Chapter 2

Some Clarifying Challenges

A Matter of Health


"I must confess, Andy, I don't see the dilemma," began the email message that, shortly, came in from Earl.  Earl had been a colleague of my father's, but sufficiently younger than my father that Earl was not yet retired.  My father --a university economist-- had been something of a mentor of his in the few years after Earl's first academic appointment, and Earl had subsequently played a supportive role in my so-called career.  He was no longer at the University of Minnesota, but he was still in the midwest, now at Ann Arbor.


"What I mean," Earl went on, "is that, although I can understand how frustrating it is to you for your vitality to ebb and flow as it does --of course you'd prefer that it be always present-- I do not see how it raises such important existential issues as you seem to see in it.   


"Imagine a person one of whose senses --say, hearing-- comes and goes at intervals.  On some days, he hears the music and can sing along with it, happily, and dance.  And then on other days he's deaf.  Would it make sense for him to wonder about the reality --or the 'standing'-- of sound?  Even if a man were to be struck blind in the prime of life, so that he would never again see the light of the sun, see the bloom of the rose, see the face of his beloved, would it be reasonable for him to question the continued existence of the visible world?


"I assume that you will agree that it would not.


"So, it seems to me, it is with this 'experience of meaning' business," Earl continued.  "It is a matter of the health --the soundness-- of the organism.  When a person is in good health, when his or her condition is normal, the meaning (the value, the importance) of the things in his or her life is readily registered.  It's only when, for whatever reason, the creature's normal organic balance and integrity is damaged that the capacity to perceive and respond to the meaningfulness of environmental inputs is lost.


"Not to personalize the issue too much, I hope, but I know that this is a matter about which you've already spoken quite publicly [I noted here that Earl had mailed his response to the whole group to which the original had been sent, as well as to me, a practice which most of the subsequent responders proceeded to emulate]:  when you suffered during those several years from that mysterious and ongoing lack of 'spark,' I recall that you ended up finding that medical pharmacology had remedies to offer that played a not-insignificant role in your coming back to life.


"Depression is a recognized malady.  When the serotonin level in the brain gets too low --outside the normal range-- the sickness called depression ensues.  Like damage to a healthy ear-drum, or to an intact retina, the chemical imbalance of a depressed person's brain fluids results in an incapacity to apprehend --or to apprehend fully-- a dimension of reality that otherwise would quite naturally be part of his experience.


"I hope this response helps you-- helps clarify the issue, and helps prevent you from squandering your creative energies on what looks to me, at least, like a wild-goose chase.  (There might be something worth hunting here, but I don't think it is the wild goose you're apparently looking for.)  And if you think me wrong, I will be interested in seeing your counter-argument.  EARL."


My intuitive feeling was that there was a hole somewhere in Earl's argument, but my intuition had not yet articulated itself.   I didn't mind just letting Earl's challenge sit there --indeed I thought it best for the discussion for me to stay out of it for a while-- except that I had some concern that Earl's take on my overall framework of inquiry might divert the discussion in a particular (possibly unconstructive) direction.  But while I was wondering whether to worry about that, I saw that another message had arrived, this one being from Richard. 

A Tale of Two Visits


Richard is a man about ten years my junior, who works as a defense analyst at the Pentagon.  He and I had met when we both worked at a foreign policy think tank in Washington in the early eighties, and had built a friendship of sorts around our shared interest in the human saga.  Richard had evidently composed his response before Earl's had reached him; or, at least, there was nothing in his message that referred to Earl's.


"Your inquiry, coincidentally, touched upon something I've been thinking about, myself, the past week.  About a week ago, I took a long weekend to camp in the George Washington National Forest (about a hundred miles south of where you live), in an area I'd never explored before.  (Martha had a conference to attend in Toronto, and I wasn't up for hanging around home by myself, feeling abandoned.)  I used some of my comp time to get the hell out of Washington early, beating the weekend rush hour traffic on I-66, and getting my tent pitched in time for dinner so that the evening could be a time of settling into the place.


"After an early and easy-to-prepare dinner --more like a snack-- I went off on a hike on the Virginia (eastern) side of the mountain where I was camped.  I was weary from the workweek-- weary partly from getting up at 5:30 every morning, partly from the stultifying nature of much of what I do, partly because my allergies were acting up.  Anyway, I thought maybe a walk would revive me.


