Chapter 3

If It Ain't Fixed
Fluctuations


"Andy, I don't know that I feel all that qualified to address some of these heavy-duty philosophical issues that are coming up.  And I'm still looking over my life experience to see what kind of 'Meaningful Moment' I could share that you might find of interest.  But I did have one little observation to offer."


This message was from Tom, a runner of river trips on the Colorado River in the Grand Canyon.  I'd met him, twenty-five years ago, when I was teaching at a little college in Prescott, Arizona, and had been one of the faculty on a little wilderness trip that the incoming freshmen took as part of their orientation.  Tom had been our guide for several days that we spent on and off the river inside the Canyon.  I found him an appealing combination of rough-hewn and gentle-souled, and we'd stayed friends since.  He'd never completed college, but he read more regularly than a lot of folks who had, and even if his thinking wasn't sophisticated, it was always honest.


"What I was thinking," Tom continued, "was that the whole reason you're wrestling with any of this is that your system --your brain chemistry, or brain electricity, or whatever-- is given to fluctuations.  It's the changes that make you wonder where to pitch your existential tent.  (Funny though-- I've always found you remarkable for how reliably 'you' you are, not for your fickleness, but I'll take your word about the swings you go through.)


"Someone from my childhood years comes to my mind.  I'm not sure this is really relevant, but I guess I'll trust that it wouldn't have popped up in my mind if there weren't something in it that fits somehow.  Anyway, I think you know a little about my childhood-- the upheavals in the family I was born into, my dad's running out on my mom, and then my mom's not really being able to handle her life altogether, with kids and all, and then my going off to live with my aunt in Missouri (just like Tom Sawyer).  It's my aunt that comes to mind.


"She was fifteen years older than my mother, so she was almost old enough to be my grandmother, and most of what's good in my life I think of her as having made possible.  I've never known anyone with so sunny a disposition.  Every day she'd wake up in a good mood.  If she never said an ill word about anybody --and I can't recall any-- I expect in her case it's not a matter of some rule saying 'If you can't say something nice, don't say anything at all.'  My bet is that, with her, it's because she didn't see ill in anybody.  She always saw the good in people.  Whatever was beautiful in them, that's what she'd see.  Not that she was blind to their foibles and problems, but somehow it was always part of the picture of their trying their best to be the creatures that God wanted them to be, even if they weren't always sure just how to go about it.


"Anyway, I could go on, filling out the picture of the ways a warm glow constantly filled her world with positive meanings.  But my thought is this:  I don't think it would ever occur to her that the world wasn't just filled with beauty and goodness, that the good stuff wasn't simply there in the world for everybody to see.  That's how it looked to her all the time, so she'd just assume that's just plain old 'how it is.'  With no fluctuations in what she saw, unlike your experience, she'd just naturally assume that the glow she saw was a property of the world.  That it had nothing to do with her, except she was just seeing what was there.


"Well, that's about it for what I wanted to say.  Make of it whatever you want.  TOM"


This immediately elicited three responses.  Carl, that college buddy of mine from the hike, sent in a quickie, reading, "You're aunt sounds great, Tom.  I wish I could have played Huck Finn to your Tom.  CARL"  The other messages were more substantive, and both were, in their different ways, challenging of Tom's contrast between the fluctuating perspective of someone like me, and the stable perspective of someone like his aunt.


The briefer of the two messages came from Molly, a social worker I knew from my brief grad school stint at the University of Chicago.  "Tom, you may be right about your aunt's having considerable constancy in her sunny disposition.  But I'd be surprised if she'd have agreed with your characterization of her as so constant, so free from fluctuations.  It seems to me that men are sometimes surprised when their bodies carry their consciousness along for some sort of ride.  But the women I know are quite aware of the way that a cycle that is built into their bodies --and that operates independently of their wills and their ideas and their plans-- will cause an ongoing and repetitive cycle of mood and experience.  MOLLY"  [fn to Ed]


The other message came from James, an academic psychologist acquaintance of mine with whom I'd had occasional correspondence since he'd first written me in response to some thoughts about human nature I'd expressed in my books about power and war.


"It's funny Tom should remark on the distinctiveness of Andy's having such fluctuations in his state, because I was thinking almost the reverse.  


