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up with it. Whether ’tis better in the mind to suf-
fer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
or to take arms against a sea of troubles and by
opposing end them ... But you don’t do either.
Neither suffer nor oppose. You just abolish the
slings and arrows. It’s too easy.”

“What you need,” the Savage went on, “is
something with tears for a change. Nothing
costs enough here....Isn’t there something in
living dangerously?”

“There’s a great deal in it,” the Controller
replied. “Men and women must have their adre-
nals stimulated from time to time.”

“What?” questioned the Savage, uncompre-
hending.

“It’s one of the conditions of perfect health.
That’s why we’ve made the V.P.S. treatments
compulsory.”

“V.P.S.»”

“Violent Passion Surrogate. Regularly once a
month. We flood the whole system with adrenin.
It’s the complete physiological equivalent of fear
and rage. All the tonic effects of murdering
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Desdemona and being murdcred by Othcllo,
without any of the inconveniences.’

“But I like the inconveniences.’

“We don’t,” said the Controller. “We prefer
to do things comfortably.”

“But I don’t want comfort. I want God, I
want poetry, I want real dangcr I want freedom,
I want goodness. I want sin.’

“In fact,” said Mustapha Mond, “you re
claiming the nght to be unhappy.”

“All right then,” said the Savage defiantly,
“I’'m claiming the right to be unhappy.”

“Not to mention the right to grow old and
ugly and impotent; the right to have syphilis
and cancer; the right to have too little to eat;
the right to be lousy; the right to live in constant
apprehension of what may happen tomorrow; the
right to catch typhoid; the right to be tortured by
unspeakable pains of every kind.” There was a
long silence.

“I claim them all,” said the Savage at last.

Mustapha Mond shrugged his shoulders.
“You’re welcome,” he said.

My Confession

LEO TOLSTOY

Count Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910) was one of the great Russian novelists. His works include

Anna Karenina and War and Peace.

Although I regarded authorship as a waste of
time, I continued to write during those fifteen
years. I had tasted of the seduction of authorship,
of the seduction of enormous monetary remuner-
ations and applauses for my insignificant labour,
and so I submitted to it, as being a means for
improving my material condition and for stifling
in my soul all questions about the meaning of
my life and life in general.

In my writing I advocated, what to me was
‘the only truth, that it was necessary to live in

such a way as to derive the greatest comfort for
oneself and one’s family.

Thus I proceeded to live, but five years ago
something very strange began to happen with
me: I was overcome by minutes at first of perplex-
ity and then of an arrest of life, as though I did not
know how to live or what to do, and I lost myself
and was dejected. But that passed, and I contin-
ued to live as before. Then those minutes of per-
plexity were repeated oftener and oftener, and
always in one and the same form. These arrests

From Leo Tolstoy, My Confession (Dent, 1905), trans. Leo Weiner.
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. of life found their expression in ever the same
© questions: “Why? Well, and then?”

At first I thought that those were simply aim-
less, inappropriate questions. It seemed to me
that that was all well known and that if T ever
wanted to busy myself with their solution, it
would not cost me much labour,—that now I
had no time to attend to them, but that if I
wanted to I should find the proper answers. But
the questions began to repeat themselves oftener
and oftener, answers were demanded more and
more persistently, and, like dots that fall on the
same spot, these questions, without any answers,
thickened into one black blotch.

There happened what happens with any per-
son who falls ill with a mortal internal disease. At
first there appear insignificant symptoms of indis-
position, to which the patient pays no attention;
then these symptoms are repeated more and
more frequently and blend into one temporally
indivisible suffering. The suffering keeps grow-
ing, and before the patient has had time to look
around, he becomes conscious that what he
took for an indisposition is the most significant
thing in the world to him,—is death.