"On a broad knob coming out from the mountainside, I became aware of some changes in the vegetation.  There was, I could tell, some history here.  Looking at the trees, I could discern that part of the area had been largely cleared-- perhaps a century ago, at least two or three generations.  The ground cover was still different from the rest of the forest, suggesting to me that perhaps the soil had been altered by whatever the human inhabitants of the place had done there.  And shortly, I came upon an ancient, gnarled, but still living apple tree.  The tree, though its trunk was split and a couple of its formerly main branches were gone, still bore fruit.  I found that I was plenty hungry enough to enjoy some apple, so I plucked a couple off the tree and settled back to sink my teeth into them.


"This apple tree was surrounded by other trees like locust and ash," Richard continued, "but they clearly had come much later.  I started wondering about how this tree had come to be here.  In my somewhat spaced-out frame of mind, I'd almost forgotten the other aspects of the terrain that had captured my attention.  Now, putting what seemed like two and two together, I realized that it had probably been part of the same homestead whose other evidences I'd noticed before the apples had seized my attention.  If there was one apple tree, I then surmised, maybe others too.  So I strolled around and found, sure enough, this had been an orchard.  Not only apples, but also some pears still survived.  And soon I stumbled onto a kind of foundation for some tiny house --a shack is what we'd call it now-- that had stood there, some rocks embedded in a leveling way on the hillside, with a variety of scattered gray and rotting boards lying around.


"The apple trees must have been theirs,' I thought to myself, and then I left to complete my hike and get back to my tent by sundown.


"Now, I appreciate your bearing with me.  Here's where I'll come to the point.  On Sunday after breakfast, I went back to the place.  I saw the same things I'd seen on Friday evening, but the experience felt completely different-- so different that, in some ways, it was like it was not true I was seeing the same things.  This time there was --how can I express this-- a magic in the place.  


"I not only saw the evidence of this human history before me on this barely cultivable knob in the mountains, I felt the richness of the story being told me by the evidence lying round.  In my mind's eye, I envisioned this place as it was, and I entered into the space of seeing that spot as 'home.'  The clock went back, as I imagined the place, and it was not 1999 but 1909, and the fragile little garden still grew near that little shack.  Here's where they cooped up some chickens, when they didn't let them run free in the yard.  The fruit trees were young, still struggling to establish themselves on ground where the rains were never plentiful enough to make it easy.  And I almost felt that I could sense the spirits of the family still lurking about-- or at any rate, the reality of their lives was something I could sense in my gut.  Not just from the old, rusted tools and cans and other debris I found in a ditch, but from something else, not material.


"And I got this feeling I cannot articulate --but if I could bottle it, I would make a fortune!-- from imagining how time flowed into and out of that time of almost a century ago, a mysterious quality of following something that's core about what we are, like Theseus finding his way into Ariadne's arms by following the thread through the labyrinth.  A history of people --probably Scotch-Irish-- brought this family to this mountainside.  And then the creation of the National Forest probably had forced them out --I know a bit about the history of that-- and the bitterness of that loss.


"My hour or so of taking all this in was one of those stretches of time that make it easy for me to answer the question, 'Is life worth living?'  I'd put up with a lot that isn't worth much to gain the privilege of having moments like those.


"So, this could simply be my offering to you about 'Meaningful Moments,' and I could end my message here.  But the whole thing raised in my mind --even before I got your inquiry-- some questions akin to that first bunch you raised, about the meaning of meaning.  The issue arises out of comparing the two experiences I had of that same place.


"I wondered first of all how come it was that the second visit to the place was so much more meaningful an experience.  (I usually think that I'm more likely to be moved by a first encounter, with familiarity breeding unresponsiveness.)  Mostly, I chalked the change up to my having shaken off, by Sunday, some of the more constricted and prosaic mindset that had followed me out to the mountains from my daily grind at work and such.  After two nights under the stars, listening to owls, my spirit was awakened.  Besides that, my allergies had let up, and I was feeling well-rested.


"But it wasn't that question of 'why the change?' so much as the kind of issue you're raising that really grabbed my interest.  Which experience, I wondered, was more valid as an understanding of the truth of the place?  Even aside, that is, from one of the images being more elaborately drawn than the other.  On both occasions, I'd seen that the place had been inhabited.  But on one of them, this realization was ho-hum, on the other it was magical.  On the one hand, I've always regarded those occasions when history has 'come alive' for me as the times when I've been closest to the truth about it.  Like a visit to Gettysburg when the immensity of the human sacrifice on that battlefield moved me to tears.  But in thinking about this particular occasion, I became aware also of how part of what brought this old homestead to life for me --what made the encounter with it meaningful-- was an act of imagination.  And where I was brought up, 'imagination' involves breaking out of the confinements of the real.  'You're imagining things' means you're losing contact with reality.


