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5/14/12
Friendship, Money, and Free Market Capitalism
It’s hard to lend someone money.  Despite our virtual postmodern reality, money still represents the sweat of our brow, the labor in which we exchange our time—time that we will never get back—for capital, the power to transform our external environment.  To trust someone with this precious resource is a leap of faith.  “Trusting” a financial advisor is another story, as investment is a contract that expressly permits using one another as means to an end (see Bernie Madoff as an example of how this is a fuzzy distinction).  But when lending money to a friend, one is extending trust on a level that most are incapable of demonstrating.  Men of character are trusting.  But so are stupid men.  Still, the venerable Chinese sage Laozi said it best: “Trustworthy people, I trust.  Untrustworthy people, I also trust.  Te [excellence of soul] as trust.”
Now on the part of the beneficiary of this trust, fulfilling a promise can represent an opportunity to express her own excellence of soul.  According to Nietzsche, asserting oneself into the future (which is what fulfilling a promise requires) is the ultimate expression of strength: I WILL do this.  In contrast, it is the ugly commoners who make false promises, who lie.  The truth is, with respect to excellence of character, strength and honesty are equivalent terms.  So Aristotle is right to insist that friendships based on what is noble are indeed rare, for rare are men of excellent character, honest men.
At the same time, our entire economic leviathan is based on this trust, as credit is what fuels economic growth, and credit is essentially a promise (aka contract—such a servile manifestation).  Can one reasonably infer from this that all capitalist economic systems start with men of excellent character?  The “Founding Fathers”: myth or reality?
4/12/12

Parody Becomes Reality…
…when hyperbole is interpreted literally by the dumb masses.  This is why shows like South Park or Family Guy are treading dangerous waters with some of their hyper-racist and hyper-sexist dialogue and imagery.  The appreciation of irony requires intelligence, and most people are dumb.  The Daily Show and Colbert Report typically do a fine job of avoiding the pitfalls of the hyper-real—but this is largely because their audience is intelligent.  For example, I personally think the idea of Larry Wilmore as Senior Black Correspondent is hilarious—but I noticed that Jon Stewart did not use him for the bit related to Trayvon Martin.  That would be so obvious that it would no longer be funny.  Still, despite the fact that the line between humorous exaggeration and offensive stereotype can sometimes be a blurry one, I have faith that smart audiences will eventually get it right.
3/4/12 (inspired) - 4/12/12 (written)
Moms at Work: One Way the 1% Ensures a Pool of Working Class Servants

An unforeseen consequence of the Women’s Movement was increasing the disparity between rich and poor.  Throughout most of human history, the number of economically independent women in most cultures was ridiculously small.  Significant progress was made through the modern era; but all of a sudden at the end of the 20th century, economic independence was offered to almost all women.  I stress “almost” because the truth of the matter was that it was primarily upper and middle class women who benefited, as poor women were already working in some fashion just to make ends meet.

As the baby-boomers matured and had children of their own, their daughters generally believed that it was their birthright to have the educational opportunities that opened economic doors.  Most of them thought of taking on the traditional role of “mommy” only after establishing a professional career and the economic independence that it affords.  After their babies were born, many women returned to their careers, as it made more economic sense to hire a nanny.  But the scandalous truth is that those who went back to work typically wanted to.  After all, the market had decided that their value as a doctor or lawyer was far greater than that of a caregiver (based on a nanny’s wages).  And by hiring a nanny, working moms could affirm their own superior worth while still providing a solid female archetype at home.  The professional women who stayed home after bearing children decided to provide this archetype themselves—but it was their husbands’ tax bracket that gave them that choice.  Either way, the children of professional, educated women had role models to emulate.  
Meanwhile, down in the ghetto, young kids—locked in crappy education systems and surrounded by a decadent culture populated by heroines like Brittany Spears and the Pussycat Dolls—start having babies in high school.  With limited access to and information on birth control (and often with strong religious convictions that preclude abortion) poor teenagers start becoming mommies instead of going to college.  If they have time to work at all, their paltry education limits them to being waitresses, nannies, and pole-dancers—servants for the rich.  Furthermore, their kids are typically left to be raised by grandmothers or overstressed daycare workers—not your ideal mommy archetype.  And this perpetuates the cycle of dysfunctional families that are disproportionately represented by the working poor.  On the other hand, if teenage moms don’t work, they become dependent on their man or the State.  So either way their offspring will most likely have hard economic lives and limited educational opportunities.  And so the cycle continues…
3/1/12

