Chapter 4

Whaddyamean, 'Mean'?

A Focus on Felt Experience

A Matter of What Matters


"Mike asked a little while back about how I was using the word 'meaning.'  It's an important issue he raised."  So I began my message.


"Meaning means a lot of things, including what Mike alluded to:  the word 'cat' designates a particular mammalian quadruped.  'This signifies that.'  We look across the horizon and see black clouds billowing, and one of us turns to the other and says, 'That means rain's coming.'  A perfectly legitimate use.


"Is it also legitimate to talk about meaning in terms of felt experience?  It seems clear to me that it is, and that in addition to being legitimate it's the most important sense of meaning.


"That it's legitimate --by which I mean not a misuse of an established word, not idiosyncratic or (here it is again) arbitrary-- I can demonstrate by the common locution, 'Such and such means a lot to me.'  When someone says that, they don't mean that they can infer a great deal of information --they don't mean ‘Not only do those clouds mean rain, but they also mean thunder and lightning, the arrival of a cold front, the blowing down of branches, etc.’  They mean something like, 'This is something that is emotionally significant to me.  I have a lot of feelings about it.  It is important to me.'


"The reason this dimension --the felt sense of things-- seems to me a vitally important phenomenon is because, I would argue, nothing can be important without it.


"In the absence of a felt dimension, it might still be true that the clouds mean rain.  It may still be true that a one rather than a zero in that place on the matrix means that the bill has not been paid in full.  It might still be true that if P implies Q and if Q implies R then this means that P implies R.  But none of these provides any basis for answering the question, 'Who cares?'


"I guess what I am talk about is meaningfulness.  If something is meaningful to us, it matters.  If it is not meaningful to us, it doesn't matter.  In the absence of any feeling --in the absence of sentient creatures having subjective experience with the dimension of feeling coloring it-- nothing matters whatever.  Feeling is what brings value into the picture, feeling is what allows anything to matter, it is what makes anything in our lives matter one way or another.


"Imagine the universe completely lifeless.  A star explodes, obliterating its system of planets.  If nothing was alive on those bodies, can there be any sense that it mattered that those planets were destroyed?  I think not.  We can have 'disasters' and 'catastrophes' here on earth, because the earth is populated by sentient creatures.  But on a lifeless planet, can an earthquake or a destructive hurricane be a disaster?  Can it matter in any way?  I think not.


"Or imagine instead the earth populated not by people but by highly sophisticated computers.  Imagine that they run not on electricity but on food, just as we do.  Imagine that they can see the objective connections among things as well as we can. They know that the explosion of our nearby star would destroy them.  They know that a prolonged drought or ice age would diminish their food supply.  But they differ from us in this one respect:  they have no subjective experience of feelings.


"In such a situation, would it matter whether the sun exploded or the weather went askew?  Not to them.  And if there were no one else around, not to anyone else either.  These computers might be programmed to do everything possible to avoid their own destruction, just as we do.  But in the absence of any internal feelings in these mere machines, it can make no sense to say that they 'regret' the coming of the ice age.  Even if they act as if things matter, if they cannot experience anything different in relation to different outcomes, they are designed to be and remain 'indifferent.'  


"Their existence is without meaning.


"I raised this inquiry out of my experience of going back and forth along a spectrum of more and less meaningfulness in my experience of things.  This experience brought home to me how the value of things --their meaningfulness-- is wholly dependent upon my capacity to respond to them.  A feast served to a corpse is of no value.  Even if the corpse were instead a lifeless machine programmed to be able to eat, it would be of no value in the absence of the ability to taste it, to enjoy the taste, to appreciate being nourished.  And even if this machine could register the sweetness of the cakes placed in its mouth, it would not matter that it was fed the most wonderful cake in the absence of the ability to have the felt experience of the pleasure of that sweetness.


"Felt experience, I am arguing then, is indispensable to anything's being meaningful.  ANDY."


In addition to that message, I quickly penned a note to Dan thanking him for his suggestion that I address Mike's challenge about the meaning of meaning, and also indicating that I didn't know what he might have had in mind concerning Ken's statements about God.


