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FROM MY PRACTICE:
When a Suit is an Argument

Peter B. Raabe Ph.D.

Early in our counselling relationship, a client of mine,
‘George,’ entered my front door, looked me up and down
and said,  ‘I don’t like what you’re saying to me.’  I was
stunned because I hadn’t spoken a single word.  But
thinking back on the meeting now I can see I had
inadvertently made an argument that was very troubling
to him.

A few months later I was at a philosophy faculty meeting
when a simple question from one of my colleagues led to
a very enlightening chain of thoughts.  We were discussing
the critical thinking classes several of us are teaching on a
regular basis.  The lessons in this course teach students to
reason logically and argue effectively.  This colleague asked
me what my definition of an argument is in light of the
fact that I both teach philosophy and I’m a philosophical
counsellor.  That’s when it occurred to me that an argument
is not only what a writer or speaker conveys to another
person -’Sally’ makes an argument that ‘Brian’ reads or
hears; an argument can also sometimes be perceived by
Brian even when Sally is unaware of actually having made
that argument.

I ask the students in my critical thinking classes to evaluate
letters to the Editor of our local newspapers.  Through this
exercise they learn how to find the letter writer’s values,
beliefs, and assumptions even when they are unspoken
and subtly hidden.  This is not an easy exercise.  And what
they find even more difficult is to determine how those
hidden values, beliefs, and assumptions can actually be
phrased as arguments.  For example, when the writer says,
‘Honesty is important in a politician’ my students
understand the writer to mean  ‘I value honesty in a
politician.’  But the next step is to understand that the
writer is making an argument that goes something like
this:  ‘I value honesty in a politician, and honesty should
be valued, because it helps to sustain a trusting
environment.’  Obviously, the hidden or unspoken value
in this example is honesty.  But what is not so obvious is
the way this value becomes an argument when there is
understood to be a reason behind the value statement.  A
statement of value is only an opinion or conclusion, but it
becomes an argument when this conclusion is supported
by a reason, and especially when a ‘should’ is included to
make it a normative assertion.  The same thing happens
with beliefs and assumptions.  Of course this value
statement about honesty in politicians was a simple
example, and the argument assumption may seem
somewhat hasty given the very brief statement on which
it’s based.  But the discovery of hidden or unspoken
arguments is a very important part in both a critical
thinking course and in philosophical counselling.

But my discussion with my colleague didn’t end there.  I
came to realise that not only might Brian hear an argument
in Sally’s values, beliefs, and assumptions, he could also

assume an argument in other forms of communication such
as her body language, and even the clothes she’s wearing.
For example, if Brian and Sally are in a relationship, and
Sally has become fed up with Brian’s attempt to control
how she dresses, she may choose to wear clothes she knows
Brian doesn’t approve of.  In this way she’s not only
sending a message, she’s making an argument.  Her
argument could be stated as something like this: ‘I don’t
like the way you control me by telling me what I should
wear, so I’m wearing this outfit to show you that I will not
accept your control over me any more.’  In this way Sally
has made an argument by stating a conclusion supported
by a reason, and all this simply by means of the clothes
she’s wearing.

The stereotypical philosophy professor is a middle-aged
man with a scruffy beard, unkempt long hair, wearing a
sweatshirt with food stains on the front, and torn and faded
blue jeans with frayed cuffs.  When I began teaching
philosophy I made it a point to show up for class clean
shaven, with combed short hair, wearing a coordinated
dress shirt and pants.  Some of my students actually said
they were surprised by my appearance.  They expected
someone more in line with the stereotype.  I told them the
reason I dress the way I do for class is because I’m trying
to make a statement about the profession of philosophy.
I’ve even had salespeople in local shops express
amazement when they find out that I’m a professor of
philosophy.  They’re amazed by nothing more than my
appearance.  Of course, I don’t dress with the intention to
amaze people.  What I’m doing with the clothes I wear is
making the argument that philosophy is a profession that
ought to be respected, not only by students, but by
professors themselves, and also by members of the public
with whom they come in contact.

When my client, George, told me ‘I don’t like what you’re
saying to me’  before I had said anything to him I now
understand that he was seeing an argument in the way I
was dressed.  In order to understand his reaction it’s
important to know a bit about what he has experienced in
life.  From his childhood to being a young adult George
had suffered various forms of abuse from authority figures.
The abuse he suffered at home led him to rebel and break
the law and subsequently suffer more mistreatment at the
hands of police, the courts, medical specialists,
psychotherapists, and social workers.  Because of his
negative encounters with these professionals he became
very mistrustful and uncomfortable around individuals
wearing suits and other sorts of non-casual attire.  When I
met him at the door I was wearing dress slacks and a
white dress shirt.

When we reached the two comfortable sofas in my
counselling room I asked George what my clothes were
saying to him.
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‘You’re saying you’re better than I am because I’m only
dressed in old jeans and a sweat shirt,’ he said.  ‘And
you’re saying I should be dressed like you if I want to
succeed in this world like you have.’

‘But I’m not trying to say this to you at all,’  I responded.

‘Maybe not,’ he said, ‘but that’s the message I’m getting.’
We went on to discuss how clothing makes an argument
in which both the conclusion and all the premises remain
unstated.  We discussed how if a person wears a T-shirt
with the word ‘Nike’ emblazoned on the front it can be
understood that this person is making the argument that
Nike is a good product which they endorse for some
particular reason.  Now consider the many products and
slogans on the front of T-shirts.

Uniforms make the argument that the wearer is an expert.
Some of the uniforms in our society which make this
argument are military uniforms, a bus driver or police
uniform, a surgeon’s or nurses uniform, even a
MacDonald’s hamburger flipper’s uniform.  A different
sort of uniform is the so-called ‘power suit,’  the navy blue
suit worn with a white shirt and red tie which has
apparently been proven by psychologists to send a message
of authority.  A ‘suit’ can mean not only the expensive
dark suit of the CEO but also the cutoff jeans and T-shirt of
the artist, the backward facing baseball cap and loose
clothing of the rapper, and the black on black ‘Goth’ outfit
of the teen.  Each of these ‘suits’ present subtle arguments
regarding the values and beliefs of the wearer.