The Curious Case of Dr. Henry Louis Gates Jr.

Some of you may remember a few months (years?) ago the controversy surrounding the Harvard campus cop who gave Dr. Henry Louis Gates Jr. (renowned scholar and African-American) a hard time because he saw a black man lurking around a nice house in a nice neighborhood.  Unbeknownst to the cop, Dr. Gates had locked himself out of his house.  When questioned, Dr. Gates “called a spade a spade,” so to speak (I couldn’t help myself), recognizing immediately the racist subtext of this confrontation.  The cop took offense, and so the story goes—until President Obama mediated a “truce” between Dr. Gates and the cop by sharing a beer with them.  What is lost in all of this is how much nobility it took for Dr. Gates to accept the terms of this truce.  Racism is alive and well in the greatest country history has ever produced—even with a black president.
2/7/12

The Body

The first noble truth of Buddhism is that suffering is the human condition.  This is ultimately because we are embodied.  When Siddhartha escaped from his North-Shore gated community, the first three sights he encountered were an old man, a sick person, and a funeral.  If we did not have a body, we would not suffer.  But we would also not be alive.
2/4/12

The Super Bowl: Orgy of American Consumption & “Excess”

The Super Bowl is the climax of America’s perfect marriage between capitalism and dialectical materialism.  Now this invocation of Marx may seem contradictory; but that is the elegance of what Hegel describes as “Aufgeheben.”  History is the unfolding of reason through conflict.  Marx understood that the engine of that conflict is capital.  Despite some claims and interpretations to the contrary, the mature Marx also understood that the classless society would emerge—not as the result of bloody conflict—but only when capitalism played itself out.  This is exactly what is happening in the United States today.  When dialectical violence becomes spectacular entertainment, our discontents have an outlet that ultimately will result in a classless civilization.  We can celebrate this happening (like Baudrillard) or bemoan it (like less playful intellectuals on the left).  But regardless, we must be patient.
1/31/12

Our _ucked-up Prison System

I usually don’t like to employ extended quotes, but when someone says something perfectly, I want to keep it intact.  In the second essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche writes: “It is not unthinkable that a society might attain such a consciousness of power that it could allow itself the noblest luxury possible to it—letting those who harm it go unpunished.  `What are my parasites to me?’ it might say.  `May they live and prosper: I am strong enough for that!’  The justice which began with, `everything is dischargeable, everything must be discharged,’ ends by winking and letting those incapable of discharging their debt go free: it ends, as does every good thing on earth, by overcoming itself.  This self-overcoming of justice: one knows the beautiful name it has given itself—mercy; it goes without saying that mercy remains the privilege of the most powerful man, or better, his—beyond the law.”  This state of affairs has obviously yet to materialize in the United States (or anywhere else, for that matter), as we have honed a system in which the strongest and proudest black and brown men are punished to the point that they must either capitulate or be incarcerated.  In either case, they are emasculated (i.e. made ugly).
1/24/12