The same happened with me. I understood
that it was not a passing indisposition, but some-
thing very important, and that, if the questions
were going to repeat themselves, it would be nec-
essary to find an answer for them. And I tried to
answer them. The questions seemed to be so
foolish, simple, and childish. But the moment I
touched them and tried to solve them, I became
convinced, in the first place, that they were not
childish and foolish, but very important and pro-
found questions in life, and, in the second, that,
no matter how much I might try, I should not
be able to answer them. Before attending to my
Samdra estate, to my son’s education, or to the
writing of a book, I ought to know why I should

. do that. So long as I did not know why, I could
not do anything. I could not live. Amidst my
thoughts of farming, which interested me very

. much during that time, there would suddenly
|pass through my head a question like this: “All
right, you are going to have six thousand desyati-
nas of land in the Government of Samdra, and
three hundred horses,—and then?” And I com-
pletely lost my senses and did not know what to

think farther. Or, when I thought of the educa
tion of my children, I said to myself: “Why?”
Or, reflecting on the manner in which the masscs
might obtain their welfare, I suddenly said to

myself: “What is that to me?”” Or, thinking of

the fame which my works would get me, I said
to myself: “All right, you will be more famous
than Goégol, Pishkin, Shakespeare, Molicre, and
all the writers in the world,—what of it?” And |
was absolutely unable to make any reply. The
questions were not waiting, and I had to answer
them at once; if I did not answer them, I could
not live. ...

All that happened with me when I was on
every side surrounded by what is cénsidered to
be complete happiness. I had a good, loving, and
beloved wife, good children, and a large estate,
which grew and increased without any labour on
my part. I was respected by my neighbours and
friends, more than ever before, was praised by
strangers, and, without any self-deception, could
consider my name famous. With all that, I was
not deranged or mentally unsound,—on the
contrary, I was in full command of my mental
and physical powers, such as I had rarely met
with in people of my age: physically I could
work in a field, mowing, without falling behind
a peasant; mentally I could work from eight to
ten hours in succession, without experiencing
any consequences from the strain. And while in
such condition I arrived at the conclusion that
I could not live, and, fearing death, I had to
use cunning against myself, in order that [

~might not take my life.

This mental condition expressed itself to me
in this form: my life is a stupid, mean trick playcd

-on me by somebody. Although I did not recog-

nize that “somebody” as having created me, the
form of the conception that someone had played
a mean, stupid trick on me by bringing me into
the world was the most natural one that pre-
sented itself to me.

Involuntarily I imagined that there, some-
where, there was somebody who was now having,
fun as he looked down upon me and saw me, who
had lived for thirty or forty years, learning, devel
oping, growing in body and mind, now that I had
become strengthened in mind and had reached
that summit of life from which it lay all before
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me, standing as a complete fool on that summit
and seeing clearly that there was nothing in life
and never would be. And that was fun to him—

But whether there was or was not that some-
body who made fun of me, did not make it easier
for me. I could not ascribe any sensible meaning

- to a single act, or to my whole life. I was only sur-

prised that I had not understood that from the
start. All that had long ago been known to every-
body. Sooner or later there would come diseases
and death (they had come already) to my dear
ones and to me, and there would be nothing
left but stench and worms. All my affairs, no mat-
ter what they might be, would sooner or later be
forgotten, and I myself should not exist. So why
should I worry about all these things? How could
a man fail to see that and live—that was surpris-

ing! A person could live only so long as he was

drunk; but the moment he sobered up, he
could not help seeing that all that was only a
deception, and a stupid deception at that! Really,
there was nothing funny and ingenious about it,
but only something cruel and stupid.

Long ago has been told the Eastern story
about the traveller who in the steppe is overtaken
by an infuriated beast. Trying to save himself
from the animal, the traveller jumps into a water-
less well, but at its bottom he sees a dragon who
opens his jaws in order to swallow him. And the

 unfortunate man does not dare climb out, lest
~he perish from the infuriated beast, and does

not dare jump down to the bottom of the well,
lest he be devoured by the dragon, and so
clutches the twig of a wild bush growing in the
cleft of the well and holds on to it. His hands
grow weak and he feels that soon he shall have
to surrender to the peril which awaits him at
either side; but he still holds on and sees two
mice, one white, the other black, in even measure
making a circle around the main trunk of the
bush to which he is clinging, and nibbling at it
on all sides. Now, at any moment, the bush will
break and tear off, and he will fall into the drag-
on’s jaws. The traveller sees that and knows that
he will inevitably perish; but while he is still cling-
ing, he sees some drops of honey hanging on the
leaves of the bush, and so reaches out for them
with his tongue and licks the leaves. Just so I
hold on to the branch of life, knowing that the
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dragon of death is waiting inevitably for me,
ready to tear me to pieces, and I'cannot under-
stand why I have fallen on such suffering. And I