At a trial the person charged with robbery comes dressed
in a suit as instructed by his lawyer.  Why?  Because it
sends the argument, ‘I can’t be guilty if I look this good.’
Does it fool anyone?  It must have some effect, or why else
would lawyers continue to insist their clients wear suits to
court?  And of course the judge wears a robe which makes
the argument that he or she knows the law and is capable
of making a fair decision.

It might be argued that you’re not responsible for what
others ‘read into’ the clothes you wear, especially since on
most occasions we tend to choose what to wear primarily
based on comfort.  But our closets are full of the values
and beliefs we wish to convey with our appearance, so it
doesn’t really matter what particular item we choose to
wear on any given day.  For most of us, the arguments we
make with the clothes we wear tend to stay fairly consistent
from day to day, and on that day when we want to send
out an especially strong message, or a message that is
different from our ‘norm,’ there’s no doubt that we choose
our clothing with careful attention and intention.  Since
the day my client George commented on what my clothing
said to him I’ve been very careful to present an argument
that says the right thing to each of my clients.

Peter Raabe is the first person in Canada to be granted a
Ph.D. based on a dissertation in the area of philosophical
counselling. He is the author of  Philosophical Counselling:
Theory and Practice and Issues in Philosophical
Counselling  (Greenwood Press/Praeger). He has a private
philosophical counselling practice in North Vancouver,

Canada, and he teaches courses in philosophy for
counsellors at Simon Fraser University. You can visit his
website at  http://www.interchange.ubc.ca/raabe/.

Email raabe@interchange.ubc.ca
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Book Reviews
Edited by Gerald Rochelle

Julian Baggini and
Jeremy Stangroom (eds)
Great Thinkers A-Z
London: Continuum, 2004, pp. vii + 275

ISBN 0826467423 (pb), £9.99

According to Baggini and Stangroom, ‘The great thinkers
profiled in this volume are one hundred of the people
whose ideas have done the most to shape the western
philosophical tradition’ (p. 1). As they anticipate that there
will be disagreements concerning around half of their
selections for inclusion, I do not intend to disappoint them.
Leaving aside the vagueness of ‘the western philosophical
tradition’, which has room for Einstein but not for Newton,
I find it difficult to take seriously any overview of two and
half thousand years of philosophy that sees no problems
in assuming that over two thirds of the entries should be
devoted to those born during the last two hundred years,
or that nearly a sixth of them should be allocated to people
who were still alive when the book was published. This is
contemporary philosophy patting itself on the back in a
big way.

There is more. I fail to understand why the Stoic Seneca is
included as one of only six representatives of ancient
philosophy, especially when Zeno of Citium, the founder
of Stoicism, is not. Even more astounding is the fact that
Epicureanism, an influential philosophy for hundreds of
years, fails to get a single mention anywhere. To put this
into some kind of context, two recent French feminists are
thought to merit an entry each. It is difficult to care much
about the precise details of who is or is not included when
the whole approach of the book seems so perverse.

There is some good news in that the individual entries are
generally well-written with useful suggestions for further
reading. Indeed, many of the entries are models of clarity
and present concise and informative thumbnail sketches
of their subjects. This book is a convenient first port of call
when looking for a brief introduction to the thought of
those whose names are included. However, the
unfathomable decisions taken by the editors means that
when it is taken as a whole, the book feels like a great
opportunity wasted.

Trevor Curnow

Julian Baggini and Jeremy Stangroom
What Philosophers Think
London, Continuum, 2003, pp. vi + 245

ISBN 0826461808 (pb), £9.99

During the 1990s, philosophy bookshelves screamed with
the brash red, green, yellow and blue of Nigel Warburton.
Now it is with the appropriately more pastel shades of
Julian Baggini that the intending purchaser of philosophical
wares must deal (although Granta’s new edition of What’s
It All About is a rather more retro orange and black). The
formula is simple: take material you already have to hand
(in this case interviews with philosophers already
published in The Philosophers’ Magazine between 1998 and
2002), re-hash it in the shape of a book, add suitable
acknowledgements and self-publicising blurb and convince
a publisher it is worthwhile printing.

Aside from the colour, is there anything of philosophical
worth here?  Someone picking up the book and reading
the list of ‘greats’ will expect to learn something about
philosophy and philosophers. Many of the interviews
mention the problem of academic detachment but all the
interviews somehow support this ‘problem’. This book has
reminded me how removed from the everyday world, from
the world of practical sense, philosophers can be. Simone
de Beauvoir, asserting in her The Ethics of Ambiguity that
classical philosophy ended with Hegel, recalls ‘having felt
a great calm in reading Hegel in the impersonal setting of
the Bibliothèque Nationale, in August 1940. However, ‘she
says,’when I found myself again in the street, in my life,
outside the system, under a real sky, the system was no
longer any use to me ... and I still wanted to live in the
midst of living men’ (1947, p. 221). The modern philosopher
has replaced system building in the Hegelian sense with
immersion in the technical and the academic, ‘scientising’
philosophy at the same time sanitising it. The modern
academic philosopher inherits and participates eagerly in
the philosophia perennis ‘around which all philosophers
circle’. Socrates, Nietzsche, Kierkegaard or Thoreau would
get short shrift from these contemporary contract holders.

One might expect something interesting from the twenty-
two interviews included, but such anticipation is soon
diffused by repeatedly dull and vapid ‘interrogation’. All
interviews would have been better if put in traditional
‘dialogue’ style than mixed up with the interviewer’s
thoughts and reflections. Further, the reader is never told
who the interviewer is: Baggini or Stangroom. I would not
criticise any failure to include other philosophers but, I
ask myself, is this truly a representative list of anything
philosophical (apart from the fact that all interviewed were
alive at the time and presumably within close range of
Central London)?