Islands of Capitalism

The sustaining force of capitalism is desire.  If it is exhausted, it must be artificially resuscitated.  And the most effective way of doing so is separating human beings from one another.  In terms of physical space, the most telling indicator of human isolation is the suburban archipelago, which middle-class property owners consider to be the promised-land (downtown condos serve as the equivalent for the 1%).  As people fortify themselves in their gated communities, there are less and less physical places where we can meet.  This trend is exacerbated by technological innovations like television and the internet, which offer opportunities for entertainment and artificial human contact.  And the myth of “progress” through technology is perpetuated by events like the Arab Spring, which commentators have assessed as fueled by Facebook, Twitter, etc.—conveniently forgetting that it takes the actual assembly of human beings to generate a political movement.  Social media may help, but there is no substitute for face-to-fact interaction.  What Levinas interpreted as “Autrui”, the totally Other, is in truth parallel communication.  But modern life is all about minimizing this contact.  In the spirit of Baudrillard’s simulacrum, I offer internet gambling through the Cayman Islands as the distilled essence of capitalism: there is no human contact, there are only electrical impulses connecting a world of numbers and the ludic.  Which is ludicrous.
1/19/12

Wisdom vs. Knowledge

The word “philosophy” is often defined as the love of wisdom.  Wisdom (sophia) is distinct from knowledge (episteme), just as passionate love (eros) is distinct from deep friendship (philia).  But then etymologically, shouldn’t “philosophy” be properly defined as something like a deep affinity for wisdom?  Strictly speaking, this is true.  But Plato changes the game with his Symposium, in which Socrates asserts that “Love (Eros) is the love of possessing the good forever.”  The key word here is “forever.”  Episteme—because it is based on empirical observation—is knowledge of the temporal.  Only sophia—which Aristotle later defines as episteme + nous (i.e. cosmic intelligence)—is concerned with eternal principles.  Aristotle insists that neither sophia nor episteme have anything to do with ethics, which he relates to phroenesis (practical wisdom).  This is where Plato/Socrates would disagree.  For Plato, ethics is ultimately about seeing the truth, which for him is eternal.  Aristotle’s truth, in contrast, is empirical—and this applies both to his epistemology and his ethics.  In other words, there is no other wisdom for Aristotle than practical wisdom.  It is essentially episteme applied to techne (the practical and productive arts).  For Plato, in contrast, true wisdom is about eternal things—most importantly the Form of the Good.  And since eternal things constantly elude us, what begins as a deep affinity for the True, the Good, and the Beautiful becomes a passionate desire.
12/20/11

Lying & Shame

Nietzsche wrote: “it is a fundamental belief of all aristocrats that the common people are untruthful.” (Beyond Good and Evil)  For Nietzsche, only the weak have to resort to lying, whereas the strong have nothing to hide.  In Plato’s Gorgias, Callicles asserts that strength is a function of two principal virtues: courage and intelligence.  I think this correlates amazingly well with Nietzsche’s view (btw, it’s at this point in the Gorgias that Socrates changes his line of argument, suggesting at least implicitly that he would have to concur as well).  The point is, there is agreement among all three figures that lying is despicable.  It is characteristic of the lowest-of-the-low, cowards who largely lack the intelligence to even be competent in their deceit.

Despicable behavior that one is caught lying about at times occasions the admonishment: “You should be ashamed of yourself!”  So there seems to be a link between lying and shame.  But where does this sense of shame come from?  If no one else knew (if we were not subjected to “the gaze of the Other”), would we still feel shame?  And if so, is this pang of conscience merely a neurotic relic, a characteristic of weaker humans who lack the courage and/or intelligence to shrug it off?
12/19/11

Football: The Quintessentially American Narrative of Masculinity
Although I’ve never researched the topic, I am confident that far more Americans watch football on Sundays than go to church.  It would not be an exaggeration to say that for many (especially male) Americans, football takes on a religious significance.  Why is this?  Marx famously said that religion is the opiate of the people, and this may apply even more to football.  Freud—Marx’s psychological counterpart—argued that certain dangerous drives associated with the “Id” must be sublimated, and in fact this original prohibition establishes the basis for civilization.  Perhaps football fulfills this function better than religion.  Moreover, football thrives on the dialectic of “us” versus “them,” a division based on rules and regulations, which reinforces the sense of community based on similarities.  But as Henri Bergson recognized, this is the community of the hive (Nietzsche would say “the herd”), forgetting the more important sense of community inspired by universal love.
12/1/11