"So that's my story, Andy," Richard concluded.  "My own experience has brought me to wonder about some of these same things, and I'll be interested to see where you go with your investigation.  RICHARD"


I took some comfort from the discovery that my friend, Richard, had encountered the same phenomenon.  No, not that he'd encountered it, since I imagined that such an encounter was, in some sense, virtually universal. But rather that he'd been struck by it, as I was, and puzzled by its meaning.


With Earl's and Richard's contributions now both on the table, representing between them entries through all three of the doorways I'd constructed for the inquiry, I also felt some assurance that the conversation was now well launched.  Heading out of the house to pick up my son, Nathaniel, after soccer practice, I felt an eagerness to see what would have come in from others when I returned.

Animal Spirits


Three more responses to my inquiry awaited me by the time I got to the computer to check, right after dinner.  I opened the first.


"Gotta tell you, Andy, I love this stuff about 'meaningful moments.'"  This was Sylvia, a poet and maker of imaginative masks, whom I'd met and --for a little while-- dated when we were a lot younger in Berkeley.  Sylvia now lived in Seattle, raising a couple of kids she'd had with her then-husband, who had returned to the more conventional corporate fold from which he'd once rebelled, a turning back on which Sylvia was unwilling to accompany him.  Anyway, that was what Sylvia emphasized when she explained their splitting up.  In any event, my sense of Sylvia was that she knew what her spirit needed, and both she and her children seemed, on the one occasion that April and Nat and I visited them, to be flourishing.  "After all," she continued in her present message, "are these moments not the gems in the crown of our lives?"


"About three o'clock every afternoon, I've been working all day, usually sitting, shaping something of out of words, or out of plaster.  Fatigue has come over me like a veil.  I stretch, yogaly.  I go out.


"On the hiker-jogger trail, people go by.  Running suits on, Walkpeople playing.  Cut out of cardboard, to my eyes.  My legs move into walking.  Rhythm comes, and soon the running.  Breath moves, my eyes change.  The heart's hard work opens its own doors.  The cardboard figures become people.  Each face a book I look up to read.  Once in a while, a really open book.  In the seconds of passing, souls touch hello.  Alive, I can see life.  


"So, I'm with you, in tuning into the coming and going of life.  And I'm with Earl in seeing how health --the vitality of the creature-- opens and shuts the valve of our ability to see the meanings that are there.  SYLVIA"


Sylvia's comments reminded me immediately that I experience something quite similar, and so reliably that I've instituted a ritual around the phenomenon.  I do a talk radio show on Sunday afternoons-- not one of those shows where I'm somebody else's guest but a show of my own.  It's something I take very seriously, even though I know my audience is far from vast.  To me, the show is a kind of ministry, and I'm willing to do whatever I can --in planning the show, in getting ready for the performance, and on the air-- to make it as good as I possibly can.  Part of the challenge is to find ways to assure that when the time of the show arrives, I'm as alive --as responsive to the domain of meaning-- as I can be.  


It is a rare morning that I wake up with that kind of vitality.  If I were just to head out on the forty-five minute drive to the show when the time came, and start talking into the microphone when the news at the top of the hour was over, I'd not very often be as present as I wish to be to the encounters to come.  Like Sylvia encountering the cardboard people on the jogger trail, I'd be missing a deeper realization of the meanings before me.   At times, the dynamic of the conversations on the show would bring me to life.  That has happened.  Better by far, though, would be for me to be in a state of mind, from the start, alive to the meaningfulness of the subject under discussion.  


Since I began doing the show, I've arrived at a means that almost always works to bring me to life.  After April and I get Nathaniel settled at a friend's house, she and I take off on some vigorous bicycle ride through the farmland or tiny towns or mountains within reach of the station.  Almost invariably, as I work my body, as my breathing pushes past the obstacles binding my body, as my blood courses through my system, I begin to see the world as being filled with meaning, like an enormously complex and well-crafted work of art.  Like Richard, I can see stories written into the landscape, the shapes of people's lives manifested in their gardens, their clotheslines, their churches. Like Sylvia, I see the beauty in the people I encounter.


