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An Examination of Strength and Weakness
Before my philosophy class, I had developed my own theory on weakness. To me, there were the weak and then there were the strong; there were the “haves” and then there were the “have-nots”. Weakness was an evil, and to condone it was a sin. In my opinion, everyone had to consistently be putting forth an effort to improve or else they were lesser beings. For example, if a person was a playground bully, and he knew he was a bully, but did not take measures in order to change his aggressive ways, he would be weak. I was not totally uncompromising, and I was not projecting my beliefs to others, but those who knew me well enough knew my strong opinions. A few of the philosophers we looked at of the course of the semester have made a large impact on what I thought to be one of my most concrete and immutable opinions.
In the first few weeks of class, our discussion of Nietzsche not only struck a chord, but played half of a symphony. In his Genealogy of Morals, more than a few interesting and thought-provoking topics came up. Nietzsche questions if the values that are currently considered “good” are truly desirable. By exploring the history of our opinions, Nietzsche theorizes that we have been slowly reversing our ideals. Instead of idolizing the original, true strength of nobility, power, and superiority, the sub-class of weaker humans have promoted their weak qualities, such as charity, humility, and honesty. Nowadays, we praise these traits of the poor, instead of the actual strong qualities. 

This reassessment of values had successfully got me wondering – and pretty confidently, too. They had not only justified, but substantiated my elitist views. In fact, I had thought, perhaps I had always thought along these lines and had always thought of my ideals of nobility and influence as an individual’s true goal – not worldly things, such as sympathy or kindness. As Nietzsche suggests, these qualities are for the weak, and all of society is currently running on inverted morals.

A little later on, reading the works of Mill caused me to think about this theme of strength and weakness again. Mill promoted utilitarian ideals through his “Greatest Happiness Principle”, which states that “actions are right and good in proportion as they tend to promote or produce happiness (as in pleasure or absence of pain), and wrong as they tend to promote the reverse.” I tried to put this on terms relevant to my theory, and I found myself asking if it could be said that the strong are capable of a higher happiness than the weak are able to attain. In other words, is there a hierarchy of happiness? And if so, would it correlate with the hierarchy of strength and weakness? To pursue this question, I looked at Mill’s concept of higher and lower pleasures. As I understood it, there is a strict hierarchy, to the point of a dichotomy of pleasures. The “higher pleasures” include using faculties of the mind such as intelligence, imagination, and moral sentiment, whereas the “lower pleasures” included basic urges, sexual drives, et cetera. This almost seems to be reminiscent of Freud’s theory, where the id would be primal urges, like the lower pleasures, and the superego would be the harder-to-get higher pleasures. In my opinion, it could plausibly follow that the strong are able to resist the lower pleasures, and the weak are not. Perhaps, even the definition of strength and discipline relies on Mill’s separation of pleasures. 
Later on during the semester, we read the works of Anita Silvers. Her opinions about social contract theory and her own solution to the outlier-representation problem made me re-evaluate my thinking. Her idea of social contract theory revolved around trust. Initially, this seemed something a weak person would say. It sounded like a claim from someone who is of Nietzsche’s common people, on the level of the masses, who merely has a spiteful attitude towards the strong. But Silvers stopped my thought in their tracks when she argued that trust is not only inherent in all things, even animals, but it trust is universally inevitable. Silvers suggests that trust is foundational, that everyone needs to trust someone, somewhere along the line. She admits that those who use trust disempower themselves, but it will be acceptable if, and only if, people realize this. Because at least a part of everyone is in some sense in the care of other parties, there is no opportunity for exploitation. Furthermore, the larger the population of people that understand this, the more trust there will be, and the more justice there will be as well – they have a strong positive relationship.
Though the line of reasoning was developed mostly for those who are unable to contract, like children, elders, mentally challenged, or what have you, it brought to light a pretty large epiphany. Essentially, no man is an island. This claim directly challenged my thinking: how can one possibly be entirely strong, if they have to trust someone else at one point, and trusting is weak? I could defend my views about strength and weakness by contending that people are, in fact, able to live without trust, as in the case of recluses. But even still, they’re existence relies on the past knowledge that others gave them to live in that manner, the care the mother gave when young, and so on. Could someone really live a life entirely alone? Even if they could, would that be strength? I, certainly, depend on people: I depend on my parents for emotional and financial support, my teachers for knowledge, my friends for social desires, and so on. Silvers had me wondering if, like trust, weakness, at least on some scale, is truly inevitable.
Singer’s radical ideas on aid, famine, affluence, and how these affect our morality, played a small role, as well. His major claim was that “If it is within our power to prevent something bad (i.e., suffering and/or death from lack of food, shelter or medicine) from happening, without sacrificing anything of moral significance, we should do it.” At first glance, this seemed very rational, even giving us some slack with the “without sacrificing anything of moral significance” clause. However, it did not take me long to realize that this is an unrealistic notion because of its extremist take. Singer’s idea would penalize the people who have worked for their status and power and would reward those who make no effort to improve. Bringing this idea back to my own beliefs, I reasoned that it would allow others to live in marginal utility without having to try to escape. In essence, practice of this method would be condoning the acceptance of weakness, and I dismissed this right away.
Finally, Taylor attacked my thoughts from a different angle. In the past, the question had always been if it is morally right to value strength over weakness. Taylor’s comments about the meaning of existence flipped it all on its head by asking if strength, or anything else for that matter, is truly worth it because of its transience. Taylor’s usage of the myth of Sisyphus could easily be applied to my dilemma. In the myth, he points out, rolling the rock up the hill just to have it fall back down again is meaningless. Even if it were to build a temple, it would still be meaningless because all temples are destroyed eventually. Everything is, for that matter. I wondered what implications this would have on my manner of thinking. If one were to gain a lot of strength, regardless of whether this is to be considered morally acceptable or not, just to lose it upon death, would be meaningless. Even if the strength was used to become the President of the United States, or to make Rome the greatest civilization Earth has seen, Presidents still are succeeded and Rome did collapse. So what’s the point? In Taylor’s opinion, the objective might be only if you have an intense interest in strength. That would be the goal, the only door that leads to a meaningful existence. Obviously, I despised this conclusion, because strength was not the goal, but liking what you do is. If one were to condone weakness in him or herself and in others, live a life of weakness, and enjoy it, that person would have just as meaningful of a life as the strong person who looks at the weak in disgust.
Today, I think that I have much of the same mentality that I went in with, but with a few key differences. For example, because of reading Silvers, I try to be more aware of the needs that I have that are fulfilled by others. I’ll admit that I’m not an island, and I especially try to be fair to those who depend on me, because I know that there are some ways that I depend on others. I try to be a little less critical of those who rely on others a little more, and I remind myself that I have been in the position of reliance as well. Because of reading Taylor, I try to make a point of enjoying everything I do, and make that a major goal – moreso than just being a strong person. It’s not only possibly the sole way to achieve meaning, but it’s simply good practice for a happy existence. Maybe, even, the satisfaction of learning to enjoy what I am already doing and to like what I already have will null my avarice. I would say that this semester has powerfully provoked thought about deeply-rooted beliefs, especially in my opinion of the importance of strength.