The Adjunct Problem

The outrageously low salaries of adjunct faculty in higher education are a direct result of the law of supply and demand.  From the perspective of economic theory, there is a glut of colleges in the United States today, competing for students who would be much better served by specialty and trade schools.  At the same time, there are those (and I count myself among them) that insist quite the opposite: we do not have too many schools, and this is precisely because the ultimate goal of education is not to teach economically useful skills but to cultivate excellent human beings.  Adjuncts are caught in the middle of this divide.  Because most institutions of higher learning today are publically funded, promoting good citizenship is still (at least nominally) one goal of education.  The problem is that most students in college today think of their education as a means to an economic end.  Moreover, it is very difficult to measure how successful education is in achieving either of these objectives.  So what we end up with is a mishmash of goals that somehow coalesces in our elite schools, but which falls apart in places where students lack either the ability or motivation to take advantage of the resources at their disposal.  This is the world inhabited by adjuncts.  As long as there is a demand for educators, adjunct faculty will continue to find employment.  But because the criteria for success is in principle so nebulous (except in the rarefied air of our most prestigious schools, which define success more in terms of research than teaching, bypassing the issue—which is in any case stacked in their favor because their students come in with a leg up), adjunct faculty will continue to be exploited.
The key to a healthy economy is low unemployment.  But advancements in technology lead to decreased demand for skilled labor, as human beings are replaced by machines and other more efficient means of production.  The skilled-labor (i.e. middle) class is the engine of the economy, as their surplus (“disposable”) income drives the service industry (dinners out), manufacturing and technology (HD TVs, iPhones), housing, and education.  As the middle class is squeezed, all of these collateral industries suffer, exacerbating the problem.  Hence we are left with a growing disparity between the wealthiest Americans and the rest, who are forced to endure significant periods of unemployment.  This is all fine and good for the 1%, as they have plenty of resources to invest in the things (education, property) that will ensure that they remain on top.  But the rest of us are left to suffer.  The only way out of this is to infuse the middle class with capital.  And the only realistic way to do this is through government.
While an ever more efficient private sector continues to eliminate jobs, it is up to the government to keep people employed—at least up until the next great innovation (i.e. computers, cell phones) spurs private enterprise.  If government fails to do this, the unemployed and underemployed will turn to education as a way out.  This will generate a demand for professional educators.  But ironically because our education system has been so successful, the United States has way more Ph.D.’s than faculty positions available.  With such an abundant labor supply, it is no wonder that adjunct faculty are paid so poorly.
11/7/11

The Boot of Necessity

A friend from grad school introduced me to this phrase, which he attributed to Marx.  Economic realities were outside my field of vision at the time, lost as I was in the heady world academia.  After I entered the “work force,” I began to better appreciate what Marx had to say.  But it was only after I became responsible for supporting a family that I truly felt what it means to be stomped on by the boot of necessity.  And I am not alone.  99% of the population of the United States—the richest country in the history of the world—is more or less under this boot, supporting the “sovereign” expenditures of 1% (the so-called job-creators).  I have nothing against the 1%.  It’s only that with so much accumulated wealth, it seems like our society should be able to distribute it in a way so that a much greater percentage of the population could free themselves from under this boot.  Then again, maybe these are just sour grapes from someone who is broke.
10/25/11

A Refutation of “Feminism”: Changing a Flat Tire

At the risk of incurring the ire of feminists across the globe, I am going to insist that there is an essential difference between men and women.  I was on a trip with some students recently when our tire blew out.  The young men sprang into action, while the young women sat on the sidelines.  Now one may want to argue that these were conditioned differences (the women weren’t taught how to change a tire by their fathers, etc.); but these arguments ring hollow in light of the visceral responses to a crisis situation.  With semis passing us on the shoulder at 80mph, it was clear who would be changing the tire.
8/25/11