"Maybe it was because when Andy's inquiry arrived, I was in the midst of reading some academic material about mood and arousal, containing statements like, 'the same personal problems appear different at ten o'clock in the morning --the high-energy time-- than they do at four in the afternoon or eleven at night-- the low energy times.'  [footnote, Thayer p. 9]  (Or maybe it's that I study this kind of thing because I'm tuned in on the kaleidoscopic nature of our consciousness.)  In any event, it would seem to me that even Tom's Aunt Polly figure must have experienced plenty of such fluctuations, however unmoody she may have been. 


"Here's an example I expect everybody can relate to.  Imagine:  you're really hungry, you come into wherever you're having dinner (your own house, a restaurant, a friend's place) and you smell the food cooking.  It smells absolutely heavenly.  It is served to you, and you can hardly keep from drooling, it looks so great.  And then you dig in.  Maybe half an hour later, you're full.  Maybe it's an hour later, and you've really pigged out.  Yeah, let's take that one.  Now, you waddle away from the table.  Someone offers you some food.  'Oh, you haven't tried this delicacy yet.'  They stick it under your nose --succulent braised sweetbreads-- so you can smell it.  The very idea of food is repugnant to you.  The sight of it is a turnoff.  Upon smelling it, you're afraid you're going to toss your crackers.


"Same stuff, completely different reactions to it.  Your organismic condition has changed, and with it at least a significant element of the world is experienced in diametrically different ways.  Leading to my punchline:  So, does the food really smell heavenly?


"It all depends.  Depends on things that are constantly shifting over the normal course of our daily lives.  JAMES"


"What James describes about food parallels something that I was mulling in another arena."  This was from my friend Barry, who now completed the participation of my hiking buddies of the other day.  "At times I've been struck by the dramatic and often sudden shift in my perceptions and responses to things sexual.  Something that, at one moment will seem to me incredibly attractive, an absolute turn-on, will appear to me maybe ten minutes later altogether without appeal, possibly even slightly repugnant.  Which has sometimes led me to wonder:  is this stuff really beautiful, as it appeared to me a few minutes ago, or was that sense of its beauty just something that I was imagining in the heat of the moment?  BARRY"


"What a minute guys," began the next message, posted by Mike.  "This inquiry has been launched under the rubric of 'meaning.'  But it's far from clear to me that we're really talking about meaning here at all."  Mike's a sociologist with a statistical bent, studying demographics and trends in social practice.  I valued his far-ranging mind for the way he often came up with unexpected glints of insight into the meaning of changes visible in the cultural trends of American society.  "I'm not sure just what it is we're talking about, but I doubt that it ought to be called meaning.  We're talking about 'feelings' here, and 'moods,' and the ways in which we 'respond' to things.  All notoriously subjective.  But what does that have to do with the question of what things mean?  We all agree that the figure '2' means a certain specific number, and that the word 'cat' refers to an identifiable mammalian quadruped-- and it doesn't matter how anybody feels about those meanings.  So, with all due respect to our friend, here" --Mike was evidently referring here to me-- "and to those who have been willing to jump into this discussion more or less on his terms, I'm not sure what sense it makes to talk about 'the experience of meaning.'   MIKE."


I thought Mike's challenge to be an extremely important one, deserving of serious discussion.  I even felt myself to be able to give a somewhat cogent reply to his objections.  At the same time, I still felt some inhibition about jumping into the discussion at this point, believing that my answering some specific point along the way would be taken --since as convener of this conversation I was in some sense its "leader"-- as designating that avenue to be the direction we should be heading, and I wanted to keep the doors open somewhat longer for whatever other responses my initial, broader inquiry might elicit.  Maybe someone else, I hoped, would engage Mike's point.


As it happened, neither of the two messages that arrived in the next few hours paid any attention to Mike's.  So I decided to write Mike back channel to tell him that I thought the question he was raising about my use of the word "meaning" was an important one, and to promise that if no one else took up the subject fairly soon, I would.  (See the following chapter, "Whaddya Mean, 'Mean'?")

A Sense of Arbitrariness


"When I got your set of questions," Brian wrote, "I thought immediately of an experience I had a couple of months ago at a party."  Brian was a screenwriter with whom I was only slightly acquainted, but whom I included in my mailing because the richness of his imagination was not only a delight to witness, in general, but also would, I thought, be useful to draw upon in this particular inquiry.