The top catches - Putnam (who is questioned about his
own changes of mind), Searle seeking a realist general
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theory, and a ‘tired’ Singer (caught on a lecture visit at the
LSE) - add little to our knowledge of them that a quick
look in The Oxford Companion to Philosophy or a few minutes
on the internet would not provide. Richard Dawkins talks
about genes. We have Mary Warnock on women in
philosophy, Mary Midgley on Iris Murdoch, and Jane
Radcliffe Richards on the life-changing experience of
adopting her mother’s maiden name (which apparently
started her off on the ‘application of philosophy to moral
and practical problems’). Helena Cronin (perhaps caught
on the same night as Singer at the LSE) gives us her
thoughts on gender differences while Edward O. Wilson
interestingly concludes his interview with a metaphor on
darkness and candles similar to Jane Radcliffe Richards’
concluding remark. There is Scruton (himself not resistant
to Baggini-style ‘siege publication’) on high art (though
we are spared hunting). We have Russell Stannard on
prayer. With John Harris — famed for his philosophical
presence on endless committees, councils and consultative
groups — we are asked to consider ‘what happens when
an academic philosopher enters the fray of real-life ethical
decision-making?’ (p. 84). By this time, I shudder to think!
‘Reality’, however, is not so frightening as it first appears
as Harris relaxes us with the ways and workings of
committees. Don Cupitt, a Cambridge ‘don’ and, with a
glittering media career behind him — presumably an
inspiration to Baggini — suggests we drop ‘God’ from the
term ‘God’. Richard Swinburne (handily found in Oxford)
tells us more about God, free will and helping others. The
‘whirlwind’ Peter Vardy, after some thoughts on God and
religious experience, concludes his remarks by favouring
Pooh Bear rather than the owl. Stuart Hampshire presses
on with political thought. Ted Honderich (conveniently
placed at UCL) gives us his thoughts on determinism,
origination and quantum theory. John Searle talks about
the problems of writing for a wider audience and ‘external
realism’. And so it goes on. Jonathan Rée speaks on science
and the humanities. Simon Blackburn (whose career is
obviously something of an inspiration for Baggini— or is
it Stangroom?) discusses philosophy of language and the
ambiguous position of the philosopher of ‘minutiae’ and
philosophical remoteness. Michael Dummett, himself ‘not
remote from the concerns of everyday life’ (p.215), but a
philosopher not reputed for his accessible writing, provides
some entertaining anecdotes and some thoughts on Frege.
In Ray Monk, we are tantalised with the idea that he is an
escapee from academia (according the Baggini the only
place where rigorous argument can occur) but we are saved
the distress of this isolation when we find him in his
rightful place as a professor in (the indeed ‘metropolitanly’-
remote) Southampton. Monk tells us that philosophical
counsellors are not ’really doing philosophy’ and Baggini
(or Stangroom) seems to agree.

Whatever this book is about there is nothing in it for
philosophical counsellors nor for anyone whose interest
tempts them to think that philosophy has anything
practical to offer. This book will not tell the general public
what philosophers think nor will it provide ‘unique insight
into the minds behind the great ideas of today’. It will tell
them only what philosophers are. Some are interesting,
here Dummett and Searle in particular, but the deferential
style of the interviewer (whoever that is) sets the tone for
each piece and, unless the reader is an admirer of academic

detachment and institutional achievement, he or she is
likely to be disappointed with this book.

Gerald Rochelle

Mark Ridley
How to Read Darwin
London: Granta Books, 2005, pp. viii + 119

ISBN 1862077822 (pb), £6.99

This book belongs to the How to Read series, edited by
Simon Critchley.  The idea of the series is to introduce
general readers to the work of great thinkers by having
them read several short extracts from original works, each
followed by several pages of background and explanations.
Mark Ridley, a member of Oxford’s Department of Zoology
and the author of an important textbook on evolution, took
on the Darwinian canon.  The first six of the book’s ten
chapters sketch major themes from The Origin of Species.
They are followed by three chapters on The Descent of Man
and a final chapter treating The Expression of the Emotions.

As Ridley is well aware, it is not immediately obvious
why the intelligent layman should care to know ‘how to
read Darwin’ in the first place.  Darwin was, of course, a
truly revolutionary figure in the history of science, but the
revolution he began has continued to take additional
crucial steps forward.  As a result, reading Darwin is not a
particularly effective way to become acquainted with
modern evolutionary biology.  While Darwin is reputed to
be a talented writer, the selections chosen by Ridley do not
strike me as being written in a particularly engaging style.
At the end of the day, it seems that Darwin should be read
mostly for his historical importance.

Readers of Practical Philosophy will probably be most
interested in the seventh and tenth chapters, which treat
issues of psychological importance.  Chapter seven explains
Darwin’s views on the evolutionary development of
human morality and altruism, as set out in The Descent of
Man.  This issue continues to be hotly debated by socio-
biologists, evolutionary psychologists, and their various
detractors.  Ridley finds three lines of explanation in
Darwin’s work.  First of all, to the extent that altruistic
behaviour invites reciprocation by other group members,
it can be directly beneficial to the individual’s chances of
survival.  Secondly, altruism can evolve as a by-product of
sensitivity to praise and blame, which may be a beneficial
trait in its own right.  (A variant of this second explanation
has it that the heroic reputations enjoyed by those who
risk danger to save others offer reproductive advantages
that outweigh the risk of heroic death.)  Finally, Darwin
was willing to entertain explanations in terms of group
selection; while self-sacrifice may not be conducive to the
individual’s survival, it may be conducive to the survival
of his group.  The notion of ‘kin selection’ – that it might
be socio-biologically rational to risk one’s life in order to
save others possessing a common genetic inheritance –
was not available to Darwin.
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Chapter ten deals with The Expression of the Emotions.  Here
we find Darwin arguing that human expression of
emotions derives directly from analogous animal
behaviours.  He brings three principles to bear upon the
explanation of various human displays of emotion: 1) An
emotional gesture or body-attitude can constitute a
‘serviceable associated habit’, such as the clenched fists
which accompany anger and are useful offensive weapons.
2) The adoption of a gesture clearly different from that of
some ‘serviceable associated habit’ is used to communicate
that one is not possessed by the emotion that goes with the
‘serviceable associated habit’ in question.  (An obviously
open hand might mark one as not being emotionally
prepared for violent confrontation).  3) Bodily conditions
such as trembling derive directly from the state of the
nervous system.

Ridley succeeds in conveying the main points of Darwin’s
legacy, placing it in historical context and pointing out
weaknesses that would be addressed by later scientists.
Unfortunately, Ridley’s explanations are occasionally less
than perfectly clear.  Chapter eight, which deals with ‘the
geological succession’, cries out for the inclusion of a table
or diagram to help the reader keep track of the various
dates given by different scientists to the Cambrian, Silurian,
etc., geological periods.  Nevertheless, this book is probably
the best short introduction to Darwin for people who are
interested in reading his own words.