Rush Limbaugh is a Big Fat Pig

A well known fallacy in informal logic is the argument ad hominem: attacking the person instead of the argument.  Although this is understood to be a fallacy, it’s still commonplace—especially in the political arena.  And this is because it works (hence the title of this piece).  Several months ago, when Chinese diplomats were visiting the White House, Rush Limbaugh (the big fat pig in question) gave an animated impression of what the Chinese language sounds like to swine, with all the stereotypical elongated vowels and nasal exaggerations.  This was so obviously racist, I couldn’t believe that anyone with any sense could ever consider taking him seriously ever again.  Actually, it’s not so hard to believe.  Mr. Limbaugh’s audience obviously shares his porcine perspective, and so they probably found his imitation of a Chinaman hilarious.  Many may feel that despite our more enlightened place and time in history, we are still all too willing to tolerate this stupidity.  But there’s really no other option.  Freedom of speech—the cornerstone of anything that pretends to be an open society—demands that even big fat pigs have the right to a soapbox.
7/26/11

The Debt Ceiling Crisis

The debate in Washington over the debt ceiling is dominating the news.  This has become a strictly ideological debate, as most of us (and maybe none of us) are capable of fully grasping the practical implications of default.  But this ideological debate is significant.  The essential demand by conservatives is that government must cut spending.  But why?  One of the main arguments is that spending beyond our means will ultimately result in economic ruin.  This is another point that may be too subtle to grasp.  If an individual defaults on his debt, the result is that he is no longer able to attain credit.  This limits his power as a consumer, hence harming the economy overall.  But this analogy fails on the national level because the United States of America—the largest economic engine the world has ever seen—will not fail to get credit.  What this debate is really about is the role of government: liberals believe the government has a responsibility to provide for the least fortunate members of society, whereas conservatives do not.  Conservatives are able to justify this morally callous (from the liberal point of view) position through a puritanical notion of justice based on industry, thrift, and responsibility.  In this way, they are able to flip the bird to poor people and have some of them blow kisses back.  This state of affairs cannot last forever.  Rousseau argues that the single greatest domestic responsibility of government is to prevent the gap between rich and poor from getting out of hand.  Marx argues that this gap is the vehicle of history and social revolution.  Both are right.
Waiting

Time makes us into slaves.  We have this stupid fear of wasting time, as if it could be possessed.  The illusion of possessing time enables us to enslave ourselves, trading our time for capital; hence the phenomenon of human beings waiting on one another.  The one who has to wait (waiter, server, garcon) is in the subservient position, confirming that his time—his life—is not as valuable as that of the one in power.  The powerful are waited on; the impotent (the poor) must wait.  One of the most striking examples of exerting power by making people wait is the DMV.  The state reminds all of us—poor and rich alike—that once we leave our homes, we must play by its rules.
7/11/11

Marriage

Hegel describes marriage as a dialectic, leading to ultimate truth.  But the truth always exacts a heavy price, as history is a slaughter-bench.  This is exactly what is going on in contemporary Western civilization.  I exclude the East (more culturally than geographically), because it is still governed by a strict patriarchal paradigm that precludes self-conscious resistance.  In the West, what can loosely be described as “the feminist movement” has—in a very short amount of time—forced a confrontation that we are suffering through (as a woman suffers through childbirth) today.  Economics is the driving force.  In developed capitalist societies, most women can now raise children without the support of a man.  Now the rich are still at a considerable advantage; so wealthy women are even less tolerant of deficient men.  This phenomenon has completely reversed the traditional power relation, creating an imbalance that is currently being addressed.  Now there is no doubt that women’s increasing economic power has been a great thing in terms of justice.  But combined with the erotic-creative power bestowed upon them by nature and culture, it has put men at a great disadvantage.  Hence the prevalence of divorce in Western society.
6/27/11

