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PESSIMISM AND OPTIMISM

AVE I anything new to say
on Pessimism vs. Optimism?
Frankly, I do not know. 1
doubt it. But I have not re-
read all the classical and
semi-classical books or es-
says on this very old but
ever new question, and do

not intend toindulge unduly in or tofall back

on familiar or unfamiliar quotations. I in-

‘tend to deal with the subject in my own way,

on the strength or weakness of my own

V.ital experience. One ounce of such expe-

Tience, honestly and candidly set forth, is

worth pounds of borrowed philosophy. We

do not, let me say in passing, think for our-
selves nearly enough on the deeper and ulti-
mate problems. We are content to accept
and repeat what others, especially the great
and famous, have said. But even when we
do think for ourselves and have convictions
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- or opinions that represent and embody actual

experience, we are too often reluctant to
give straightforward expression to thes
convictions or opinions. We do not trust
ourselves. We overestimate the value of
the opinions of the so-called great men and
underestimate that of our own carefully
formed opinions. Great men are not always
great, nor are they great in all things. They
may talk rubbish and multiply words without
wisdom on questions they have not studied
or pondered. Any man of intelligence and
fair ability who has lived, observed, read and
reflected on the deeper problems of exis-
tence is entitled to opinions, and these opin-
ions have a certain value and weight. Nor
will philosophers ignore such human docu-
ments.

But enough in the way of introduction.
To plunge into the subject, should one be
an optimist, a pessimist, or a neutral?

Of course the question is put in a philo-
sophical sense. There is such a thingas tem-
peramental optimism and such a thing as
temperamental pessimism. = Some persons
are cheerful, hopeful and buoyant by nature.
Others see everything black and cannot help
worrying about the past, present and future.
The former may well thank the gods for
the greatest gift they are able to bestow.
Such natural optimists do not know what
real troubleis. They may be poor, ill, pros-

6



pectless, but they do not take their position
tragically. They believe that something will
turnup. Theyremainconfident; atthe worst,
they do not despair. They escape worry,
the thing that kills. On the other hand, the
temperamental pessimist makes the worst ‘
of every situation, and even if things, after ‘
all, go right, he has suffered so much that |
he manages to extract the least possible |
satisfaction from the happy ending.
Philosophy has nothing to say about these
pessimists and optimists. It merely notes
that not infrequently temperamentis tosome :
extent back of and responsible for the quasi- ‘
scientific views taken of life and destiny. \
John Burroughs, I think, is a temperamental ' |
optimist. However, it is possible for a dys- f
pepticto beanintellectual optimist and for an !
€asy-going and epicurean lover of the good
things of life to be a profound intellectual ]
pessimist. Indeed, it has long been a truism |
that pessimism may degenerate into cynicism [
and lead to a life of indulgence and dissipa- ‘J
tion. Why not drown one’s metaphysical |
world-sorrows in wine,woman and song? |
Let us, however, put these relations and i
|
|
|
[
|
|

g

connections onone side. Let our problem be
purely scientific. Is a thoughtful person of
our own day driven to join the ranks of the
pessimists, or may he— not to say must

€~ conscientiously arrive at optimistic con-
clusions?




|
|

First of all, it seems to me, the answer
should depend on our honest belief or dis-
belief in a future life, in continuity, in what
is called a hereafter. Really,those who firm-
ly believe in immortality, in life beyond the
grave, in a better and nobler existence for
the soul in some other world, cannot be philo-
sophical pessimists. If this short and troy-
bled life is merely a preparation for eternal
bliss, or at least for eternal freedom and
serenity, of what consequence are our dif-
ficulties, disappointments, failures, losses,
pains, here below? Patience, stoicism, and
even cheerfulness, should be absurdly easy
to the naive acceptors of the view of ortho-
dox theologians. Be reasonably virtuous—
I say reasonably, for God is kind and mer-
ciful, we are told—and al] the glories and
splendors of the promised paradise will be
yours forever!