Berel Dov Lerner

Ray Monk
How to Read Wittgenstein
London: Granta Books, 2005, pp. viii + 114

ISBN 186207724X (pb), £6.99

Oceans of ink have been spilled in the course of the past
half century in debates about ‘How to read Wittgenstein’.
Having authored the much-celebrated biography, Ludwig
Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (1990), Ray Monk was
almost uniquely qualified to write this new addition to
Simon Critchey’s How to Read series.  He manages, in very
limited compass of this slender volume, to offer the reader
a guiding thread by which to follow the development of
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language.  He also troubles
himself to occasionally acquaint us with some major
alternatives to his own reading.

Books of the How to Read series are comprised of original
texts and interpretive comments.  Interestingly, Monk
chooses to begin with a rather obscure piece; Wittgenstein’s
first published work, a short review of the long-forgotten
P. Coffey’s, The Science of Logic.  Monk deftly expounds
upon the review to describe Wittgenstein’s state of mind
as an undergraduate at Cambridge and enthusiastic
convert to the ‘new logic’ of Frege and Russell.  This first
chapter also helps set the intellectual backdrop for
Wittgenstein’s own original contributions to philosophy.

The next four chapters are concerned with the Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus.  While explaining the basics of
Wittgenstein’s early philosophy, Monk is especially

exercised by the famously self-destructive paradox at the
heart of the Tractatus, i.e., that it apparently declares itself
to be meaningless.  He mentions Cora Diamond and James
Conant’s radical view that Wittgenstein genuinely devised
the Tractatus as an example of the kind of out-and-out
nonsense we must learn to avoid. Monk’s own mind,
however, tends towards the more common view that
Wittgenstein thought his book somehow points the reader
towards a true vision of the relationship between language
and the world.

Chapter six uses the paper, ‘Some Remarks on Logical
Form’ to clearly delineate the first signs of Wittgenstein’s
growing unhappiness with the system he had worked out
in the Tractatus.  It offers a short and masterful explanation
of Wittgenstein’s technical doubts regarding the nature of
the contradiction between statements which attribute
different colours to the same ‘place’ at the same time, and
how such doubts could eventually help bring
Wittgenstein’s early philosophy crashing down in ruins.
It is perhaps the best short presentation available of this
crucial crisis in Wittgenstein’s intellectual development.

The next three chapters of the book outline Wittgenstein’s
later philosophy.  The passages are mostly drawn from the
Philosophical Investigations, but other late works are also
quoted.  Monk wants us to read Wittgenstein as a
therapeutic philosopher whose illuminating examples and
challenging questions will free us of the maladies of
systematic philosophy and help us discover new
connections between different aspects of our experience.
He is unhappy with those who have founded their
doctrinaire relativism upon Wittgenstein’s notion of
‘language games,’ and with those who purport to find a
knock-down-drag-out argument against ‘private languages’
in the Philosophical Investigations.

The final two chapters should be of particular interest to
those involved in philosophical counselling.  They describe
Wittgenstein’s disdain for modern culture and his
insistence that science is inadequate for the understanding
of people, art, and all things spiritual.  More generally, the
therapeutic conception of philosophy which informs all of
Wittgenstein’s later work can obviously play an important
role in the practice of philosophical counselling.  However,
I would add a personal caveat to this.  To the extent that
Monk is right and the later Wittgenstein genuinely
disavowed any systematic doctrine, all is well and good.
However, if one is trying to convince an audience to accept
a particular philosophical view, it might be more honest to set
it out in a straightforward manner than to cajole one’s
interlocutors into agreement through what might become
a dangerously manipulative ‘therapy’.

Berel Dov Lerner

Book Reviews Edited by Gerald Rochelle
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John Phillips
How to Read Sade
London: Granta Books, 2005, pp. vi + 122

ISBN 1862077274 (pb), £6.99

A title in Granta’s new ‘How to Read’ series, Sade finds
himself in company of Darwin, Freud, Hitler, Nietzsche and
Wittgenstein. We are used to reading up on someone, often
straining to find the original text amongst the expositor’s
own thoughts and interpretations, but not here. The basis
of the series is a recognised critic working on selected pieces
of original text so that the reader is introduced to the
thinker’s thoughts, their origins and development. What a
great idea — the master-class theory in a book.

Phillips, Professor of French Literature and Culture at
London Metropolitan University, with existing works on
Sade, pornography, censorship and the erotic, lucidly
discusses each of his chosen texts and reveals the public
and private Sade as author, literary technician and
commentator on nature, religion, sex, politics and the
novel. Phillips recognises the value of a Freudian approach
to Sade, acknowledging the fictionalising of self in any
autobiographical account as well as the therapeutic value
inherent in the process of writing it. His Freudian view
exposes Sade as a victim of the confused public perception
of fictional writer as liver of fiction, identifying Sade as a
reverse oedipal case whose imprisonment sublimated a
sex drive subsequently channelled through the creative
act of writing. This book is an enthralling tour through the
life of one of Europe’s most badly judged and reveals a
rich, charismatic character, morally a relativist-pragmatist,
whose work — admired by Nietzsche — ridicules
Christianity for its irrationality, moral illogicality and
support of the weak. Sade: a sensualist, who admires the
strong, reveres nature, youth and the pursuit of pleasure,
a practical philosopher who denies an afterlife and accepts
perpetual transmutation of living things, a free spirit whose
actions in pursuit of both the satisfaction of his sensual
needs and the expression of his beliefs led him to take
foolhardy risks.

Phillips’ discussion of Sadeian ‘sex-therapy’ — the release
of impossible-to-achieve sexual desires through
masturbation — shows us the crucial role of imagination
in sex. Its role in self-discovery and its highlighting of the
distance between reality and fantasy (consolidated by
Sade’s twenty seven years of imprisonment under both
the ancien régime and the Terror), would seem no slight
justification for the edifice of erotic outpouring which
occurred as his incarceration proceeded.

Phillips provides an eye-opening discussion on the range
of Sade’s political views: advocacy of ancien régime
Machiavellian despotism to referenda-based grass roots
law making and the by-passing of any form of
representative democracy were within the scope of this
enigmatic ‘political minimalist’ who could not identify
himself as either aristocrat or democrat. Sade, the
inscrutable pragmatist, ever adapting to the changing
political scene, a writer whose motive is always ambivalent,
always out of reach.