try to lick that honey which used to give me plea-

sure; but now it no longer gives me joy, and the
white and the black mouse day and night nibble
at the branch to which I am holding on. I clearly
see the dragon, and the honey is no longer sweet
to me. I see only the inevitable dragon and the
mice, and am unable to turn my glance away
from them. That is not a fable, but a veritable,
indisputable, comprehensible truth.

The former deception of the pleasures of life,
which stifled the terror of the dragon, no longer
deceives me. No matter how much one should
say to me, “You cannot understand the meaning
of life, do not think, live!” T am unable to do so,
because I have been doing it too long before.
Now I cannot help secing day and night, which
run and lead me up to death. I see that alone,
because that alone is the truth. Everything else
is a lie.

The two drops of honey that have longest
turned my eyes away from the cruel truth, the
love of family and of authorship, which I have
called an art, are no longer sweet to me.

“My family—" I said to myself, “but my fam-
ily, my wife and children, they are also human-
beings. They are in precisely the same condition
that I am in: they must either live in the lie or
see the terrible truth. Why should they live?
Why should I love them, why guard, raise, and
watch them? Is it for the same despair which is
in me, or for dullness of perception? Since I
love them, I cannot conceal the truth from
them,—every step in cognition leads them up to
this truth. And the truth is death.”

“Art, poetry?” For a long time, under the
influence of the success of human praise, I tried
to persuade myself that that was a thing which
could be done, even though death should come
and destroy everything, my deeds, as well as my
memory of them; but soon I came to see that
that, too, was a deception. It was clear to me
that art was an adornment of life, a decoy of
life. But life lost all its attractiveness for me.
How, then, could I entrap others? So long as I
did not live my own life, and a strange life bore
me on its waves; so long as I believed that life
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had some sense, although I was not able to
express it,—the reflections of life of every descrip-
tion in poetry and in the arts afforded me plea-
sure, and I was delighted to look at life through
this little mirror of art; but when I began to
look for the meaning of life, when I experienced
the necessity of living myself, that little mirror
became either useless, superfluous, and ridicu-
lous, or painful to me. I could no longer console
myself with what I was in the mirror, namely, that
my situation was stupid and desperate. ...

By abandoning myself to the bright side of
knowledge I saw that I only turned my eyes
away from the question. No matter how enticing
and clear the horizons were that were disclosed to
me, no matter how enticing it was to bury myself
in the infinitude of this knowledge, I compre-
hended that these sciences were the more clear,
the less I needed them, the less they answered
my question.

“Well, T know,” I said to myself, “all which
science wants so persistently to know, but there
is no answer to the question about the meaning
of my life.” But in the speculative sphere I saw
that, in spite of the fact that the aim of the knowl-
edge was directed straight to the answer of my
question, or because of that fact, there could be
no other answer than what I was giving to myself:
“What is the meaning of my life?”—“None.” Or,
“What will come of my life?”—¢Nothing.” Or,
“Why does everything which exists exist, and
why do I exist?”—“Because it exists.”

Putting the question to the one side of
human knowledge, I received an endless quantity
of exact answers about what I did not ask: about
the chemical composition of the stars, about the
movement of the sun toward the constellation
of Hercules, about the origin of species and of
man, about the forms of infinitely small, impon-
derable particles of ether; but the answer in this
sphere of knowledge to my question what the
meaning of my life was, was always: “You are
what you call your life; you are a temporal, acci-
dental conglomeration of particles, The interrela-
tion, the change of these particles, produces in
you that which you call life. This congeries will
last for some time; then the interaction of these
particles will cease, and that which you call
life and all your questions will come to an end.

You are an accidentally cohering globule of some
thing. The globule is fermenting. This fermenta
tion the globule calls its life. The globule falls 100
pieces, and all fermentation and all questions will
come to an end.” Thus the clear side of knowl
edge answers, and it cannot say anything clse, i
only it strictly follows its principles.