As a matter of fact, few really believe in
the orthodox heaven, paradise and eternal
bliss. Such conceptions are what Spencer
called pseudo-conceptions. They are not ac-
tually formed; men think they have formed
them and then stop thinking about them.
The fear and dread of death are universal,
as Samuel Johnson bluntly asserted. Vague
and nebulous notions, or shadows of such
notions, regarding a future life yield precious
little comfort. We cling to life desperately,
because we cannot face the idea of annihi-
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lation, of the destruction of our personality.
It is mere mockery to tell us, by way of conso-
lation, that matter cannot be destroyed, and
that dissolution of a living body means but a
change of form. What we yearn for is as-
surance of continuity. John Smith wants to
knowhimself as John Smith after death, tore-
member his sublunar adventures, his friends
and his achievements. Spiritualism owes all
its interest and fascination to the alleged
evidence it brings of continuity in this posi-
tive, human sense. Psychical research has
nothing to do with metaphysical juggles and
phrase-making. We go to the medium to be
placed in touch with the departed, to hear
that all is well with them and thus receive
assurance that all will be well with us after
death. Yet it is utterly impossible to frame
a conception of life beyond the grave. Ber-
nard Shaw has pointed out that no theolo-
gian and no religious artist ever succeeded
in describing even one day spent in paradise
by the good and pure souls who are supposed
to dwell there eternally. Of course, it is
pure childishness to talk of playing the harp
all day or of singing ceaselessly the glory of

- the Creator. We cannot imagine life with-

out work, struggle, study,activity. We know
that even play and amusement depend for
their zest and pleasure on work and exertion.
The sort of heavenly existence that is hinted
at by the conventional theologians would
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drive all the spirits to commit suicide in a
fortnight, if spirits can commit suicide.

I seem, perhaps, to be contradicting ﬂ-
self. I said a moment since that an assu-
rance of continuity, of life beyond the grave,
would banish pessimism and make every
intelligent person a thoroughgoing optimist.
Now I am denying that it is possible to form
an idea of life after death, or even of one
day in paradise. In truth, however, there is
no logical contradiction here. It is a fact
within everyone’s experience that we cling
to life so long as we possess vigor enough
to enjoy physical and intellectual satisfac-
tion. It is a fact that we shrink from the
thought of annihilation. And itis also a fact,
finally, that we are unable to frame any idea
or notion of life after death. Each of these
facts, as William James properly insisted, is
entitledtoattention and weight. The contra-
dictions are not in my argument; they are
in the reality and nature of our experience.

Now, many have long ago discarded as °

wholly puerile the idea of immortality or
personal continuity. They have discarded
it with keen regret, and that regret has never
left them. I have no fear of dying, for, after
all, it is very easy to die, as Carl Schurz and
thousands of others have recorded, and as
trustworthy medical testimony abundant-
ly establishes. Men sick unto death may
seem to us to be in agony; they themselves,
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however, feel little or nothing. An English
writer of standing recently reported the
remarkable fact that after what seemed to
him in his trying vigil a terrible night of
intense pain and suffering for the patient,
his father, the latter said cheerfully in the
morning: ‘‘I have had a very comfortable
night and feel better.’’ Ifittakesnocourage
to face natural death, or even death due to
acute disease, what else is there to fear?
The rest is silence and oblivion. After what
I have said of heaven it is hardly necessary
for me to dismiss the conventional and
crude notions of hell, punishment of the dis-
embodied spirit, etc. What we dread and
recoil from, then, is annihilation and extinc-
tion. Nature has implanted this dread for
her own purposes. If we find a case where
it does not exist, we find a case where nature
is through. The individual has become use-
less and worse to the species, to society,
and if he is ready and anxious to go, so, prob-
ably, is everybody around him anxious that
he should go, should make room for a health-
ier and more serviceable individual.

Now, this fear of the inevitable annihila-
tion of our personality cannot fail to make
for gloom and pessimism. We, therefore,
wisely forbid ourselves to think of the mat-
ter. To brood over death, our own or that
of any one we love and admire, is to render
life impossible. We frown on what we call
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morbid and depressing ideas. Still we myst
not let such adjectives usurp the pla®® of
thoughts when the question is scientifically -
discussed. It is absurd to take the image of
Death to the banquet hall or to the social
and artistic function, but there are times
when the issue should be faced without
flinching. When we so face it, naive, shal-
low optimism takes flight.

Intimately connected with this question is
another — the existence of a moral purpose
or moral order in the universe—and one, I
hardly need add, of concern and significance
to us humans. Some thinkers have defined
Religion as the conviction that there is a pur-
pose in the universe and that the purpose is
good from our point of view. Be this defini-
tion adequate or inadequate, the feeling that
there is such a purpose, that we can grasp it,
obtain certainty of it, and humbly co-operate
with cosmic forces in furthering that divine
purpose, would undoubtedly cheer and in-
spire us,and even perhaps reconcile us to per-
sonal annihilation. It would lend dignity and
meaning to human existence. But, alas, we
have absolutely no evidence of moral purpose
or order in the universe. Moral ideas are
purely human; they havereferenceto the life
of theraceon thisplanet and the conditions of
social peace, security and co-operation. Na-
ture is indifferent to our welfare. The cos-
mic forces are neither moral nor immoral.
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