Philosopher
wants more
folks to mind
their bodies

he trouble with intellectuals is
that they live from the neck up.
It’s all words, words, words,
blah, blah, blah. They're discon-
nected from their bodies, and it
shows. In the physique department,
they tend to look like Woody Allen.

So you can imagine how pleasant-
ly surprised I was when I met Rich-
ard Shusterman the other day.

He is chairman of Temple's philos-
ophy department, has a Ph.D. from
Oxford, and has written books with
titles such as Pragmatist Aesthetics
and Practicing Philosophy. In other
words, he's a bona fide brainiac and
egghead.

On the plus side, he was a soldier
in the Israeli army, he runs five
miles a day, and at one point he was
so enraptured by the discipline of
bodybuilding, he had to buy a new

tuxedo to ac-
~ commodate his
| more massive,
' manly chest.
But not only
does he know
his way around
a barbell, he is
frying to en-
courage his fel-
low philoso-
phers to take
day trips from
Mount Olympus
and mix with us
plebs. His aim is
to make philoso-
phy more relevant to our everyday
lives by demonstrating that it is not
just about words and intellectual
diddling. It is also about ideas and
wisdom that can help us with such
mundane matters as how to under-
stand, use and enjoy our bodies.

Back in the good old days (any-
where from about 500 B.C. to the
birth of Jacques Derrida), “People
studied philosophy not to get a de-
gree but to live better,” says Shus-
terman. In other words, the main
concern of philosophy was “the art
of living.”

“Socrates wrote no books,” says
Shusterman, “but he inspired by his
way of life.” )

Your local bookstore has aisles
and aisles of self-help books, says
Shusterman, because latter-day phi-
losophers have ceded that turf to
middlebrow sageg like Robert Bly
and Wayne Dyer” Modern philoso-
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phy has become so “textualized,” so
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preoccupiec  with language and

propositions, that :t's not enly im- * [

possibly abstruse and meaningless
{for normal hozos like you and me)
but also has no application to any-
thing in the real world.

“Philosophy has forgetten that
the body is a vehicle for the art of
living,” says Shusterman.

It is high time v fix that, to "'get
over the dogma that philesophy and
the corporsal life have nothing in
commeon,” Shusterman declarcs.

Maybe poststructuralism will “ool
us all and someday improve the lot
of humanity. In the meantime, says
Shusterman, “thinking seriously
about the body is useful "

As @ philosophicel pragratist,
Shusterman helleves in useluloess,
He knows that taking care of his
hody is good and right because it
works, because it makes him feel
and think better. [ don't fall asleep
at lectures,” he cxplains, :

Shusterman also believes in prac-
ticing what he preaches, in translat-
ing ideas into action, which is why
he is offering a noncredit course,
teginning Friday &t Temple Univer-
sity Center Clty, titled “Minding the
Body.” In four sessions over four
weeks, it w1l cover such topics as
body and identity; dier and exereise;
sex, control and pleasure; and mind-
body harmony. Among the compel-
ling philosophical questions he will
be tackling:

» [ we are our bodies, why is il 50
hard 1o make them cCo wha! we
want?

* Can we change ourselves simply
by changing our bodies? :

e What do Hippocrsies, Socrates
and Kant have 10 offer in the way of
hot d:et and fitness tips?

® Why is Descartes ta blame for

modern medicine’s over-reliance on -

surgery and drugs?

# [s capitelism the resull of sexual

{rustraticn?

® [f Nietzsche hadn't suffered such

awful migraincs, would he Fave in-

vented Supermen?

& How did philosophers deal with

impotence nefcre Viagra, and what

exactly wes Montaigne's surefire

cure? ;
The other day, Shusterman, Who

smiles easily and wears his erudi-

don lightly, obligingly gave me a
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Richard Shusterman's four-week
noncredit “Minding the Body"
course is ta bagin Friday.

praview, :

Many ancient philosophers saw
bodily fitness &8s necessary for
schieving the classical goals ol &
happy life: truth, beauly and virtue.
Socrates, for example, thought o
Lealthy hody wes required for all
efficient activity, including think-
ing. If you're pursuing truth, and
you have jaundice, you won't be
able tv see clearly,

Zeno, the founder of Stolcism,
wenl a step further, For im, care of
the body wes a duty. To be virtuouns,
it is not enough 1o have good will,
Zeno contended. You also must do
good deeds. Hut if youTre nNOT
healthy and fit, you can’t execnte

' good intentions.

The bottom ling: “A certain de-
gree of bodily prowess and vigor,”
says Shusterman, “is essential for a
virtuous person 1o perform virtuous
actions.”

Fven those who rejected the body
as earthly and profane, dirty and
basz, such as early Christien ascet-
1cs, s1ill depended on it It was by
chastening the flesh through fast-

ing, wearing hair shirts and wan- |

dering in the wilderness that they
anught te cnhance their spirituality.
Seys Shusterman: ""They needed the
hody as & battleground for-the vics
tory of the spirit.”

For More Information

MW Hichard Shusterman can be
reached at 215-204 B2G6. The
tour-week “'Minding the Body™
course is $100.

It's the first part ol a series that
ncludes 1wo other four-week
sourses, "Fits of Fashior™ and
"“Eat, Drin< & Think Merry,”

‘ tzught by others,