With such an answer it appears that the answer
is not a reply to the question. I want to know the
meaning of my life, but the fact that it is a particle
of the infinite not only gives it no meaning, but
even destroys every possible meaning. ...

1 lived for a long time in this madness, which,
not in words, but in deeds, is particularly charac
teristic of us, the most liberal and learned of men.
But, thanks either to my strange, physical love for
the real working class, which made me undcr
stand it and see that it is not so stupid as we sup
pose, or to the sincerity of my conviction, which
was that I could know nothing and that the best
that T could do was to hang myself,—I felt that if
1 wanted to live and understand the meaning of

!life, I ought naturally to look for it, not amony,
those who had lost the meaning of lifc and
wanted to kill themselves, but among thosc bil
lions of departed and living men who had been
carrying their own lives and ours upon their

- shoulders. And I looked around at the enormaous
masses of deceased and living men, not learncd
and wealthy, but simple men,—and I saw some
thing quite different. I saw that all these billions
of men that lived or had lived, all, with rare
exceptions, did not fit into my subdivisions, and
that I could not recognize them as not undcr-
standing the question, because they themsclves
put it and answered it with surprising clearncsy,
Nor could I recognize them as Epicureans,
because their lives were composed rather of priva
tions and suffering than of enjoyment. Still less

“could I recognize them as senselessly living ou
their meaningless lives, because every act of theirs
and death itself was explained by them. They
regarded it as the greatest evil to kill themsclves,
It appeared, then, that all humanity was in posses
sion of a knowledge of the meaning of life, which
I did not recognize and which I condemncd. i
turned out that rational knowledge did not give
any meaning to life, excluded life, while the
meaning which by billions of people, by ull




humanity, was ascribed to life was based on some
, despised, false knowledge.

The rational knowiedge in the person of the
learned and the wise denied the meaning of life,
but the enormous masses of men, all humanity,
recognized this meaning in an irrational knowl-
edge. This irrational knowledge was faith, the
same that I could not help but reject. That was
God as one and three, the creation in six days,
devils and angels, and all that which I could not
accept so long as I had not lost my senses.

My situation was a terrible one. I knew that I
should not find anything on the path of rational
knowledge but the negation of life, and there, in
faith, nothing but the negaton of reason, which
was still more impossible than the negation of
life. From the rational knowledge it followed that
life was an evil and men knew it,—it depended
on men whether they should cease living, and yet
they lived and continued to live, and I myself
lived, though I had known long ago that life was
meaningless and an evil. From faith it followed
that, in order to understand life, I must renounce
reason, for which alone a meaning was needed.

There resulted a contradiction, from which
there were two ways out: either what I called
rational was not so rational as I had thought; or
that which to me appeared irrational was not so
irrational as I had thought. And I began to verify
the train of thoughts of my rational knowledge.

In verifying the train of thoughts of my ratio-
nal knowledge, I found that it was.quite correct.
The deduction that life was nothing was inevita-
ble; but I saw a mistake. The mistake was that I
had not reasoned in conformity with the question
put by me. The question was, “Why should I

live?” that is, “What real, indestructible essence .

will come from my phantasmal, destructible life?
What meaning has my finite existence.in this infi-
nite world?” And in order to answer this ques-
tion, I studied life.

The solutions of all possible questions of life
apparently could not satisfy me, because my ques-
tion, no matter how simple it appeared in the
beginning, included the necessity of explaining
the finite through the infinite, and vice versa.

I asked, “What is the extra-temporal, extra-
causal, extra-spatial meaning of life?” But I gave
an answer to the question, “What is the temporal,
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causal, spatial meaning of my life?”” The result was
that after a long labour of mind I answered,
“None.”... _

When I saw that [ ... for philosophy the solu-
tion remains insoluble, ] I understood that it was
not right for me to look for an answer to my
question in rational knowledge, and that the
answer given by rational knowledge was only an
indication that the answer might be got if the
question were differently put, but only when
into the discussion of the question should be
introduced the question of the relation of the
finite to the infinite. I also understood that, no
matter how irrational and monstrous the answers
might be that faith gave, they had thiis advantage
that they introduced into each answer the rela-
tion of the finite to the infinite, without which
there could be no answer. .