"This party was in a glass castle up in Beverly Hills, on a site that, on the rare clear day we have out here, commanded a view of the ocean.  I was there because of some professional 'should,' though I wasn't in the mood for small talk, or conviviality, or exchanging pheromones with my fellow creatures in any other way.  So I played observer, planting myself on a stool in a corner from where I could overlook the expansive (and expensive) room into which the guests entered and then milled around, chatting and hugging and ingesting various liquids and solids.


"What I saw --well, I guess it's obvious, but it really struck me on this occasion, and I think it warrants being described in the context of this discussion-- was that everybody there only seemed to be in the same place.  In actuality, each person who entered the room was inhabiting a different world from everybody else.  


"One guy comes in and it is clear that he's got his feet on a ladder, and this room is a place where he might be able to climb up a rung--  if only he can spark the interest of, for example, that director standing by the window.  Another guy who arrives like a sudden squall on the desert --he's in his early forties, and he's no longer accompanied by the wife I saw him with a couple years before-- is also on the make, but what he's wanting to make is not his career.  Meanwhile, in another corner of the room, a woman in her thirties --standing with a glass of cranberry juice and a forlorn expression (reminding me of a cat I had as a kid who meowed pitifully at me one dawn on a lake up in Michigan as I rowed a boat away from the shore)-- looks like she is living in a world where anything of value might be taken away at any moment.  Moving through the room is our hostess's mother, a regular mother-hen of a woman, to whom the whole room is filled with people whose happiness she'd like to guarantee, visiting each in turn and giving each a warm emotional bath (and without requiring that they wash their hair).


"I was enjoying getting into this anthropological banquet of diversity, when a few more entrants opened up the picture even further.  The family's kids burst in --I think they were supposed to be ensconced at a neighbors', but they'd evidently decided they had to make a quick forray home to grab a stack of Pokemon cards-- taking a quick look around, before charging up and, shortly, down the stairs.  What they saw --or at least so I interpreted their faces as saying-- was a scene so stodgy, so stultifying in its lack of action, that they were glad to make their escape, as if from a prison.  Speaking of which, a guest inadvertently opened a door that released the family dog for a brief uninvited tour of the room.  And as for just what that world meant to the dog, I won't try to articulate, other than to say that in his all-too-brief release from confinement, he managed to check out the hidden orifices of several astonished guests, and presumably drew his own conclusions about what kind of creatures he had discovered.


"All of which," Brian concluded, "leads me to believe that --whatever else might be said in response to Earl's original talk of 'normal' states, and their providing us with access to what things 'mean'-- there is no single normal state, no given set of meanings.  We each are dwelling in our separate, private worlds.  We can, if we are lucky --in our ability to articulate, in our access to others who care-- find ways to share our personal set of meanings, and to imaginatively enter into those of others.  But there is no one set of meanings for our world, any more than for that party.  Eeyore's world is not Pooh's.  BRIAN"


The other message that came in shortly after Mike's unanswered challenge to my use of the word "meaning" was from Carrey, a photographer friend of mine, a very creative guy who definitely marches to his own drum not only in his work but in his life generally.


"Earlier we were hearing the idea of 'normality' employed as if it somehow could fix in concrete what our reality is, what things 'really' mean," Carrey wrote.  "If you don't have enough serotonin in your brain, you lose the ability to perceive meanings right.  Correct that imbalance in your brain chemistry, then you get things right again.  That seemed to be the argument.


"That doesn't wash," Carrey asserted.  "Even aside from the fact that even so-called normal people don't all have the same brain chemistry --some people are by nature ebullient while others may be inherently of a more depressed disposition-- how can you establish that the world as seen with our 'normal' chemistry is any truer than some other that we might see if we altered that chemistry?  Earl wants Andy to believe that when he was depressed, he couldn't see meanings well; the restoration of serotonin brought meaning back into the picture.  But if experiencing things as more meaningful is the criterion of reality, what then about someone whose chemistry is 'abnormal' in the other direction, and whose world is suffused with a profusion of meaning:  would we not have to say that this way of perceiving is more real?  Is not the person who is overwhelmed by the beauty of the blooming rose more attuned to the ultimate meanings of things than the mundane person who just says of the rose, as normal people do in their quotidian lives, 'That's nice'?