Phillips ascribes Sade’s mixing of pain and pleasure in
large part to his autoerotic life in prison and his coping
with the predicament of an extremely high sex drive
together with the problem of painful ejaculation. However,
beneath the grotesquely physical veneer of transgressive
sex and violence, in the mutual dependency of libertine
and victim, Phillips finds something always more
psychological, more moral, and more philosophical.
Phillips analyses well crucial moral issues using the
‘double-bind’ principle (in Sade’s time ironically
epitomised by the ‘justice’ of the revolution being reliant
upon regicide), and discusses Sade’s denouncement of
Rousseau’s view of rustic nature and its replacement with
the Sadeian ‘naturalness of cruelty’. Sade’s parody of the
world of nature (the amoral world of natural balance in
which nothing is undesirable) is, according to Phillips, a
carnivalisation, an inversion, an overturning of the
inhibition of taboo to the ever-striving permissiveness of
the libertine. Sadeian man (even female libertines act
essentially as male ‘types’) is forever transgressing the
recognised limits, forever acting, constantly ‘becoming’,
and reaching always beyond the unacceptable to the
superhuman or even divine.

Phillips reveals the complex role of Sadeian woman (who,
if failed as a successful pseudo-male libertine, is first
‘reduced’ to her sexual parts then to death) and the
ambivalence toward women in Sade himself. Sade, able to
express sincere love to his wife and others, stereotyped the
virgin and whore in Justine and Juliette, demonstrated a
hatred of mothers and procreation, and held the female
form both as object of desire and contempt. Phillips also
shows a lighter side in Sade, finding analogy in some of
the absurd violence in Sade’s plays with the Simpsons’
Itchy & Scratchy: ‘extreme though sanitised violence, from
which the victim always recovers’. A further example of
Sade’s ‘inverted’ world where social and sexual
conventions are transgressed turned on their heads or in
on themselves, where there are no sexual norms, no sexual
hierarchy of activities.

Phillips gives a balanced picture and, never overstated,
we sense throughout that the Sade he depicts has either
some genuinely attributable feature or there is some
ambiguity possible in ascribing one to him. I like this book
— it is authoritative. One feels secure in the hands of the
writer, and it has the best qualities of good teaching: it is
cool headed, careful and expert, it shows no sign of
patronage to the less informed yet shows every concern
that the student should learn from the tuition being offered.
This book is a tutorial of the best sort. Confronting Sade
tells us much about ourselves. There is a great deal in his
work which most would find at least hard to take if not
repugnant, but it is the extreme boundary that he prescribes
(e.g. his cruelty, misogyny and ignorance of the fate of
others) which allows us a yardstick by which to measure
our own morality. This is an impressive book, Phillips’
consistently demonstrating expert knowledge of the life
and works of Sade, the well-read essayist, commentator
and subversive, as well as the political, social and cultural
environment in which he found himself. One is left
compelled to find out more, to see if Sade truly is the first
modern philosopher of the body, a misogynist
pornographer, a writer deep in Freudian denial, or an
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enlightened voice of modern secularism and democracy
rightly suspicious of absolutism and theocracy. A must for
every serious  practical philosopher.

Gerald Rochelle

Simon Blackburn
Lust
New York and Oxford: The New York Public Library and
Oxford University Press, 2004, pp. xii + 151

ISBN 0195162005 (hb), US$17.95/£10.99

Many clients of Philosophical Counsellors might bring
‘meaning’ as their issue, or solving a dilemma, or needing
help with a moral quandary. In the last category, lust is
commonly involved and Simon Blackburn’s short book is
a useful appraisal of that important emotion which stirs
within us all. ‘The enthusiastic desire, the desire that
infuses the body, for sexual activity and its pleasures for
their own sake’ is a matter needy of the practical
philosopher’s concern.

Blackburn, Professor of Philosophy at the University of
Cambridge, provides an entertaining essay, the
antecedence of which — a lecture at the New York Public
Library — is evident. This book is crisp, entertaining, shows
easy acquaintance with its authorities and, for the most
part, tells the story of its subject in such a way that our
education is drawn from our desire to follow eagerly from
page to page.

Blackburn, pointing out the wrong thinking of ‘excess’ as
part of lust (as opposed to a potential add-on), provides a
convincing apology for St. Augustine’s stance against sex
(which came to so dominate the Western tradition),
allowing St. Augustine’s fervour against sex a pre-
determining contemporary context and finding in its
proclamation an escape route for its hapless victim. On the
other hand, Blackburn sees St. Thomas Aquinas, in his
synthesis of ‘lust, restraint, reason, and what is natural’, as
the instigator of a tyrannical and farcical regime of birth
control still controlling the lives of many today. However,
the Bishop of Hippo (even with apology), St. Thomas and
Kant come off badly in the insightful glare of this careful-
minded philosopher not bound by religion or bad thinking

Art and poetry provide a fully blended background for a
commentary always up-to-date but never victim to the
transient nature of too much contemporary reference.
Blackburn treats us to an intriguing view of the
‘interference’ of love, offering as examples Shakespeare,
where the lover’s vision is clouded and his perspectives
altered, Dorothy Parker, who identifies lustful passion with
deceit, and Stendhal who provides a disguising
‘crystallisation’ and embellishment of even the plainest
lover. Blackburn himself favours the more straightforward
view of Epicurus — if an attack of love comes on, dissipate
it with undiluted lust. In support of Hobbesian unity (with
which his ultimate sympathies lie), Blackburn reflects ‘it is
not the movements, but the thought behind them, that
matter to lust’ (p. 90). He points out that a desire for privacy
in sex does not imply acts of shame (later returning to this

theme and Sartre’s view of the need to overcome the gaze
of another) and that ‘infantilisation’ between lovers —
being silly — is more an expression of trust than of any
Freudian degradation. Morality he puts firmly in its place,
‘when nature has done it for us, moralists can go home’ he
says (p. 123), but his conclusion that nature has generated
lust but does not govern how we apply it, seems fairly
weak. True, we cannot expect motor car manufacturers to
be responsible for how we drive, but we are not drivers of
ourselves, we are our selves. Overall, Blackburn rejects the
Kantian view that sex is the use of another’s organs in
favour of the Hobbesian account of unity and, he thinks, if
things go well we will seek what someone else wants to
offer. This is not an earth-shattering conclusion but the
last three chapters reveal someone a little tired of the project
anyway.