Immediately upon dialing up to send off this message, I turned off the computer screen and took off on some errands that needed doing.  An hour or so later, after unpacking groceries, I hied back to the computer to see what was happening.  I found there two message.  The first was from a member of the forum, the other not.  Thinking to get the other business --whatever it was-- out of the way, I opened the second one first, only to discover that it, too, was a contribution to this "experience of meaning" forum.  It turned out to be from Lois, Barry's wife-- whom I'd known over the years, though not all that deeply, as I'd always felt that she kept some of her deeper cards close to the vest.


"I hope you don't mind my sharing some of my thoughts with you," Lois began, "even though I'm only married to one of your invitees.  You'll note that I'm sending this only to you, so I'll not be interfering at all with your group process.  Actually, though, even if I were one of the chosen players, I'd rather just share this with you privately, as my thoughts on the questions you are asking always seem to me such strange ones, and so hard for me to put into words."   I noted that her message was, indeed, back-channel.


"Barry brought me in on reading your interesting forum discussion," Lois continued, "because he recognized that it touches on matters that lie close to the heart of my own spiritual searchings and confusions.  I find that so often I have these thoughts that seem on the one hand so profound and true, and then on the other hand so obvious and therefore trivial.  


"Here's one of them, which the message you just posted brought back to my mind.  'Consciousness is all we have.'   That idea pops up in my mind regularly, but it's funny how hard it is for me to remember well many of the situations that occasion it.  Let me try, though.  


"Last summer I was obsessing about my interior decorating.  Gotta have the living room look more like the pictures in Better Homes and Gardens.  Then it occurred to me, what really matters is not really how the room looks but how I feel about the room, or maybe even how I feel in it.  All the great color combinations or spiffy furnishings wouldn't matter a whit --for me, at least-- except for whatever impact it would have on my consciousness.  


"Something similar came up during a vacation trip we took a few weeks ago as a family.  We were off in the Canadian Rockies, and there was all this gorgeous scenery all around us, and I was thinking, 'How great, we're right in the midst of these picture-perfect scenes.   And then I noticed how the kids were grousing with each other, just like they might at home.  Which brought back to my mind that the real pay-off, if there is one, of any of our experiences cannot be found in the externals --like sitting in the middle of a place that looks like a post-card-- but has to be in the quality of the experience that occurs in our consciousness.


"Another time was at the dentist's office, where I contemplated the meaning of pain in the context of anesthesia.  I'd been given a general anesthetic, but not to the point of unconsciousness, so that the work being done on my teeth and gums was not registering in my experience as pain, even though some of the pain messages from my nerves were presumably being sent.  Once again I thought about how what matters is what registers in our consciousness, about how we dwell in these bubbles of awareness that constitute, in some way, our whole universe.  


"Whatever is real to us must enter that bubble.  Nothing that doesn't enter our awareness can have any real existence for us, and conversely everything that is real for us gets that reality by virtue of entering into our consciousness.


"I wish I could come up with other instances when this realization has come home to me, as I expect that fleshing it out would help convey my meaning better.  I hope that these feeble efforts nonetheless are at least suggestive of something that seems, at some level, a very important truth.  LOIS"


I wrote Lois a quick, appreciative note, and then turned to the second message, which was also from a new participant.   This was Theresa, who was still apparently answering my initial inquiry.  Theresa had gone to high school with, my wife, April, and had subsequently become an elementary school teacher in Oklahoma.  I liked her for her good heart, and a quality of open-minded and honest searching-- and it didn't hurt that she had shown a good deal of interest in my work over the years.


"I've only just gotten round to looking at my email," Theresa began, "and have discovered your message asking about times we've experienced meaning.  I haven't had time to read what all the group you've assembled has discussed so far, but nobody else will have had my particular experience, so I assume my story will stand OK on its own.