Love and The Beautiful

One of Socrates’ main arguments in Plato’s Symposium is that love should only be directed towards the beautiful.  The corollary of this is that one should not—or even cannot—love what is ugly.  Now this seems to be clearly contradicted by experience: human beings pursue a wide variety of ugly goals.  But Socrates would define these pursuits as mere desires, the illusory passions of a temporal body, to be distinguished from love.  Is this semantics?  It seems indisputable that people sometimes fall in love with human beings that are flawed to the point of ugliness, in the deepest sense of the word.  Still, maybe this is why Aristotle, practical thinker that he was, emphasized the distinction between love (a passive happening) and friendship (an active choice – hence a virtue).  Maybe Plato was too idealistic, thinking that we frail mortals would be able to limit the virile and virulent forces of love to that which is beautiful.  Monsters too demand their (accursed) share of love.
6/22/11

Suffering Without Redemption

There are people in the world who go through a lot of shit (the first things that come to my mind are the death of a loved one and extreme disfigurement or disability—or, combining the two, having to bear the cross of taking care of a loved one who is incapable of cleaning his or her own dirty parts).  I believe Christianity is unique among world religions in its preoccupation with theodicy.  In the other Abrahamic faiths, suffering tends to be interpreted as punishment for straying from God (the book of Job is a notable exception, among many).  In the Eastern religions, suffering tends to be seen as part of the fabric of Being.  Christians find themselves somewhere in the middle: they are more sensitive to the apparent meaninglessness of suffering, yet they refuse to accept it as just part of God’s creation.  There must be a meaning to suffering.  Hence the redemptive quality of Christ on the cross that is the heart of the Christian faith: we are forged in the fires of suffering so we can be redeemed before the eyes of God.  But what if there is no redemption?  What if suffering just is?  This is, in fact, the first noble truth of Buddhism.  At the same time, I detect the faint odor of nihilism.
6/21/11

Foucault & The Office 

Foucault’s seminal importance in the history of ideas is his decoding of the matrix: all human structures are governed by relations of power.  This is tragicomically illustrated in the sitcom” The Office.”  As a friend of mine said recently, as insightful as this comedy might be, it’s the kind of show only people who work in an office could find funny.  This friend and I both took some pride in the fact that we are free from those confines.  But this is ultimately an illusion.  We were both sitting there, at the end of the bar, being served by pretty young women because of the power we possessed as customers.  And at the end of our credit lines, we would be left with frustration and impotence.  It’s essentially a glorified strip club, arguably the most vulgar celebration of power.  But perhaps there’s something to be said for the “honesty” of the strip club context, as opposed to the backstabbing, megalomaniac delusions hyper-realized by “The Office.”
6/10/11

Epicureanism

Why do we find the Casey Anthony murder trial so compelling?  This is not the first time a mother has (allegedly) killed her child.  But in Casey’s case, the motives seem so selfish and un-motherly that we are stunned to the point of disbelief.  The images of her partying just days after her daughter’s disappearance/murder are perhaps the most powerful indictment against her.  Casey is the monstrous culmination of a society that has glamorized a superficial version of “the good life” that would make Epicurus roll over in his grave (but of course, Epicurus would deny the possibility of this).  Today, everyone wants to be a rock star, wallowing in self-indulgent pleasures, convinced that he or she is the center of the universe.  Motherhood, in contrast, is supposed to be the paragon of selflessness.  Casey is the site where these two poles come together with explosive—and fascinating—repurcussions.
5/18/11