Even so, the book is not consistently good. His brief
treatment of pornography is worryingly heterosexual
(summing up with the problem of ‘endlessly available’
women). His even more briefly put views on prostitution
are both exclusively heterosexual and naive (quoting
Scruton’s ridiculous comment about payment not being
made directly to the prostitute). In discussing lust, I think,
these are opportunities missed (which unfortunately
chimes with Blackburn’s own initial question about the
enquiry itself, ‘am I the right person to do it?’ (p. 6). His
(rather protracted) discussion on Evolutionary Psychology
failed to inform me how the ‘message’ is passed on to the
next generation. Saying it is ‘scripted in the genes’ (p. 116)
does not answer it for me. This discussion on Evolutionary
Psychology, straying as it does in intention and exactness,
seems to expect a higher degree of ‘evolutionary
coincidence’ than is credible and loses focus on the
proclaimed intention of the book.

One thing philosophers are accused of is remoteness. There
are two central reasons for this: first, most philosophers
(since Plato and Aristotle) have worked in a ‘university’
setting; second, philosophers work on general principles,
often using particular examples which are often invented
for their entertainment value and potential logical
coherence more for their belonging to the ‘real world’. For
Philosophical Counsellors truly to be ‘Practical
Philosophers’ they must be sure they can identify with the
practical problems of those with whom they philosophise.
This is a good book to kick off some understanding of a
much maligned human inclination and any Philosophical
Counsellor will find it a valuable source of some good
thinking on an emotion all too often associated with guilt
or disgust.

Gerald Rochelle

John Sellars
The Art of Living: The Stoics on the nature
and function of philosophy
Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003, pp. x + 228

ISBN 0754636674 (hb), £42.50

This book is both interesting and irritating. Fortunately
the interest is greater than the irritation, although matters
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would be much improved if the irritations were removed.
They are two. First, there is an excessive use of footnotes,
which sometimes occupy more than half of the page. This
may in part reflect the book’s origin in a PhD thesis, but it
seems overdone even allowing for that. Secondly, the Greek
equivalents for certain terms are given in the text over and
over again, despite the fact that they are all explained in a
glossary.

With those matters set aside, the interesting aspects of the
book can be considered. It addresses a cluster of
interrelated issues that all deal, in one way or another,
with the connection between philosophy and life. To what
extent can, should or must adherence to a particular
philosophical outlook influence what someone does?
Although, as Sellars points out, this has been a matter of
debate and disagreement for hundreds of years, his
primary focus is on the contribution to it made by the
Stoics. He suggests that the Stoic conception of philosophy
as the art of living brings together both the theoretical and
the practical. It is necessary to understand the school’s
teachings on an intellectual level but also, through a
programme of practical training, make these teachings a
daily guide to one’s life. In this way not only is philosophy
the art of living, but an individual philosophical life is also
a work of art. Three useful chapters are devoted to the
study of this practical training, with the Handbook of
Epictetus and Meditations of Marcus Aurelius considered
in this context and the influence of Pierre Hadot openly
and widely apparent.

The book can be taken on two levels. In one sense it is a
discussion of a particular aspect of Stoicism and its
connection with Socratic philosophy. As such it is both
useful and informed with plenty of solid and serious
analysis that sheds light on some neglected areas of the
school’s teachings. More generally, the book can be taken
as an exposition of two different conceptions of philosophy,
conceptions that have been competing for the soul of
philosophy ever since the time of Aristotle at least. One
regards philosophy as a purely theoretical enterprise, the
other insists that it must have an impact on daily life.
Although Sellars denies that one can be established as
superior to the other, it seems fairly obvious where his
sympathies lie. One of the explicit implications of his
implicit preference is that philosophers’ lives become a
kind of philosophical testimony, and he is surely right to
argue that this explains the interest shown in philosophical
biographies (which were frequently tantamount to
hagiographies) in antiquity. If a philosophy manifests itself
in a life, then a life is a statement of a philosophy.

Trevor Curnow

Spinoza
Ethics
(ed. and trans. G.H.R. Parkinson)

New York: Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. vi + 359

ISBN 0198752148 (pb), US$14.95

This recent translation by G.H.R. Parkinson supersedes

his previous revision of Andrew Boyle’s translation. As
part of the Oxford Philosophical Texts series, this clear and
accessible translation includes a new and illuminating
introduction, an excellent Select Bibliography, a Summary
of Spinoza’s Ethics and a full briefing on the antecedence
of the new translation. These features, together with useful
Glossary, Notes, Index of References to the original and an
Index, form a complete and satisfying whole.

Spinoza, one of the truly great European philosophers and
outstanding for his contribution in developing a
‘philosophy for life’, delivers in the Ethics a masterly
description of the human condition and the fragile grip we
have upon it. There are five parts: ‘Concerning God’,
‘Concerning the Nature and Origin of the Mind’,
‘Concerning the Origin and Nature of the Emotions’, ‘On
Human Servitude, or the Strength of the Emotions’ and
’Concerning the Power of the Intellect, or, On Human
Freedom’. Spinoza uses a Euclidean deductive system,
opening each section with a set of definitions and axioms
followed by theorems of proof.

On the face of it, this is not an easy book but once tuned
into the format, its apparent difficulty evaporates and a
surprisingly straightforward and densely penetrating text
is the reader’s reward. One of the great works of
philosophy, its theorem-based method does little to detract
from its readability and much to keep tight its reasoning
and logical purpose. The topics have deeply human appeal
and one cannot fail to identify with Spinoza’s enquiry into
the frailty inherent in the human condition.

Although God is the initial focus (Spinoza finding God is
nature, not the creator of nature), the human struggle with
emotions is the main theme. Spinoza argues that a
substance (what is in itself and conceives of itself) cannot
be the same as another substance. A substance must exist
because its existence provides the way to conceive of its
existence. God must exist because conception of God
derives from the being of God. God exists physically as
the perfect substance. God is the universe: infinitely
physical, infinitely mental and infinitely all other things
we do not know. God is the only true free agent. However,
when we understand God is, as it were, thinking through
us, we become part of God’s freedom. Religious desires
and actions spring from a knowledge of God. Scientific
knowledge depends on knowledge of God, so there is no
conflict between science and religion. All physical things
have a mental counterpart (a sort of sentience); there is the
physical thing and the idea of the physical thing.
Everything has a sense of striving or endeavour (conatus),
a quality particularly strong in humans. Our experience of
pleasure or pain is our mental experience of changes in
our conatus. We can only be free if we understand our
emotions as they range within the pleasure/pain complex.
The more we draw on our conatus the more ‘active’ we are
(that is the more we know). Knowledge has a hierarchy
from the lowest level (vague experience influenced by
external things) via knowledge by general reasoning to
the ultimate salvation of freedom through rational insight.