No matter how I may put the question, “How
must I live?” the answer is, “According to God’s
law.” “What real result will there be from my
life?”—“Eternal torment or eternal bliss.” “What
is the meaning which is not destroyed by
death?”—“The union with infinite God, paradise.”

Thus, outside the rational knowledge, which
had to me appeared as the only one, I was inevi-
tably led to recognize that all living humanity had
a certain other irrational knowledge, faith, which
made it possible to live.

All the irrationality of fa1th remained the
same for me, but I could not help recognizing
that it alonc gave to humanity answers to the
questions of life, and, in consequence of them,
the possibility of hvmg :

The rational knowledge brought me to the,
recognition that life was meaningless,—my life
stopped, and I wanted to destroy myself. When
I looked around at people, at all humanity, I
saw that people lived and asserted that they
knew the meaning of life. I looked back at myself:
Ilived so long as T knew the meaning of life. As to
other people, so even to me; did faith give the
meaning of life and the poss1b1hty of living,.

Looking again at the people of other coun-
tries, contemporaries of mine and those passed
away, I saw again the same. Where life had been,
there faith, ever since humanity had existed, had
given the possibility of living, and the chief fea-
tures of faith were everywhere one and the same.

A
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No matter what answers faith may give, its
every answer gives to the finite existence of man
the sense of the infinite,—a sense which is not
destroyed by suffering, privation, and death.
Consequently in faith alone could we find the
meaning and possibility of life. What, then, was
faith? I understood that faith was not merely an
evidence of things not seen, and so forth, not rev-
elation (that is only the description of one of the
symptoms of faith), not the relation of man to
man (faith has to be defined, and then God,
and not first God, and faith through him), not
merely an agreement with what a man was told,
as faith was generally understood,—that faith
was the knowledge of the meaning of human
life, in consequence of which man did not destroy
himself, but lived. Faith is the power of life. If a
man lives he believes in something. If he did
not believe that he ought to live for some pur-
pose, he would not live. If he does not see and
understand the phantasm of the finite, he believes
in that finite, if he understands the phantasm of
the finite, he must believe in the infinite. Without
faith one cannot live....

In order that all humanity may be able to live,
in order that they may continue living, giving a
meaning to life, they, those billions, must have
another, a real knowledge of faith, for not the
fact that 1, with Solomon and Schopenhauer,
did not kill myself convinced me of the existence
of faith, but that these billions had lived and had
borne us, me and Solomon, on the wavés of life.

"Then I began to cultivate the acquaintance of
the believers from among the poor, the simple
and unlettered folk, of pilgrims, monks, dissenters,
peasants. The doctrine of these people from among
the masses was also the Christian doctrine that the
quasi-believers of our circle professed. With the
Christian truths were also mixed in very many
superstitions, but there was this difference: the
superstitions of our circle were quite unnecessary
to them, had no connection with their lives, were
only a kind of an Epicurean amusement, while
the superstitions of the believers from among the
labouring classes were to such an extent blended
with their life that it would have been impossible
to imagine it without these superstitions,—it was
a necessary condition of that life. I began to exam-~
ine closely the lives and beliefs of these people, and

the more I examined them, the more did I become
convinced that they had the real faith, that their
faith was necessary for them, and that it alone
gave them a meaning and possibility of lifc. In con

tradistinction to what I saw in our circle, where lilv
without faith was possible, and where hardly onc in
a thousand professed to be a believer, among, them
there was hardly one in a thousand who was not a
believer. In contradistinction to what I saw in-out
circle, where all life passed in idleness, amuscments,
and tedium of life, I saw that the whole lifc of these
people was passed in hard work, and that they were
satisfied with life. In contradistinction to the people
of our circle, who struggled and murmured against
fate because of their privations and their sutfcring,
these people accepted diseases and sorrows withou
any perplexity or opposition, but with the calm and
firm conviction that it was all for good. In contra

