A few days before, my wife and I spent an evening with him
and Lady Russell, and the talk turned by chance to personal
immortality. Though nothing was said about his forthcoming
operation, it was inevitably in our minds; and I could not help
recalling how Socrates, before taking the hemlock, had comforted
Passionate his friends by giving them fallacious proofs that his soul would
survive after death.

Russell was just as uncompromising as ever in denying

«»  immortality, and in keeping to the ‘neutral monist’ doctrine that a

o personality is a collection of ‘events’. My wife said that, despite
her agnosticism, she found it hard to accept the complete end of the individual. Russell
replied that ‘A personality is an aggregate, or an organization, like a cricket club. I can
accept the dissolution of the MCC.” My wife then spoke of young men who had been
killed in the war; and said that it seemed monstrously unjust that they should not,
somehow or somewhere, have a second chance of happiness and achievement. ‘But the
universe is unjust,” said Russell.

In this, I think, lay the essence of Russell’s practical wisdom: to the end he remained
true to the faith—preached long before in 4 Free Man’s Worship, and intensified by the
horrors the world had known since—that the beginning of any worthwhile creed of living
must be a recognition of harsh and unpleasant truths. He said that ‘the secret of happiness
is to face the fact that the world is horrible, horrible, horrible. . . . You must feel it deeply,
and not brush it aside. . . . You must feel it right in here’—hitting his breast—‘and then
you can start being happy again.” Russell went beyond Cristian morality in not only
stressing man’s insignificance compared with the universe, but in saying that the universe
has no principle of justice at work in it. I call this practical wisdom because, if you can
give up believing in cosmic justice, then nothing can make you have a grievance against
the world; and there is nothing so sterile and profitless as having a grievance. Russell,
unlike many philosophers, seemed to find in the fundamental point of his philosophy of
life a practical help in his own living. I do not think he could possibly have kept up his
courage and cheerfulness, in the face of so much recurring sorrow and anxiety, if he had
not come to learn by experience the knack of not feeling sorry for himself. Energy which
he might have wasted on feeling sorry for himself was diverted into feeling angry with
other people: which I think is much more healthy. He once said ‘I don’t believe in

meekness’.

Bertrand Russell the Passionate Sceptic by Alan Wood, 1957
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