"I expect you might have heard about the tornado that touched down in Oklahoma last month.  Well, we live where it came down.  It was terrifying.  Fortunately we were given early warning, so none of us got hurt.  But there's nothing you can do to protect a house from a tornado, and when the sun rose on the next day and we could go and look at what had happened to all our possessions, it was just like what you see on the TV reports, except you cannot imagine what it's like when the stuff strewn over the countryside is your own.  


"I'm not going to say that we lost everything, but it was pretty close.  We spent hours walking around looking for whatever we could salvage from the wreckage.  It gave me plenty of time to think about what in all our belongings meant much to me, and what was just stuff we own.  Even aside from the question of insurance coverage, and from how for some things we'd just get a check and go out and get replacements, I became aware that those 'things' that were just objects don't much matter.  I thought about how much more important it is --I know it's a cliché, but it's still an important truth-- that we were all alive and OK.  And then I found something that really brought home to me how irreplaceable some objects are-- just because they have so much meaning in them.


"It was about a hundred a fifty yards from our house I came upon a picture that had somehow landed there without being ruined.  It was a framed picture of my parents from their wedding day.  It had been on the wall of my parents' house all the while I was growing up, and it is the only copy there is in the world.  (I'm going to rectify that now.)  My parents have both passed away, and so it is really a precious piece of them that I treasure, something I've always planned to pass along to my children, for them to pass to theirs, so that it will be an heirloom-- a way for them to be remembered by their descendants.


"When I found this portrait, I just sat down and hugged it to me and cried, as if it were a living thing I'd rescued.  


"The whole experience really brought to life in my heart just how much it is the bonds of family relationships that are to me the most meaningful things.  THERESA"


Meanwhile, my answer to Mike's challenge having gone out, not very long thereafter I saw that another message had come in from Dan.  This one was to the whole group.


"That idea that the dimension of value is inseparable from the felt experience of sentient beings seems to me key to any clear thinking about value, and thus about meaning (in the sense of meaningfulness).  And I'd like to add to what Andy just articulated along these lines one more point that bears upon Ken's declaration that meaning is, or should be, defined for us by God, the Almighty Creator of the Universe.


"Looked at logically, it is not at all clear --even if we stipulated the existence of such a deity-- how God's meanings (i.e. His ways of valuing things) would automatically become ours.  If God defined as beautiful what we experienced as ugly, or if he defined as interesting what we found boring, or as right what we found wrong, how could God's pronouncements serve to define beauty or interestingness or the right for us?


"Ken might argue, reasonably, that this is not how it is.  He might say that God has created us in such a way that we are naturally inclined to respond to the world with the same sort of valuation that He Himself does.  But in that case it is not clear in what difference the addition of God into the picture makes.  Does it really alter, in any substantive way, the humanistic framework that Ken was unhappy with, i.e. the framework that begins with the human response to the world, however it is that we became structured so as to respond in the manner we do?  


"What things mean to us is a function of what we feel about them, and while I can see there could be consequences if our feelings are at odds with those of Ken's God, I cannot see how God can create absolute meanings that could supplant the meaning we experience.  DAN"

Passions as Driving Force


"I gotta say," James wrote soon, "I'm glad about this emphasis on the 'felt dimension,' on the way meaning ties inextricably into our emotions."  James was the guy who'd written earlier about how our changing body states --like pigging out on a meal-- change the way the world looks to us.  "As this conversation about 'meaning' started gaining momentum, I decided to do a quick search of the academic literature on the subject of meaning, and most of the stuff is so dry that a few hours in its presence and I was so parched I couldn't get enough spit to swallow (figuratively speaking, of course).  The great majority of those writing about 'meaning' have in mind only the most cognitive, disembodied concept.  The literature on meaning has lots of rational explications.  What's lacking is any sense of what's meaningful.  


"The exercise reminds me of how in college my interest in philosophy got choked off.  Too much of the field is descended from Descartes-- the guy who found his thinking to be his most essential and undeniably real attribute.  'Cogito, ergo sum,' as the old Frenchman said.  Now, why is it so cognitive as the 'cogito' business suggests, this aspect that was beyond question?  Why not the much broader phenomenon of consciousness, or awareness, or experience?  'I am conscious,' or 'I have experience'-- therefore I am.  Isn't that really closer to the true reality of what we know.  Thought is but one aspect of our conscious process, and the most disembodied aspect of it at that.  [footnote to Penny Owen.]  No wonder he ended up imagining our consciousness to be in a completely different realm of existence from our bodies.