distinction to the fact that the more intelligent we
are, the less do we understand the meaning of litc
and the more do we see a kind of a bad joke in
our suffering and death, these people live, sufler,
and approach death, and suffer in peace and more
often in joy. In contradistinction to the fact that 1
calm death, a death without terror or despair, is
the greatest exception in our circle, a restless,
insubmissive, joyless death is one of the greatesi
exceptions among the masses. And of such pcople,
who are deprived of everything which for Solomen

and for me constitutes the only good of life, and

who withal experience the greatest happincss,
there is an enormous number. I cast a broader
glance about me. I examined the life of past and
present vast masses of men, and I saw people
who in like manner had understood the meaning,
of life, who had known how to live and die, not
two, not three, not ten, but hundreds, thousands,
millions. All of them, infinitely diversified as to hab
its, intellect, culture, situation, all equally and quite
contrary to my ignorance knew the meaning of life
and of death, worked calmly, bore privations an
suffering, lived and died, seeing in that not vanity,
but good. ,

I began to love those people. The more |
penetrated into their life, the life of the men
now living, and the life of men departed, of
whom I had read and heard, the more did I love
them, and the easier it became for me to live,
Thus I lived for about two years, and within me
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took place a transformation, which had long been
working within me, and the germ of which had
always been in me. What happened with me was
that the life of our circle,—of the rich and the

learned,—not only disgusted me, but even lost-

all its meaning. All our acts, reflections, sciences,
arts,—all that appeared to me in a new light.
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I saw that all that was mere pampering of the
appetites, and that no meaning could be found
in it; but the life of all the working masses, of all
humanity, which created life, presented itself to
me in-its real significance. I saw that that was life
itself and that the meaning given to this life was
truth, and I accepted it.

The Meaning of Life

RICHARD TAYLOR

Richard Taylor (1919-2003) wrote on a wide variety of philosophical issues. He taught at
Brown University and Columbia Un:versny, and then for many years at the University of
Rochester. He also was an internationally recognized authority on beekeeping.

The question whether life has any meaning is dif:
ficult to interpret, and the more one concentrates
his critical faculty on it the more it seems to elude
him, or to evaporate as any intelligible question.
One wants to turn it aside, as a source of embar-
rassment, as something that, if it cannot be abol

ished, should at least be decently covered. And
yet I think any reflective person recognizes that
the question it raises is important, and that it
ought to have a significant answer.

If the idea of meaningfulness is difficult to
grasp in this context, so that we are unsure
what sort of thing would amount to answering
the question, the idea of meaninglessness is per-
haps less so. If, then, we can bring before our
minds a clear image of meaningless existence
then perhaps we can take a step toward coping
with our original question by seeing to what
extent our lives, as we actually find them, resem-
ble that image, and draw such lessons as we are
able to from the comparison

MEANINGLESS EXISTENCE

A perfect image of meaninglessness, of the kind
we are seeking, is found in the ancient myth
of Sisyphus. Sisyphus, it will be remembered

betrayed divine secrets to mortals, and for this
he was condemned by the gods to roll a stone
to the top of a hill, the stone then immediately
to roll back down, again to be pushed to the
top by Sisyphus, to roll down once more, and
so on again and again, forever. Now in this we
have the picture of meaningless, pointless toil
of a meaningless existence that is absolutely
never redeemed. It is not even redeemed by a
death that, if it were to accomplish nothing
more, would at least bring this idiotic cycle to a
close. If we were invited to imagine Sisyphus
struggling for awhile and accomplishing nothing,
perhaps eventually falling from exhaustion, so
that we might suppose him then eventually turn-
ing to something having some sort of promise
then the meaninglessness of that chapter of his
life would not be so stark. It would be a dark
and dreadful dream, from which he eventually
awakens to sunlight and reality. But he does not
awaken, for there is nothing for him to awaken
to. His repetitive toil is his life and reality, and
it goes on forever, and it is without any meaning
whatever, Nothing ever comes of what he is
doing, except simply, more of the same. Not by
one step, nor by a thousand, nor by ten thousand
does he even expiate by the smallest token the sin

From Richard Taylor, Good and Evil (Amherst NY: Prometheus Books, 1999), chap, 18. Copyright ©
1999 by Prometheus Books. Reprinted with permission.