Spinoza’s cool approach to the nature of our emotional
self and his credible suggestions for how to deal with the
problems they spawn have timeless appeal. His closely
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worked definitions of different mental attitudes provide a
ready-guide to human desires and inclinations. There is
little old-fashioned about the Ethics and there is much to
commend it to any contemporary outlook on life. Spinoza,
a Jew caught in a time of great Judo-Christian tension, sees
the intellectual love of God (or nature) as our ultimate
aim. Those not capable of this higher degree of knowledge,
he thinks, can find moral worth in religion (even though
he sees religion as essentially superstitious). Above all, he
encourages us in the central aim of joyous living, a goal
attainable by a thorough understanding of our emotional
self and ways to deal with its problematic manifestations.
But the Ethics can (if not should) be read in a secular way.
Spinoza’s rigorous search for the essence of human
freedom leads him to dismiss our fear of death in favour
of a self-checking, outward looking and joyous world of
rationality. ‘A free man thinks of nothing less than death,
and his wisdom is a meditation not of death but of life’,
could not better put into perspective the need to find
meaning in the living of life. His appeal to reflect, to become
‘wise’ and so master our emotions and become free and
content, he recognises is hard to obtain. Yet, it is the very
difficulty of this achievement, this rarity, which makes it
valuable and worth seeking. In addition, this difficulty
means that any roads towards wisdom will enhance our
sense of human meaning. The Ethics is a great guide to
self-examination and this is the ideal reference copy to
use.

Gerald Rochelle

David Sedley (ed.)
The Cambridge Companion to Greek and
Roman Philosophy
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. xv +
396

ISBN 0521775035 (pb), £17.95/US$24.99, 0521772850 (hb),
£47.50/US$70

This book sets itself an enormous task in attempting to
cover the whole sweep of ancient philosophy from the
sixth century BC to the sixth century AD, but it has to be
said that it does it remarkably well. In part this is due to
the quality of the individual contributors, in part it is due
to the conception of the volume as a whole. In his
Introduction, the editor describes the Companion as both
an introduction and a handbook, the one to facilitate initial
engagement with the subject, the other to serve as a work
of reference in the support of further study. The
Introduction itself sheds useful light on the problems of
reconstructing and interpreting original texts. Apart from
the two devoted to Plato and Aristotle, the book’s other
chapters tend to take either a chronological or a thematic
approach. Although it is evident that in a book of this size
a great deal of material has to be omitted whichever
approach is taken, an impressive amount of it is fitted in
somewhere or other, and if it is there the excellent index
will enable it to be found. Names one might not expect to
find, such as those of David and Elias, appear along with
the usual suspects such as Plato and Pythagoras. Although
little is said about them, even routinely neglected minor
schools such as that of Megara receive at least a mention.

One of the strengths of the book is the way in which it
manages to convey the big picture while managing to pay
considerable attention to detail.

Perhaps the most likeable feature of the book is the way in
which it manages to remain a genuine introduction to its
chosen subject despite the wealth of scholarship that shines
through its pages. The reader is always treated with respect
and never patronised. Through apparently effortless
erudition, contributors are able to map out their fields so
that the major contours and landmarks can be clearly seen.
Particularly helpful in this regard is a series of charts
graphically and summarily conveying a great deal of
information regarding a selection of themes such as Roman
philosophers and the authors of commentaries. A
considerable amount of thought has evidently gone into
the planning of the book, and it has been worth it.

Because it has been designed as a handbook as well as an
introduction, the Companion will be of interest and value
to those familiar with the areas of Greek and Roman
philosophy as well as to those approaching them for the
first time. There is a great deal of material here and plenty
to stimulate thought and discussion.

Trevor Curnow

Frederick Copleston
Logical Positivism and Existentialism
London: Continuum, 2003, pp. ix + 230

ISBN 082646905 (pb), £9.99

Technically, this is the eleventh volume of Copleston’s  A
History of Philosophy, but it actually consists of a set of
essays originally published in 1956 under the title
Contemporary British Philosophy along with an introduction
that was rewritten some years later. The book was never
intended as a work of history, and to publish it as such is
somewhat misleading. A number of the chapters were
active contributions to the debates of the times in which
they were written rather than commentaries on the debates
of the past. Philosophy has changed since the 1950s, and it
is notable how many of those mentioned in the book are
close to becoming forgotten names today. As the book
shows, many of them were being accused of triviality even
in their own time so it is scarcely surprising if history has
not been kind to them since. J.L. Austin is perhaps the
most obvious example. However, in the opening chapter
entitled ‘Contemporary British Philosophy’, it is argued
that those reacting against the works of such as Austin
have often also misrepresented them. Copleston himself is
scrupulously fair-minded throughout, drawing attention
to the positive where it can be found but despatching the
negative when it cannot be defended.

Although the book is entitled Logical Positivism and
Existentialism, after the first chapter most of it is really
about metaphysics. Copleston certainly does not dismiss
logical positivism outright, rather he seeks to challenge its
territorial ambitions. The central discussion of
existentialism is divided into two main sections according
to whether thinkers can be categorised as theistic or
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atheistic. Writing in a philosophical climate largely hostile,
or at best indifferent, to metaphysics, Copleston patiently
traces out the limits of logical positivism and the
metaphysical implications, whether implicit or explicit, of
existentialism in its various forms. If this book had really
been written as a work of history, its title might have been
‘The fate of metaphysics in the first half of the twentieth
century’, so central and recurrent is this theme. The
discussion of logical positivism deals with the problem of
preserving a space for metaphysics, while the consideration
of existentialism culminates in the conclusion that ‘the
problem of God is the metaphysical problem’ (p. 227), since
the atheists, in effect, address the issue of how to live in a
world characterised by the absence of God.

