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a fictional essay

This is the story of how several philosophers affected my life, and probably the lives of many others.  But it is also simply a story of growing up in a sometimes discordant and capricious world.  My memory serves but poorly, and I may have mangled many factual events in the telling, but this story remains, I hope, true to the spirit of the people in it, famous or unknown.


In London, the year of 1942, I was fourteen years old.  While everyone at fourteen is something of a philosopher, I was weaned on the ideals of Marx, Wordsworth, and Darwin.  My three best friends each had chosen one of these men as his savior, so I will conveniently call my friends Mark, William, and Drew.  


Mark was, of course, obsessed with the Proletariat.  Never mind that he, like Marx, came from a comfortably wealthy background.  He wanted to be a proletarian, and he spoke in quotations nearly all the time, in this manner: 

‘Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guildmaster and journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the struggling classes.’  That’s from the Communist Manifesto, page fifty-eight, in case you wanted to know.

Mark was also obsessed with page numbers, the grand but highly vague sweep of history, and the sound of his own voice.  I think these last two came from his idol, because although he had read the Manifesto hundreds of times and I had read it only once, that didn’t stop me from noticing that for a book little known in its day, about an idea equally unfamiliar at the time, it was strange for it to claim on the first page: “Communism is already acknowledged by all European powers to be itself a power,” and equally strange that on page sixty-four he writes: “National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there emerges a world literature,” at a time that marked the beginning of the strong nationalism that led to The War and then the second one.  All this and more was proved against Marx by the introduction to a later edition of his own book and by history itself.


But this was the time in between, and we thought that there would never again be such a war as that last one had been.  So although I was slightly skeptical of Mark and his Marx, I mostly thought it could be a good idea and that maybe soon it would create a better world.


William was less interested in Marx, but he still thought a revolution of the people could basically be a good idea.  He was just less interested in what all those other people were doing than in his own personal growth.  You see, like Wordsworth his idol, with whom he shared a first name, William loved nature best of all, and was seeking to know himself.  “Fair seed-time had my soul, and I grew up / fostered alike by beauty and by fear,” he liked to say, walking along the river or looking out over the bridge near our houses.  It was a quote from the first part of the Prelude by Wordsworth, of course.  


And then there was Drew.  He was even less interested in Marxism than William was, because he thought that conflict and dominance were perhaps part of human nature.  A lover of all things Darwinian, Drew even took issue with some of William’s thoughts on nature.  “Nature is not your mother,” he would snort.  “Fostered by beauty and by fear, sure, but what if Nature should kill you?  Your poetic mentor ignores all Nature’s harshest, but most important, elements.  To quote Darwin’s Origin of Species, ‘In a state of nature almost every plant produces seed, and amongst animals there are very few which do not annually pair.  Hence we may confidently assert, that all plants and animals are tending to increase at a geometrical ratio, that all would most rapidly stock every station in which they could any how exist, and that the geometrical tendency to increase must be checked by destruction at some period of life.’  That’s from page forty-five, in case Mark was wondering.  So William, would you want to be the one eliminated to make space for us all?  Would that further your personal growth?”


But that being said, Drew and William did share a love of Nature, if in different ways, and shared in the high hopes and passions of Mark, as did I.  I may have been a skeptic, but I knew that even if these truths did not turn out to be absolutely correct, at least they were close and getting closer every day, until one fine morning…  So we were all in reality the fastest of friends.


Then came the bombings.  Everyone was ready to run to the nearest bomb shelter at a moment’s notice.  Some people had installed shelters in their homes, which was convenient, but these smaller shelters would not survive a direct hit, as Susan Cooper noted in Dawn of Fear.  Mark had one of these shelters.


The four of us were talking one day, about the war and how afraid we all were.  I was the most afraid of all, having no single idea I really believed in to comfort me.  So I asked each of them in turn what he thought would happen.  Mark spoke first:  “Well I can’t say what will happen to us,” he said softly, reverently, “but some day soon, when the people are really in charge, there will be no more wars.  Only the leaders, who don’t have to be down here with us, part of the fight, want war.”


But I was feeling exceptionally bitter and afraid, and said, “Mark, that’s a nice thought, but who knows if it will really ever happen?  And it is small consolation if I don’t even know if I’ll see the dawn, let alone some nebulous future.”  With that I turned my hopes toward William.


William said, “Listen.  You’re right.  Who cares about some nebulous future?  You want comfort now.  This world is beautiful.  Even with all its tragedy, all its flaws, it is beautiful.  Conflict and destruction are part of life.  Sometimes the imperfection is what causes the greatest beauty, like Wordsworth said in the Prelude: ‘The beauty wore of promise—that which sets / (As at some moments might not be unfelt / Among the bowers of Paradise itself) / The budding rose above the rose full blown.’  I think this dark time is but a prelude to some brighter age.”


But my bitterness, driven by fear, grew still worse when the fact that I was born into that time and place, and meant to suffer, was driven home still more.  “That’s very poetic,” I told him, “comparing our lives to roses not yet bloomed, but sometimes roses have another use.  A poet comes along and cuts one to give to his true love.  Very sweet, but the rose withers and dies, and often so does their love.”


Finally, after an awkward silence, Drew spoke.  “Well, from a purely scientific perspective, I would say that the odds of us, out of all the people in all the various parts of London, being hit by a bomb are really quite miniscule.  And since there is nothing we can do to change these odds other than be sure to run for the bomb shelters every time there’s a raid, I would say just accept that life is a game of Russian Roulette.”


This time I actually laughed, but he was serious so I said, “Drew, I’ve learned my lesson.  Never ask a scientist to do a philosopher’s job.  Explaining the way things are doesn’t make me like them more.”


We eventually all parted, and went about the rest of the day separate and afraid.  It was probably the things I said that made them not invite me over that night.  I’ll never know.  They were all at Mark’s house when the raid started, and I was at home.  The next morning, I heard that there had been a direct hit on Mark’s house and nothing was left.


The days that followed only grew worse.  If my friends’ presence had not helped, their absence was unbearable.  I became a Nihilist, then discovered that that left no purpose or guidance to my life.  I would have turned to Nietzsche except that he had been used to justify the war that had killed my friends.  Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment showed how a man could justify murder, and how he could repent.  I felt no crime worthy of repentance.  Ibsen’s plays seemed bent on tearing down old conceptions of justice.  Everyone was either building justice or tearing it down.  I had seen enough justice dealt.  It would not bring anyone back.  I wanted only peace with myself.


And then one day I met an old man sitting on the bridge where William and the others had been.  He looked at me, and said, half to himself, “‘Vanity of vanities!  All is vanity. / What do people gain from all the toil / at which they toil under the sun?’  Ecclesiastes chapter one, verse two, my child.’”  


He then went on: “‘There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink, and find enjoyment in their toil.  This also, I saw, is from the hand of God; for apart from him who can eat or who can have enjoyment?’  Ecclesiastes chapter two, verses twenty-four and twenty-five.  You seem troubled.  Would you like to sit down?”


Religious comfort, authority just because, which has no need to prove its truth through logic, is not for everyone, but this pain that was too terrible for the Romantics to bear, when life is insane and death is everywhere, is a pain that has been in existence as long as life itself.  There were always massacres, plagues and wars, and always people who could persevere.  Perhaps the world will never be the same again.  Perhaps it never was what we thought.  But all of this introspection, Ecclesiastes would say, is vanity and a chasing after wind.
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