"If I have to go with a philosopher on these matters, give me that Scot, David Hume who said that reason is and should be 'slave to the passions.'  Andy was arguing that without having feelings, without our relationships with things being imbued with an emotional charge, nothing would matter.  No matter how clearly we understood the 'meanings' of things in some purely cognitive, dryly rational way.  And that's what I understand Hume to be saying here, too, in that much-quoted line about reason and the passions:  reason can only tell us how to achieve what we value, but it must depend upon the emotional, felt experience of those things to tell us what has value.  Reason, sans its master, could not generate meaning or value, and would be immobilized, like a machine without its motive force.  JAMES."


"Yes," Dan replied, "and earlier in the history of philosophy we had Plato writing as if the Good somehow could command our following it from a purely intellectual, dispassionate place.  Which led to a critique from Aristotle who understood that an adequate theory of moral action must account for moral motivation, for something in us that cares in such a way that we are moved to act in accordance with the good.  [footnote Murphy, p. 100]  DAN"


"I'm intrigued by the appearance here of a bouquet of 'Mo' words," wrote Sylvia, next, the poet and maskmaker who'd earlier written about how her eyes had come really to see as she jogged along the path.  "Emotion, for starters, and then on to motivation and our being moved.  Nothing happens without the Big Mo.  SYLVIA."


"Sylvia's linguistic observations points toward an essential part of this picture," wrote Herman at this point, evidently to expand a bit further his previous remarks about the relevance of the evolutionary perspective.  "That the experience of meaning is there for a reason, and this reason is that survival requires that we act, and moreover that we act appropriately.  As one student of the phenomena of emotions has put it:  'Like all species, humans are built to respond to the things that matter, and the way humans do it is by emotion.'  And she goes on to give as an illustration:  'Enormous loud objects rapidly bearing down on us must be escaped, and fear provides the motivating force.'  [footnote Ellsworth, p. 150]  HERMAN"


The discussion then took a short excursion in a slightly different direction, but still fundamentally in development of the idea that the emotions form the core of our experience of meaning and value.


"So, Andy, you're hoping to write a book about this matter of experience of meaning.  If you want it to sell, you're going to have to come up with some way of making your treatment of this subject experientially meaningful."  This was from Molly, the social worker who had written earlier about how women experience the ebbs and flows of different states of mind that accompany the changing stages of their monthly cycles.  "Too bad you can't provide a musical score to go with your book.  Like they do in the movies.  What would that scene in Elvira Madigan have been without that luscious lilting Mozart piano concerto in the background?  And I remember how stirring some of those desert panoramas were in Lawrence of Arabia.  Movies can combine so many elements that can grab hold of our emotions to drive home the experience of meaning, but of all the elements I think the use of music is the most powerful and direct.  


"Music, I think I read years ago --was this in Suzanne Langer's Philosophy in a New Key?-- is of all our forms of communication the one that is the most direct analogue of feeling.  The melodic line speaking to us in the primitive language of our vocal intonations; the rhythm expressing the pace of our movements; the loudness and softness reflecting the exuberance or subduedness of our mood.  Anyway, music hooks right in to our experience of meaning, as little else can.  Certainly it is more of a royal road into the ways we experience meaning than 'ideas,' however well-constructed they are.


"Which reminds me of one of my own recent 'Meaningful Moments.'  I was driving along the highway at night and a song came on the radio.  It was an oldies station, and they played a piece I hadn't heard in years:  'Tammy in Love.'  Wow, it was like being transported instantly to an emotionally meaningful time in my life, the dawning time of adolescent sexuality and the beginnings of a boy-girl social life.  'Tammy in Love' was one of the two songs I remember that played at our eighth and ninth grade parties --the other was 'Theme from Summer Place'-- to which we danced slowly in that shy semblance of an embrace.  Just hearing that song was enough to make me feel almost as if I were back in some girl's wood-paneled basement, with crinkled potato chips and onion dip, asking some gawky boy who his homeroom teacher was!  