De Anima
Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords is back in the news, as she was in Florida to witness her husband take off for space.  On the one hand, it’s a wonderful thing—and a testimony to modern medicine—that she is alive.  On the other hand, there appears to be a silent pact among media organizations not to show pictures or videos of “Gabby.”  Obviously, this is out of respect for the congresswoman.  But what exactly are we respecting?  I don’t think anyone really wants to see images of the once vibrant and intelligent woman diminished to a shadow of her former self.  This leads to my question: is Gabby’s current soul somehow lesser than her pre-brain-injury soul?  As harsh as this assessment may be, I believe it’s impossible to dispute.  And if this is so, wouldn’t this suggest that her prior soul was somehow more truly her than her current, damaged soul?  Wouldn’t it just be easier to get rid of the idea of the soul altogether, and just acknowledge that it’s all body?  That’s not to say that I’m disavowing spiritual reality.  Rather, I’m just saying that the spiritual is indissociable from the physical.  Poor Gabby.
Loneliness
“No one gets me”—I’m sure this is a constant refrain among the romantics and artists of the world who consciously reject the enjoyment of power provided by capital in favor of a more subjective value.  These artists and lovers forget that their desperate pleas can only be heard outside themselves.  They end up screaming in the dark.
Nonviolence

Gandhi and MLK uphold such a beautiful ideal, one borrowed from religion but applied successfully to politics in the 20th century.  But maybe success in these examples depended on their contexts: mature economies with media organizations protected by the state.  I’ll sum up (since it’s time for a drink) with this quote from yesterday’s online Economist (reporting on the situation in Palestine): “it's very hard to keep a non-violent movement non-violent when the government you're demonstrating against subjects you to gunfire for a sustained period of time.”  I found the obvious truth of this statement to be hilarious.
4/27/11

Racism

A popular brand of racism masquerades as honesty (“I’m just tellin’ it like it is”).
4/26/11

War

I have a former student who was clearly traumatized by his combat experiences in Iraq.  He is a smart kid and a good guy, but he has seen things that no human being should ever have to see.  War is hell.
4/25/11

Pain
Pain is a favorite example of philosophers who want to emphasize the subjective nature of all human experience.  At the same time, pain testifies to an underlying faith in a shared objective reality: we tend to dismiss phenomena lacking an objective correlate as “just in your head.”  Hence we take “real” pain—pain that is graphically obvious to the outside observer (for example, bloody dismemberment)—seriously.  In contrast, many believe that psychological torment is a figment of the imagination—unless it expresses itself in objectively discernible ways (schizophrenics ranting and raving).  Ultimately, I think Kant’s solution to the subjective/objective divide is still quite compelling—unless you prefer the touch-feely approach of Merleau-Ponty.
4/23/11

Memory

I was thinking this morning about Christina Taylor Green, the beautiful little girl killed in Arizona a couple months ago by that ugly little man.  What struck me was how quickly events fade from public memory.  On the one hand, this may be a healthy thing, having to do with what Nietzsche calls the “plastic, curative power of forgetfulness.”  On the other hand, shouldn’t we make an effort to remember (and thereby honor) those souls that inspire us?  I guess that’s why we erect statues.  But in the age of digital information, statues don’t mean what they used to.  With the almost unlimited ability to store information (on our phones, our ipods, our laptops), we can create the illusion that nothing is ever forgotten.  But the corollary is that nothing is ever remembered, as memories are forged through a selection process much more demanding than cleaning out one’s inbox.
4/22/11

Nihilism

Several thoughts passed through my consciousness today, only to be obliterated by the gray skies of nihilism.  Practically, this is an inconsistent attitude once a human being becomes a parent.  Children restore hope, they embody love.  Nietzsche never had children, but he understood love: “It is only in love, only when shaded by the illusion produced by love, that is to say, in the unconditional faith in right and perfection, that man is creative…”  And Bataille takes it a step further: “There is great appeal for me in these words carved in ice by a dying explorer, `No regrets that I came.’”  But there are few of us that have the strength of Nietzsche’s gods.
4/21/11

Religious fundamentalism

There are few things I find more inane than people who insist something is true based on the fact that it was revealed by God and written in a book.  This phenomenon clearly demonstrates the human penchant for slavery.
4/20/11

