
Which came first, the chicken or the egg-head?

To the ek-bahu baba

‘Do not become a coward, O Arjuna, because it does not befit you.

Shake off this weakness of your heart and get up (for the battle).’

Bhagavad Gita, 2.03
Philosophy is so boring sometimes, especially Western philosophy of the last few centuries. Maybe I just don’t get it, but Mill makes me ill and I can’t do Kant. Philosophy is the love (philo) of Sophia, the goddess of Wisdom. It should be as much fun as making love to a goddess, but the word has come to refer to a set of beliefs used to judge the world and live your life. For example, you may follow the Golden Rule, doing unto others as you would have them do unto you, or perhaps your philosophy is communism and you are a communist. Very good, be what thou wilt, but too often we get lost in the definitions of what we are, and we forget the lovely Sophia. Philosophy liberates; a philosophy binds. A philosophy ultimately fails in the real world, when a hardcore sadist applies his version of the Golden Rule to your nipples, or when a communist finds herself in a room full of men on Viagra, obliged to give to each according to his needs according to her means. As Charles Fort put it, ‘I conceive of nothing, in religion, science or philosophy, that is more than the proper thing to wear, for a while.’
 You can wear a well-starched collar to work, and change into a racy red tank-top printed with ‘Believers do it for God’ for the weekend. Wear what you like, but give it a good sniff before you put it on.

For the most part, our philosophies are the fortresses we build along the contours of a landscape shaped by our habits and desires. By way of illustration, allow me to introduce a hippy I met at Kumbha Mela, an enormous Hindu festival where I spent ten days filming sadhus and splashing about in the Ganges. One night I was crouching by a fire awaiting the arrival of yet another bhagavan, and an Indian asked if I was married, as Indians are wont to do. I told him I was not. He asked if I had a girlfriend. I said yes, and he continued. ‘Is she… as a vife to you?’ Everyone waited politely as I thought for a moment, and when I said yes, their heads rocked from side to side to a chorus of knowing hums. Seeing as most Indian men spend their unmarried years as virgins, I think they were wondering if I was getting my oats. When I told them she was Japanese, someone said ‘chipter naak’, and illustrated what he meant by pressing his nose flat. This was so funny that I slipped my new Indian joke it into conversation whenever possible.

A few days later I passed a gaggle of devotees surrounding an ash-clad naga baba, who had raised his hand over twenty years before in devotion to Shiva and left it to mortify and grow long curly nails above his head. He offered me a chillum, so I stopped for a smoke, and as I exhaled, I noticed said hippy. We exchanged pleasantries, and I learned that he had spent the last twenty-six years wandering around India, seeking sadhus. At this point a nearby baba asked if I was married. I said no, but I had a Japanese girlfriend, and I trotted out my Hindi one-liner. The babas creased up, but the hippy looked blankly at me, so I told him ‘chipter naak’ and pressed my nose. He shrugged his shoulders mournfully. He didn’t know the word ‘nose’ in Hindi; he didn’t know any Hindi at all. I tried to remain as non-judgmental as possible, but I was betrayed by a look of disgust on my stoned face, and he began to justify himself. ‘I have purposely not learnt any Hindi, lest the verbal interfere with my spiritual experience of the babas.’

Whoa there! This ignorance is deliberate? He had probably convinced himself that this philosophy was valid, but it stinks, it is crusty at the armpits and jumping with fleas. It is worthless - in fact worse than worthless because he imagines that this fetid tie-dye rag covers his nakedness. Better to go naked like the naga babas! I should have slapped him all the way out of samsara for his rudeness, offering me bullshit when I was making polite chit-chat. That might have woken him up and made his twenty-six years worthwhile, but things can get a bit too shanti amongst the sadhus and the chillums, and I forgot myself. I was mashed, I hadn’t read the Gita at that point, and I thought Hindus were pacifists - Therefore, get up with a determination to fight, O Nemu. Arise and smite that hippy!

That is what I should have done, but what would it have achieved? He was just a particularly shocking example of a general trend - we create opinions and philosophies to hide behind. We are too chicken to face up to our naked personalities, and the egg-head follows naturally. Most people who claim to live by some kind of philosophy are, in fact, philosophizing by some kind of life. At least the hippy’s shirt was covering nothing more sinister than laziness. A Mafioso sees a dog-eat-dog world because he wants to eat other dogs. Perhaps Chinese nutritionists consider dog the perfect meat because they want to eat dogs too.
 Nazi thinkers reasoned that the Sudetenland was theirs because they wanted it. This is sophism, not philosophy, and it has nothing to do with love or with wisdom. Generally, the more complicated the philosophy, the more twisted it becomes, until some weirdo is writing a scholarly article about piss-drinking and cottaging in Paris in the inter-war period, and ‘the gay poet’s Marxist critique of Freudian auto-erotic tendencies’.
 A highbrow critique of piss-drinking is so much more distasteful than the piss-drinking itself. Do what you do man, but don’t drag the lovely Sophia into the urinal with you.

As we move through life, our personalities grow and our philosophies are torn. Even the most pious Christian will covet when pushed by his starving belly and pulled by his neighbour’s pie, and sooner or later he will steal, and to hell with the fiery lakes. Only a real fool or a real saint will allow himself to starve, and he is the biggest egotist of all. His self-image has more pull than his body, and his ego nudges his skinny ass out of existence.

If it was just wandering stoners who hid behind their theories, the world would be a happy place, but this philosophical Onanism goes right through society, through history. Our beliefs in science are much the same, a laundry bag of second hand rags cut to resemble lab-coats, bleached in the distillate of our prejudices. Scientists, along with law-makers, set the limits of acceptable belief and behaviour. The majority of people think and act within those limits, and those who refuse are considered stupid, insane or criminal, destined for jail or the psychiatrist’s couch. In this book, I will take this unholy alliance and their shirts to the cleaners, and show that society advances in the face of pungent philosophy, against the resistance of noisesome reactionaries, pushed by individuals with the imagination to think beyond the boundaries of acceptable belief.

I am not going to tell you what to believe, but I am going to describe the web of lies which keeps us from realising our true potential. We will begin by untangling the sticky threads of history of belief, moving on to what lies behind scientific belief systems in the modern world, and later considering some of the social, psychological, and linguistic spiders which keep spinning the web. Once your hands are free, I am going to offer you some spider poison, so you never have to worry about getting stuck again.

The apocalypse is central to the story, and for those who can’t wait to find out why, I suggest a quick peek at Jürgen’s World in Part Two, however before we reach the end of the world, we will examine the world as it has been constructed, and see if it can withstand a few hundred pages of ranting.
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