"Seriously, what came back to me were all sorts of feelings from that time --the adolescent yearnings combined with anxious uncertainty about how to get them fulfilled-- giving me an instant and vivid sense of the meaningfulness to me of that stage of my life.  In my experience, music --because it's so connected with our emotions-- gets us in touch with a sense of the meaningful like nothing else.  MOLLY"


"I guess this is as good a place for me to plunge into the conversation as there's likely to be." This was from Renata, a dear friend of April's and mine who teaches in the literature department of a small college in Georgia.  "When you asked about our experiences of meaning, I'd thought about writing about my picking basil leaves for pesto last week, but I got shy and didn't go through with it.  But Molly's words about music being the royal road into our emotions and, thus, our sense of meaning has prodded me into sharing my pesto experience-- because, as powerful as music is also for me, I would say that it's the sense of smell that's my biggest pipeline into the heart of connectedness and meaning.  One good smell, and I can be transported into a deeply meaningful sense of whatever it is that it connects with.  


"In the case of the basil, there was not really any identifiable associative link but rather just a sense of simply being moved by it, by the wonder of it, by the sheer elemental goodness and wonderfulness and mouth-watering edibility of these leaves as I was picking them.  The thought that came with my being so moved was something like, 'Behind a world in which something like basil can grow, making this fragrance out of dirt and water and sunlight, there must be some God!'  Not a logical argument, I will admit, but it got me to a sense of the holy nonetheless.  And I don't know how often we get to that sense logically anyway.  It's more likely to be the scent of the frankincense from the priest swinging his sensor (?) as he walks down the aisle of the church, combined maybe with --as Molly might suggest-- the sound of the choir from up in the balcony as it echoes through the nave of the building with its lofty towers and many-colored glass windows with the sunlight streaming through them.  (Even before movies, there were spectacles that operated on us in multi-dimensions, multi-sensory ways.)


"But, back to the olfactory sense.  When I was feeling shy about sharing my own M.M. with the basil, I thought of posting to this discussion a passage from someone else, instead, someone more eloquent than I.  I looked first for my Proust, whom I recalled having been exquisitely attuned to --and marvelously expressive of-- the power of smell to transport us in meaningful ways.  But I could not lay hands on my copy of Proust.  (Though he does constitute evidence, should any be needed, that mere words --even without music or perfumes-- can connect us with a sense of meaning.)  So I turned instead to Diane Ackerman's A Natural History of the Senses, where I found this passage:  'In Manhattan one day, I stopped at a flower-seller's on the street...to choose a few flowers for the hotel room.  Two tubs held branches of round, silver-dollar-shaped eucalyptus, the leaves of which were still fresh --bluish-green with a chalky surface;  a few of them had broken, and released their thick, pungent vapor into the air.  Despite the noise of Third Avenue traffic, the drilling of the City Works Department, the dust blowing up off the streets and the clotted gray of the sky, I was instantly transported to a particularly beautiful eucalyptus grove near Santa Barbara.  A cloud of butterflies flew along a dried-up riverbed.  I sat serenely on the ground.... The peace of that moment crested over me like a breaking wave, and saturated my senses.  A young Vietnamese man arranging his stock looked hard at me, and I realized that my eyes had suddenly teared.  The whole episode could not have taken more than a few seconds, but the combined scent memories endowed eucalyptus with an almost savage power to move me.'  [Footnote Ackerman, p. 19]


"Like Diane Ackerman, I find many of my most meaningful moments to be triggered by, and suffused by, the aromas of the world around me.  RENATA"


At which James chimed in a point to tie a few things together.  "Let me connect this with Herman's comment about our being built to respond to the things that matter, and emotions being tied in with that.  The olfactory sense is our oldest sense; it goes way back, and it was enormously useful as a means of differentiating between what might be nourishing and ought to be ingested and what might be toxic and ought to be kept away from us.  It is interesting to contemplate --in the context of Renata's paean to the power of smell to connect us with meaning-- that it was from what was originally the olfactory bulb of our primitive ancestors that our brains evolved.  
  I think she's right about this sensory route being also our experiential root.  JAMES"


Several of us, in other words, were rather pleased with this way of understanding of meaning in terms of the emotional coloration of felt experience, and were happily embarked upon the elaboration of that concept.  At that point there came, however, a series of interesting challenges from other participants.