All because of the opening up of the channels of the organism so that the native health of the creature revives, the animal spirits run free.  Souls thus restored, we hitch the bikes back onto the car, and head to the station to do the show.


Inspired by Sylvia's message to recall my pre-show ritual, I started leaning toward agreeing with Earl's thesis.  Perhaps the whole issue of meaning is as simple as that:  if we're healthy, we see the meaning that's there.

Where's the Beef?


Just as I was starting to yield to Earl's argument, and to dismiss my wrestlings with the question of meaning and its standing as just a symptom of weaknesses in my own nervous system, a message came in from Dan that deftly put its finger on that hole in Earl's argument that I'd only vaguely intuited.  Part of me felt abashed that Dan could state clearly what I had only sensed, but then I comforted myself with the thought that Dan, as a professional philosopher, had apparently been around this block a few times before and so, naturally, would know his way better than I.


"This interesting discussion, it seems to me," Dan began, "is likely to produce greater clarity if two different kinds of propositions are differentiated.  One proposition might be stated:  'The healthier the human organism, the more likely that person is to experience the world as meaningful.'  The other proposition is central to Earl's argument, and might be put this way:  'A depressed person who does not experience meaning is like a blind person who does not experience the visible world-- and in neither case does the absence of the registering of the dimension in question call into question the existence of that dimension.'


"The first proposition seems to me true.  We can talk about the normal levels of serotonin, and can reasonably label significant deviations from those levels as a kind of sickness.  We can talk about the amounts and quality of sleep that a person needs, and describe a person who cannot, or does not, achieve such sleep as suffering from a sleep disorder, or at least from sleep deprivation.  We can also make assessments of various people's level of physical fitness, noting how much exercise they get and the state of their muscle tone, measuring their cardio-vascular and respiratory systems, and judging other aspects of the openness of their structure (as a yogi might see it, for example, or as a cranial-sacral therapist might evaluate it).   And with all these criteria, we would almost certainly see a substantial correlation between what we would call health (as assessed in objective terms) and the various subjects' self-reported levels of experience of 'meaningfulness' in the senses that Andy has used it in his questions to us.


"From which we can certainly conclude that if you want to experience your life as meaningful, it is quite likely to be a good idea to maintain your health and vitality in all those objective ways.


"But let's look at that second proposition, the one that likened Andy's experience of a lack of meaning (or diminished experience of meaning) with the blind person's loss of sight or the deaf person's loss of hearing.  My challenge to that proposition can be stated simply.  It is possible to imagine, say, a deaf person setting up an experimental apparatus to find out if there is some dimension of objective reality that he is missing out on.  In this scene, he hears nothing but he has instruments that demonstrate to him that rhythmic waves of vibrations are being transmitted through the air.  'Ah,' he says, 'though my senses do not directly measure this phenomenon, it is out there.'  Similarly, a blind person --assuming a set of equipment he can monitor, say, through sound-- can establish that there are electromagnetic waves of various frequencies being emitted by, or reflected by, the objects in his world, objects he can feel and hear but not see.  'So,' the blind man realizes, 'the world around me is filled with a wide array of such emissions, even though I cannot sense them.'  (Indeed, astronomers do this all the time, gathering all kinds of information about the universe through instruments that pick up frequencies --from radio waves through ultraviolet to x-rays-- to which the human sensory apparatus is blind.)


"Now, let's turn to the depressed person, for whom the events of daily life --that other, healthy people experience as meaningful-- are flat and devoid of meaning.  Is there any way that this depressed person could set up some analogous instruments to establish that the meaning he is failing to register is nonetheless still out there?  Are the phenomena of the world emitting anything whatever that will prove the objective existence of the 'meaning' that the depressed person has been disabled from experiencing, as it could be proved to the blind person that light exists whether he can see it or not, and to the deaf that sound exists even if he cannot hear it?


"It seems to me clear that the answer to those questions is No, and that this proves that Earl's analogy cannot hold water.  Andy's troubling question about the 'standing' of meaning, therefore, remains untouched by Earl's argument.  DAN"


Dan's refutation of Earl was hardly the last word to be heard in this discussion on the question of meaning's "standing."  But, for the particular point at issue, it was a strong argument-- or at least I certainly felt it was.  And in the meanwhile, the next, somewhat more modest message was to take us on a somewhat different tack for a little while.