"’Normal’ meaning is not some ultimate destination we humans should aspire to, in our desire for reality.  It is just an arbitrary point along the terrain of possible experiences of meaning.  When it comes to vitality and meaningfulness, we humans should aspire to more than just this normality.  CARREY."


I knew Carrey well enough to have some idea where this line of argument might be leading.  An intriguing area for us to explore, I thought.  A bit risky, this line of argument, to discuss openly in this era of reaction and of society's warring on mind-altering substances, but nonetheless full of challenging possibilities.  


But no one picked up on Carrey's remark, and the subject disappeared-- until later, when Carrey brought it up again in more explicit terms.  (See Chapter 10-- "Improving Nature?”)


Meanwhile, there was a message from Clay.


"As soon as I got Andy's email, I recollected an experience from my youth," began Clay.  Clay and I had been basketball buddies in an over-35 league in suburban Washington a decade before.  I loved him for his sheer decency, his warmth, and his complete lack of pretension.  Our conversations were, for the first years of our friendship, mostly about sports, our families, our personal lives.  Gradually I'd discovered that Clay, a consultant to healthcare organizations, had more of a mind than I'd first recognized.


"I immediately ruled out sharing it in this kind of public way," Clay resumed.  "Too personal for one thing, but even more so, too weird.  But what Barry said a while ago about his quickly changing sexual perceptions broke some ice, and Brian's tale of the Beverly Hills party has again brought it up for me.  So, here's the story of one event that disturbed my sense of meaning as being something fixed.  This experience is not something I've thought about much in years, perhaps because I didn't like that disturbance.  The idea that how things look to us may be arbitrary is not a pleasant one to contemplate.  At least for me.


"It was the day after the prom my senior year.  It was customary at my high school for the couples who'd gone to the prom on Saturday night to picnic together someplace on Sunday.  My date was a girl I'd been going with our whole senior year, a really lovely creature (whose name I'll leave out, it not being relevant), who was the first girl I'd loved.  And she felt the same toward me, I think.  


"We had a picnic lunch together in a state park along the Mississippi not far from where we lived (in Illinois), and then we took a little hike and found ourselves in a quite secluded grassy spot.  Well, in a little while I was in a position to see more of this young lady than I'd ever seen before.  There in the golden sunlight of that warm May day I gazed at the graceful slope of her bare breast.  In my whole life, I'd never seen anything so beautiful.  Like any young fellow, I'd had fantasies for years.  But none of the fantasies contained that feeling of wonder that I felt now at this moment of tenderness and intimacy between the two of us.  If God had ever created anything that was a pure embodiment of beauty, I thought, surely this shapely and sacred flesh of my beloved was it.  The Platonic Form of Grace.


"As I was thus enchanted in this reverie, I saw a mosquito landing silently on that very same warm and soft place on which I was feasting my eyes.  


"At the practical level of my consciousness, I wondered if I should swat it or brush it off or tell her about the insect before it bit her.  (She shooed it away herself before I could make a decision.)  But at another level --I don't know what to call it-- I was in some way shocked, incredulous, disturbed.  How could anything --even a mosquito-- relate to that sacred and erotic place in that way?


"Of course, I knew that mosquitoes go for blood, and that all human flesh contains blood.  So why should this be any different?  But at the same time, the fact that something that so vividly and importantly had one meaning to me could be related to as having so completely different a meaning for something else --a place to suck blood-- felt like a blow.  Something I regarded as permanent was suddenly made mutable.  Like watching the Parthenon crumble into rubble.  Something I thought of as a God-given absolute was revealed as contingent and relative.  


"It's not a feeling I have liked to get into.  At times, over the years, I've felt something akin when hearing, on the news or in works of literature, about human bodies becoming meals to scavenging animals.  In general, I don't dwell on it.  But it does seem to me both that there's something important in there, in terms of our understanding of the nature of our experience of meaning.  CLAY"


"Reminds me of a 'Calvin and Hobbes' comic I saw in the paper some years back," wrote Carl in quick response.  "Calvin screams to his mother, at 3 o'clock in the morning, that he has a question.  'How,' he asks, 'do ugly things like hairy bugs and octopuses reproduce?  Are they actually attracted to each other?'  CARL."