Our fascination with royalty

The media is abuzz with excitement about the upcoming wedding of a royal.  The whole spectacle strikes me as absurd.  First of all, have Americans forgotten that our own founding myth is based on a bloody revolution against British royalty?  And have Westerners forgotten that democracy is supposed to have made monarchies a relic of the past?  But I guess human beings need to believe that there are those among us who are closer to the gods.  Slaves need something to worship, whether it be royalty, God, or the bottle.
4/19/11

Power

Human relations are always structured by power.  (It’s this basic insight that will make Foucault’s name live on, whereas Heidegger’s Dasein will be swept aside in the dustbin of history.)  As Nietzsche poignantly communicated, power can be expressed in ugly or beautiful ways—and this applies to every master-slave dynamic, even those established on morally questionable grounds.  It’s messed up that a king can command a vassal to perform some menial task.  But that doesn’t change the fact that the king can still exhibit nobility (for example, by forgiving a condemned man) within this particular framework.  Under our post-colonial capitalist democratic paradigm, we like to think that power is fairly distributed under the law.  Although it is undeniable that Donald Trump has more power than the homeless guy on lower Wacker Drive, we like to think that everyone has a fair shot to accumulate what Trump has.  But this is an illusion.  Maybe it doesn’t matter, because the homeless man is still able to express his limited power in a more beautiful way than the Donald ever has with his billions.  Our maybe that’s just lefty bourgeois sentimentalism.
4/18/11

Stupidity
I read another Chronicle article this morning, this one about how the Bible can still be a rich resource as long as one learns to embrace contradictions.  What struck me were the posted responses at the end.  Despite the fact that this was an incredibly well-argued and thoughtful piece, readers inveighed with some ridiculously knee-jerk criticism—mainly from the Right but also from the Left.  It became clear to me that most people are just plain stupid.  No matter how well one reasons with the dumb masses, they are going to follow their blind impulses.  I know this is an extremely cynical position.  Unfortunately, it’s a conclusion for which there is overwhelming empirical evidence.  Hence the attitudes of great minds like Voltaire and Schopenhauer.
4/17/11

Insomnia
I read an article in the Chronicle of Higher Education the other day about philosophical and literary attitudes towards sleep and insomnia.  Opinions were mixed.  Those lauding the virtues of insomnia seemed to share a romantic defiance of reason.  In contrast, those governed by a utilitarian paradigm structured by reason considered sleep to be a waste a time, a nuisance that must be tolerated as an investment for future productivity.  What both views share is the recognition that sleep is the time when monsters reign (I am reminded of Goya’s famous etching).  Some of us celebrate monsters, others are scared of them, but we all recognize their necessity.  We need to give our blind impulses a chance to vent (see Freud).  But what happens when the monsters take over?  Is this the eternal slumber of death?  Or is it, at the opposite end, eternal wakefulness, the manic state of insomnia in which we lack the dividing lines necessary to distinguish reality from illusion?  Two artistic expressions of this state come to mind: Chuck Palahniuk’ Fight Club and Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude.  Both are somewhat dark (if not pessimistic) portrayals.  No one wants to an insomniac.  Insomnia often plagues those with troubles on their minds, the very people who most need a break from reality.  But once the line between reality and illusion is sufficiently blurred, this state could be liberating—at least from a romantic point of view.
4/16/11

Family, love, & forgiveness
Romantic love is such an intensely subjective experience that it demands a third party to acquire any semblance of truth based in objective reality (Hegel’s dialectic).  Hence the importance of family.  We are generally so sensitive to any criticism of our character—especially when it comes to love—that it becomes easier to dismiss the critic as a malicious foe than to look ourselves in the mirror.  But family is another story.  In this context where love abides, there should be no question about the motivations of the critic.  So one is forced to look him or herself in the mirror (therapy works similarly, but love is replaced by reason).  Now this doesn’t alter the fact that the criticism will still be met with resentment.  But with family—where love abides—there should eventually come forgiveness.