Emotions and Value


First, Mike wrote in.  He began his message with some words about my response to his previous challenge about the meaning of meaning, giving some quote from Lewis Carroll's caterpillar to the effect that words can mean whatever we want them to mean (accepting my usage, apparently, but not giving explicit acknowledgment of its appropriateness or of the importance of that kind of meaningfulness).  Then he went on to write:  "You fellows seem to be using 'emotion' and 'value' almost interchangeably, and I am doubtful that this works.  What reason is there to believe that emotions, in all their range, are even akin to the realm of 'value'?  MIKE"


James and Hermann together tried to address Mike's question.  The argument they made had two main points.  The first was that the realm of value was basically binary in nature:   "Whether it be in terms of 'good' vs. 'evil,' or 'right' vs. 'wrong,'" James wrote, "the realm of value most fundamentally is a way of sorting the world into the positive and the negative."  


Their second point was that emotion, for all its complexity, was likewise at root a binary system, that basic to the way that emotion colors our experience is a polarity between positive and the negative "hedonic tone."  James cited a book called Meaning and Void, by the academic psychologist Eric Klinger, where the affect system was described as being fundamentally coded according to pleasantness-unpleasantness in order to give the organism a "basic, primitive answer to the question, 'Is it good for me or is it bad?'"  
  

And then Herman buttressed that point with another quote from the same researcher into emotions whom he'd cited earlier, he said, this time identifying her as Phoebe Ellsworth, who wrote:  "The idea that that pleasantness-unpleasantness is a fundamental characteristic of emotional experience is common to almost every theory of emotion..."


Herman then went on to bridge that general observation about theories of emotion back into his evolutionary perspective.  "Let me cite a recent book that's germane to a number of the issues we're dealing with here," Herman wrote.  "It's Why We Feel? by a psychobiologist, Victor Johnston.  He likewise declares that the pleasantness-or-unpleasantness valence is common to all feelings, and then he gives an important clue about the evolutionary purpose that this binary or bipolar system of inherent value has served.  These dichotomous aspects of hedonic tone, he says, underlie 'simple learning principles [that] have been shown to be effective across many different species.  Positive shifts in hedonic tone appear to facilitate behaviors, while negative shifts appear to inhibit them.'  [footnote Johnston, p. 97]   It's an idea pretty close to the one James cited from Klinger.  Our survival has depended, in other words, on our learning what's good for us and what's bad, and feelings have provided a basis for such learning.  HERMAN"


Not long after this, a terse note arrived from Ken, my minister friend who had proposed God as the definer of our meanings.


"I have no desire, and no qualifications, to debate any theories of emotion," Ken wrote.  "But I will say this:  the distinction between good and evil is an enormously important one in our tradition's understanding of the cosmos, and it in no way can be explain by --reduced to-- reference to our 'emotions' or to what we find 'pleasant' or 'unpleasant.'  KEN"


Ken's statement impressed me.  Were we getting carried away here?  I know that I'd started this ball rolling with an argument about how values were necessarily grounded in the felt experience of sentient creatures like ourselves.  And I still believed that if we felt nothing --if nothing felt anything-- then nothing would matter.  And I could not see how, in the absence of creatures with feelings, there could then in any meaningful sense be "good and evil."  But even if it were granted that I was right, would that suffice as a reply to --a refutation of-- Ken's objection?


I was not clear about that.  And the conversation on our little forum continued on without anyone addressing Ken's brief, but possibly important, note.

Subjective By Definition?