"I, too, recall a related joke, and I believe these jokes point the way toward some important, but as yet missing piece in this puzzle," wrote Herman next.  An older man, a professional psychotherapist whose training had been psychoanalytic but whose thinking was by no means confined to that system, Herman was one of the better theoretical thinkers of my acquaintance.


"In my joke --was it a New Yorker cartoon?-- a woman in a group of tourists being guided around a zoo asks the tour-guide whether the hippopotamus before them was male or female.  To which the guide replies, 'That, madam, should interest only another hippopotamus.'


"Of course, one could quarrel with the priggish tourguide, but he's onto something that could allay Calvin's wonderment about the attraction between creatures he finds 'ugly,' and could also help ameliorate Clay's distress at discovering that the breast that so delighted him could appear to a mosquito as merely so much warm-blooded flesh, and  --I believe-- could also help cut through some of this whole matter of the apparent, or supposed, arbitrariness of the meanings we experience.


"The problem seems to arise from some sort of a desire for our meanings to be somehow absolute and universal.  If they're not universal, it is feared, they're just arbitrary.  But if we look at all this in an evolutionary perspective," Herman continued, "these meanings we experience are neither universal nor arbitrary.


"Clay found the lady's breast beautiful, a turn-on-- as indeed evolution intended for him to do.  His delight --that of man beholding a woman-- is what keeps the stream of human life flowing, from generation to generation.  Just as the mosquito's rather different interest in the breast also keeps its little current in that stream of life going, too.  And even in the context of the human adaptation, Clay, your delight is not the whole picture.  Maybe that breast has that graceful line in order to get the likes of you to pay a certain kind of attention, but as your life experience may well have shown you in the intervening years, that attention you might be inspired to pay can result in the arrival of another creature on the scene whose interest in that lovely bit of flesh has perhaps as much in common with that of the mosquito --though this creature's sucking is not for blood but for another nourishing liquid-- as it does with yours.  HERMAN."


My immediate reaction to this message from Herman, as to other things I'd heard from him over the years, was that this was an idea of real importance.  At this point in the discussion, it did not get developed further, nor did it much influence the course of the conversation.  But later it was to reappear, and to show its value.  (See Chapter  8, "Bustin’ Further Loose.")

A God's-Eye View

At this point, two messages came in, each pointing --though in very different ways-- toward a view of meaning as real and fixed, not arbitrary.  



"A lot of these apparent dilemmas," wrote my friend Ken, "are the result of being trapped in the materialist (and humanist) framework that, lamentably, is the all-too-limited point of view of so much of modern culture."  Ken is a Methodist minister with a congregation in New York state.  "Of course, if one sees us as just so much flesh and blood, one will imagine that there is no fixed point of view about meaning to be had.  How could there be, when the flesh is corrupt?  Of course, if one sees the world as just so many different creatures running about --with their mouths and other body parts working to meet their various needs-- one will see only a kaleidoscope of different possible perspectives.  Of course, if one thinks that the living world is the result of just so much chance operating on matter and energy to produce evolution, one will think that the realm of values contains nothing of universal truth.


"But I am entering this discussion now to bear witness to a larger truth.  It's an old truth, but one of which people have lost sight, with the result that we find so much confusion-- confusion of the sort we've seen in the past few days on this forum, and of the sort that we see in so many ways in the society around us.  This is the truth that we are not the ultimate point of reference, that we are the creatures of the Living God, who has imbued our existence with His meanings and whose Truth should be our eternal guide.


"In God's set of meanings, there is a right and a wrong, there is what is beautiful and pleasing and there is what is abominable.  His Truth encompasses the truth of the lover, and of the mosquito.  His truth encompasses and transcends the limited, and inevitably flawed and sinful, wants and feelings of each person who enters that living room in Beverly Hills.  His values endure whether we are hungry or sated, whether our mood is joyful or in despair.


"Our task is to do our best to discern God's Truth, to live in accordance with the God-given meanings of the things of our world.  KEN"


Ken's was a perspective that I was quite pleased to have represented in the conversation.  It was not one, however, that answered all my questions.  Was that, I wondered, just because I did not share Ken's clear and certain belief in the Almighty?  Or was there something else, some element of uneasiness that would remain for me even if I believed in Ken's God as firmly as did he?


