “My name is Happiness, but my enemies call me Vice.”




  The other woman, the symbol of virtue, who had remained silent on the side-lines until that time, explained to Hercules that there are no easy achievements in life. People must always strive to gain something good and beautiful. These were her words:




   




  My dear Hercules, if you want to be loved by your friends, you need first to do good things for them. If you want to be honoured by a city, you must first bring some benefit to that city. If you want the land to bear fruit in abundance, you must first prepare it properly. If you want to be rich with livestock, you must first take care of the animals.




   




  After speaking to Hercules, Virtue turned to her rival and accused her of being the cause of only unhappiness:




   




  Evil woman, you urge people to procure goods and pleasures in enormous quantities even before they feel they need, to eat foods in abundance without being hungry, to drink fine wines without being thirsty, to sleep and lounge without working and to forcibly look for the pleasures of love. Young people who follow you are weak. Old men who have spent their lives lazing, spend their old age in squalor, disillusioned by you. 




  Only those who followed me and lived according to virtue obtain true enjoyment. They eat when hungry, drink when thirsty and fall asleep after a hard day at work. Virtuous young people rejoice in the praise they receive from old people, while the oldest are proud of honours the young bestow upon them: they remember past activities with joy and are pleased to act according to virtue, loved by friends and honoured by their country.




   




  The young Hercules decided to follow the path indicated by the symbol of virtue. By choosing a life full of commitments, he was crowned with genuine happiness.




  People facing the same crossroads cannot always recognise the difference between true happiness (which involves some sacrifice) and an ephemeral and illusory joy. They do not always realise that a life focused exclusively on the research of material goods and pleasures ends up being a meaningless and unrewarding life. They are not always aware that, to gain some enjoyment, it is necessary to make use and not abuse of pleasures; otherwise they will be dominated by pleasures.




  Reflection on these issues reached the highest levels between the fifth and fourth century BC, thanks to Socrates (considered the founder of ethics), Plato (who was a student of Socrates) and Aristotle who was, in turn, Plato’s pupil.




  Now, with these letters, my little Sofia, I will try to show you how their teachings are still very current and therefore useful in order to think about the meaning of life and how to make it happier.




   




   




  
Chapter One





  
 




  
Happiness According to Socrates




   




   




   




  
1.1 Biographical notes on Socrates




  Dear Sofia, I think it is right to begin our research about the meaning of life with the teachings of the person who is regarded as the first great western philosopher: Socrates. He was born and lived in Athens, between 469 and 399 BC. Socrates was a right and good man, totally uninterested in owning material things, always wanting to know the truth and to help others to live acquiring virtue. But before we get to the heart of the matter, I want to briefly explain the historical context in which he lived.




  At the beginning of the fifth century BC, the allied Greek cities managed to defeat the strong Persian army, thus creating a period of wellbeing and development. In particular, around 461 BC, Pericles, a politician of great prestige, consolidated his authority in Athens. He ruled the city for more than thirty years, promoting democratic institutions (from which, however, were excluded large sections of the population). Pericles encouraged a cultural flourishing, which enabled Athens to achieve great results in the fields of sculpture, architecture, history, philosophy and theatre.




  Socrates lived in this environment of political and cultural ferment. He had three sons and a wife named Xanthippe, whose bad temper was well known to all. According to some malicious rumours, Socrates liked to spend much of his time on the streets walking and conversing with Athenians not only because of his philosophical passion, but also to avoid spending too many hours in his house with such a petulant woman.




  Socrates did not hide his marital problems. He said that living with Xanthippe allowed him to acquire a remarkable ability to endure so that he could maintain peace of mind in any situation. In fact, he took special care never to be carried away by feelings of anger. When facing provocative people, rather than surrendering to anger, he reacted in the opposite way, showing absolute calmness, smiling and lowering his voice.




  Dear Sofia, never forget that meekness is the virtue of strong people, especially in a chaotic and competitive society such as ours. It’s really important to learn to be patient even in difficult situations and to remain calm during lively discussions. When you realise that anger is going to get the upper hand, try to react wisely (as Socrates did). Suspend all and try to recover serenity before continuing. You’ll see that facing the same problem with a mild and quiet spirit will enable you to find the most appropriate solution and to maintain good relationships with everyone.
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