ESSENTIALS FOR A FULFILLING LIFE   

Dale Higbee

Good Physical & Mental Health:
No smoking or other use of tobacco

Alcohol use limited to one small glass of wine daily with food

Adequate sleep, including a siesta if possible

Regular exercise

Diet of low-sugar, low-salt, low-fat foods: fish, chicken, little red meat; various fruits and vegetables; oatmeal, whole grain cereal and bread; non-fat milk; low-fat or non-fat yogurt; nuts, esp. walnuts; olive oil; decaffeinated tea

Maintain proper weight, recording weight daily, and adjusting food intake accordingly

Brush and floss teeth regularly, plus periodic dental examinations and appropriate treatment

Regular periodic medical examinations and use of medications if required

Luck, including being born with good genes, reared by caring significant adults, and living in an environment with good sanitation, use of antibiotics, and other advances in medical care.

Resilience, or flexible strength, the ability to cope successfully when confronted by serious adversity

Money: knowledge and skills to make enough money (not too much, not too little) in an efficient and reliable way in order to be able to do what you want to do (“meet the requirements of one’s imagination,” as Henry James described it in The Portrait of a Lady); an understanding of how to invest and preserve financial capital; thrift.

A passion, which can be one’s occupation, hobby, special interest, family, religion, etc.

As Joseph Campbell put it: “Follow your bliss.”

A sense of humor: don’t take yourself or anyone too seriously

The capacity to empathize with and love others, which may be partly genetic and partly a result of being loved by significant others during childhood.  Kindness and compassion towards others, and actions to encourage justice for all.

Forgiveness: the essence of “The Lord’s Prayer”

Patience

Openness to new ideas and new experiences

Tolerance for opinions different from one’s own; awareness that one could be wrong.

Humility.  When I was a Harvard undergraduate in 1945-49 I saw an exhibit of manuscripts in Widener Library that included this statement by Archibald MacLeish: “We know all the answers; it’s the questions we don’t know.”

Recognition of the difference between matters of fact, opinion and faith. A fact is that which can be scientifically demonstrated and replicated. Theories regarding facts must be open to possible change when there is new evidence which conflicts with that already known. An opinion is a belief or judgment that is based on evidence insufficient to produce certainty. Matters of faith involve that which cannot be scientifically demonstrated and replicated.

Persistence: willingness to work regularly and systematically to acquire and improve special skills that are important to you. Not giving up too soon on a project, but being able to decide when it is better to move on and try something else.

Ability to speak, read and write the principal international language (English at the beginning of the 21st century).  On a flight from Amsterdam to Helsinki in 1995 I sat next to a Dutch professor of linguistics who said: “English is the best language for saying simple things in simple ways.”

Aesthetic awareness and sensitivity: appreciation of the beauties of nature and man’s creations such as music, literature, drama, architecture, paintings, drawings, sculpture, ceramics, furniture, rugs and tapestries, gardens and parks, and cuisine.

A mature philosophy of life: acceptance of self and others as imperfect but worthwhile human beings who are all members of the same human family. Respect and compassion for all living creatures. Calm acceptance of ageing and death as part of life.

Regarding the age-old question as to “the meaning of life,” one answer is the gradual discovery of and striving towards the fulfillment of one’s genetic potential.

The human dilemma: mankind is an aggressive, greedy tribal animal, whose history is the history of warfare and the periodic collapse of speculative bubbles. We have a capacity for kindness and love toward others, especially those who resemble us physically, but all of us also have a capacity for dreadful behavior, such as the near extermination of Native Americans by Europeans, slavery based on race, and the horrors of Auschwitz and Abu Graib Prison. Jonathan Swift summed it up in his saying (on a tablet near his bust in St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin, Ireland): “We have just enough religion to hate each other, but not enough to love each other.”  The problem is illustrated by Goya in his etching and aquatint “The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters” (1797-98) and by Picasso in his masterpiece “Guernica” (1937). In WW II in France I noticed that the German infantry had "Gott Mit Uns" on their belt buckles, and Blaise Pascal said: "Men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious convictions."  Harvard psychologist Gordon W. Allport expressed the hope in 1946 that the United Nations might provide an international “tribe” of which all humans could be members, but its potential as a means for encouraging world peace and harmony has been largely lost as nations undermine it in favor of what they perceive as their own self-interest. As individuals, perhaps we can only try to practice the Great Commandment: “Do not do unto others that which you do not want them to do unto you.”
Dale Higbee is a retired clinical psychologist (AB, Harvard, 1949; Ph.D., U. of Texas at Austin, 1954) who lives in Salisbury, NC. He is Music Director of Carolina Baroque (www.carolinabaroque.org), which he organized in 1988. His views on life were influenced by the experience of three months infantry combat in 1944, from Normandy to northern France where he was wounded.
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Mr. Dale Higbee

412 South Ellis Street

Salisbury, North Carolina 28144-4820

Dear Mr. Higbee:

It was a privilege and inspiration to have your letter and rules for life. I read both carefully.  Of the latter, none better could be written.

I enclose a copy of the bound proof of my next book, which I hope you’ll find interesting. In it I’m trying something radically new.

Warm regards,

Edward O. Wilson

University Professor Emeritus and Honorary Curator of Entomology

Harvard University

Enc: The Creation, bound proof