In a curious way, although not conceived as a work of
history, this volume nevertheless does work as history
through its ability to evoke the philosophical ethos of its
time. When it was written, all the issues discussed in it
mattered, and it is impossible to understand any debate
properly without understanding why people think it is
worth having, without understanding what the
participants think is at stake. Copleston, as both participant
and observer, is an excellent guide to the philosophical
landscape of the time.

Trevor Curnow

Stephen Mitchell
Gilgamesh: A New English Version
London: Profile Books, 2004, pp. 294

ISBN 1861977182 (hb), £14.99

Inscribed on clay tablets more than 4000 years ago,
Gilgamesh is the world’s oldest story. It tells of the King of
Uruk’s quest for immortality and how, after a fruitless
journey, he returned a wiser man. It has inspired wonder
ever since its original decipherment in the British Museum
in 1872. So exhilarated was the curator by his discovery
that ‘he jumped up and rushed about the room in a great
state of excitement, and, to the astonishment of those
present, began to undress himself’. Readers of Stephen
Mitchell’s new version may not respond with such
exuberance, but they will still find in it a poem that is rich
in mystery and human resonance. Like Gilgamesh, we too
try to make sense of the mystery of things, the facts of
circumstance and the transience of life. Questions that
underpin the epic such as: ‘How do I make sense of things?’
‘What is important in life?’ ‘Where am I going?’ ‘What
should I do?’ still cause human concern and confusion.
Like Gilgamesh, we face life choices and important
decisions and need help in finding our way.

Gilgamesh is a poetic epic with mythic elements, dealing
not with literal but with poetic forms of truth, with themes
that are universal and relevant to any life. How do we
translate a text so distant in time and thought-world? The
problems of translation reveal themselves in the first line.
An unnamed narrator states, ‘I will proclaim to the world
the deeds of Gilgamesh’ (in Sanders’ early prose version
for Penguin). Thus we are, as imaginary listeners and actual
readers, welcomed into the endless present of the telling

of the tale. Andrew George’s full verse translation begins:
‘He who saw the Deep, the country’s foundations ... was
wise in all matters.’ Mitchell’s version begins: ‘He had seen
everything, experienced all emotions’. The trouble with
Mitchell’s version, patch-worked as it is from other
translations with added connecting passages, is that it lacks
poetic vigour. Robert Frost suggested poetry is that which
is lost in translation. Mitchell’s is a rather homogenised
and overly ‘psychologised’ account, more in tune with
contemporary sentiment. However, it does provide an
easy-read introduction to these other-worldly and
fragmented texts. It is coherent and reader-friendly, but it
admits no gaps in the text, no ambiguity of meaning, no
philosophical loose ends. If an authentic translation is one
that is as true as possible to the original then Mitchell’s
translation is not authentic. His reading of ‘emotions’ into
the narrative is speculative and he does not disclose the
gaps that exist in the different narrative texts.

Mitchell’s version has been widely praised. The eminent
critic Harold Bloom described it as ‘eloquent’, ‘nuanced’
and ‘wonderful’. My description would include
‘humdrum’, ‘simplistic’ and ‘sentimentalised’. For example
after the harlot has sex with Enkidu, the text has one line
which Stephanie Dalley (Oxford World’s Classics)
translates as: ‘Knowing his own mind now, he would seek
for a friend.’ The line posits the link between human
identity and the need for human friendship. Mitchell
expands this into: ‘Deep in his heart he felt something
stir,/ a longing he had never known before,/ the longing
for a true friend.’ The longing here is Mitchell’s. The
cuneiform original suggests not a response to an assumed
longing but something richer in terms of philosophical
counselling, an appeal to thinking and doing — to
‘knowing your own mind’ and ‘seeking for a friend’.

Mitchell’s long introduction does scant justice to the
richness of the text, with tiresome allusions to supposed
contemporary significance, such as the Iraq war, or that
we, in our democratic age, might prefer as heroes the
‘anonymous, everyday heroism of fire-fighters and police
officers’. Nor does the ancient poem echo the benefits of
New Age psychotherapy. Mitchell writes: ‘when the mind
gives up on its quest for control, order and meaning, it
finds that it has come home, to reality, where it has always
been. What it has — what it is — in this very moment is
everything it ever wanted.’ What Mitchell’s psychobabble
lacks is philosophic grounding. What Gilgamesh is about is
what philosophical counselling is also about — the seeking
of wisdom by giving new order and meaning to experience.

Heidegger argued that authenticity in life is about being
open to and facing the givens of existence. Gilgamesh can
be read as a journey through the givens of a particular
existence towards authenticity. The journey is therapeutic,
through it he becomes wise and knows ‘the secret of things’
including how to respond to the reality of death and the
limitations of human life. The wisdom he acquires from
his journey is more than personal knowledge. At first,
everything goes wrong: he is a tyrant, he acts before he
thinks, he craves immortality. Through his quest he learns
not only about the nature of life and death but also about
human society and government — the need to rebuild your
city, to accept the limitations of mortal life and enjoy it to



6 5http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

the full. Life is hard, as it was for Gilgamesh, but through
failure can come wisdom. Release yourself from the fantasy
of the past, seek the permanent meaning of your life, and
embrace others. The epic of Gilgamesh celebrates that which
makes us human.

In the end, Gilgamesh resigns himself to the inevitability
of death and comes to see that the only true immortality is
for work that endures: building his city walls, or inscribing
his own story. As a wise woman tells our hero: ‘Humans
are born, they live, then they die,/ this is the order that the
gods have decreed./ But until the end comes, enjoy your
life,/ spend it in happiness, not despair./ Savour your
food, make each of your days/ a delight, bathe and anoint
yourself,/ wear bright clothes that are sparkling clean, let
music and dancing fill your house,/ love the child who
holds you by the hand,/ and give your wife pleasure in
your embrace./ That is the best way for a man to live.’

Mitchell’s is an easy-digest version, but Gilgamesh is a more
complex story than this translation allows and one with
much potential for philosophical enquiry. By smoothing
the fragments into a coherent narrative Mitchell highlights
the work’s central themes but if you really want to get to
grips with the meaning of this strange and wonderful
poem, try a literal scholarly translation — either Stephanie
Dalley’s (Oxford World’s Classics), or Andrew George’s
(Penguin).

Robert Fisher
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