I set aside that wondering to look at the other message that had arrived just after Ken's.  This was from Martin, a fellow I'd never met but had corresponded with over the years, beginning with my having read and appreciated a piece he'd published in the Atlantic on the rise of environmentalism and its importance as a spiritual phenomenon to the generation --his and mine-- that came of age in the 1960s.


"I'm not comfortable with all this talk about the 'arbitrariness' of our meanings.  Though perhaps I cannot 'disprove' that notion, in some logically impeccable way, it is my deeply felt conviction that such a way of regarding meaning is invalid.  As argumentation is not my method, let me instead just tell you about a 'Meaningful Moment' of mine, one that illustrates how I relate to meaning.  It came to my mind when Richard told about his explorations of the abandoned homestead on the mountain, and so this will also constitute my reply --my reassurance, I would suggest-- to him.


"It was, in some ways, a completely normal moment," Martin continued.  "Anyone watching what I was watching, or watching me watching what I was watching, would have seen nothing whatever out of the ordinary.  Yet here I am thirty years later still remembering it.  And I do so because it was a moment where I saw the real meaning of something we often see, and know, but do not grasp in its meaningfulness.


"I was sitting on a bench in Golden Gate Park in San Francisco.  Next to me was my ladylove, and we were eating some bread and cheese.  The Japanese Tea Garden, where we'd just been, was off to our left.  A family of two adults and their three children had come out of the Tea Garden and the five of them were walking slowly together down a little slope of barely grassy ground.  It was then that I saw what they really, fundamentally were.


"Partly, it may have been because of the ways their organic resemblance displayed itself before me eyes-- the way the red hair of the father was repeated in one son and the daughter, the way the short legs of the mother were reflected in all three of the children, the way they all walked with a kindred gait.  Whyever it was, at this moment I saw these five creatures as a little troop of human animals --a mammalian family, carrying a shared genetic heritage-- walking upon the earth, bipedally locomoting in sunlight upon green earth, just as had their ancestors from time immemorial.  


"I know that I'm not able to convey adequately in mere words the full nature of my realization.  But at that moment, I knew --and I still maintain-- that this was what they really were, what we all really are.  At least in significant part.  For that moment, I say, I was given access to a deeper experience --a God's eye view-- of the true nature and meaning of what we are.  MARTIN"


I could fully relate to what Martin was saying, to his sense of having seen things as they "really" are.  I, too, knew how exciting it could feel when it appears one has gained something closer to a “God's eye” view of things.  Such moments had been central to my whole life.  But at the same time, I couldn't see how this notion of seeing the real meaning of things could be reconciled with that haunting sense of contingency and arbitrariness.


Then I noticed that immediately on the heels of Martin's message something had come in from Dan.  As soon as I opened it, I noted that it was back-channel, i.e. addressed only to me.  It had evidently been prompted by Ken's message about God's Truth.


"If I may kibbitz here, I'd like to suggest that the time has come for the challenge posted a while back by Mike --you remember, the fellow who thought that what we're talking about doesn't warrant being called 'meaning'-- to be addressed.  I imagine that you've been holding back in order to encourage as many people as possible to get involved in the conversation, and if that's what you've been doing I support your judgment in that.


"But now --especially in the wake of Ken's having declared that what everything means is what God says it means-- I would suggest that the discussion would benefit from having some clear articulation of what 'meaning' means in the context of your inquiry.  It will help the discussion remain more coherent for all of us, and better focused on the questions you're most concerned with.


"I could articulate a response to Mike, I imagine, (and presumably to Ken, too), that would be true to what you’re up to, as I believe I understand and basically agree with you about what is the most meaningful sense of meaning.  But in my view it would be most valuable for you, as the one who has raised these questions, to be the one who makes that case.


"Hope you don't mind my offering my pedagogic suggestions.  DAN."


I didn't mind at all.  I was, however, somewhat puzzled by the way Dan had lumped Ken's pronouncements about God's meanings together with Mike's challenge.  Even after re-reading Mike's message --seeing how he saw my use of "meaning" as getting us, rather, into "feelings," and how he presented meaning as a matter of objective definitions of things like the number "2" and the word "cat"-- I didn't see the connection between his challenge and Ken's religious view.  Well, I thought, I don't have to worry about that now. I'll just compose the message in response to Mike, as I'd promised him back-channel I would before long anyway.