The next challenge to our view of meaningfulness in terms of the emotional coloration of felt experience came from Earl, the former colleague of my father's.  It had been Earl who, at the very outset, had started the ball rolling with his suggestion that I could put my puzzle to rest by seeing my sometime inability to register meaning adequately as being analogous to the blind person's lack of vision or the deaf person's inability to hear.  The logical nature of his present challenge reminded me that he was that brand of economist --an econometrician-- that modeled economic realities in mathematical terms.


"What Andy and Dan have said about the primacy of felt experience makes a certain kind of sense," wrote Earl.  "The dimensions of meaningfulness gain their reality, they are saying, by virtue of our having feelings in response to them.  Without our having feelings, according to this view, nothing can matter, nothing can be meaningful.  It is our feelings that give the realities we experience any meaning.  I've no quarrel with the logic of this argument.


"But it has an implication, it seems to me, that has not been noted.


"A major part of the impetus of this inquiry, as I understood it at the outset, and as it has unfolded through some of our previous discussion here, has been an uncertainty about the 'standing' of the meanings we experience.  Are they 'real' and 'objective' in some way?  Or are they 'subjective,' statements about our inner state (which, as some have noted, is itself unstable), lacking in any objective validity?  No small question.


"The kicker is this:  when we define meaning in terms of 'felt experience,' have we not defined our way into an answer to that central question?  Does the issue not thereby get resolved as a tautology?  For where else does 'felt experience' happen but 'in here' --the realm of subjective experience-- rather than 'out there,' where the objective realities lie?


"So, person A responds to a piece of music with that positive 'hedonic tone' we call the apprehension of beauty, but person B does not.  The question arises, is the music 'really' beautiful?  But if beautifulness is defined as that which produces a particular quality of hedonic tone in the 'felt experience' of the experiencer, then we have defined the problem away:  the only answer can be that the music itself is neither beautiful nor unbeautiful, but rather all that can be said is that A experiences beauty in relation to the music but B does not.


"In two moves, both logically required, we've settled the case:  first, that nothing is meaningful except through felt experience, and second that felt experience can only take place in the subjective realm.


"Meaning is therefore --by definition-- subjective.  We have consigned it to that realm of feeling, which is comprised simply of our own individual, idiosyncratic responses.  End of inquiry.  No?  EARL"


Wow!  End of inquiry?  I felt upon my first reading of Earl's message as if I'd been checkmated.   Surely there must be some place I can move this king of mine where he'll not be taken in the next move.  I reread Earl's argument, but didn't see clearly what the escape route might be.  At the same time, I wasn't ready to knock over my king just yet.  The complexity of the present board --the various ideas and definitions and their positioning in relation to each other and to the rules of logic-- so far exceeded that of an actual chessboard that I knew that an argument might appear watertight but still have some gaping hole.  I just couldn't see it, I told myself, hoping that one of my buddies would.  I thought of some of those frustrating places in Plato's dialogues where Socrates drives his interlocutor into conclusions that seem to both of them incontrovertible, but where I believe I see openings in the logic through which the adversary could, if he saw them, escape being herded up the ramp to the slaughterhouse.


But the responses that came in did not rescue my king, at least not so far as I could see.


Herman dashed off a note saying that "the fact that emotion is subjectively experienced does not imply that it is merely idiosyncratic, as Earl seems to suggest."  But he then said that he had to catch a plane to go off to a conference, and did not have time to elaborate.

            Ken weighed in with the remark that our basic judgments of value on the way things "feel" to us does indeed condemn us to walk down the path of moral relativism.  Dan wrote, saying that he'd like to hear more about what Herman had in mind about the subjective not being necessarily idiosyncratic, but that in any event, he believed that we could find a basis for "extensive --even if not universal-- sharing of meanings with our fellow human beings," and that this should suffice for what we need of one another in the realm of values.  And in any event, he went on, as far as he could see --and here, he said, he was in accord with the structure of Earl's argument-- there exists no logical basis for establishing truly absolute values.


The confrontation with the issue of relativism and absolutism of values and meanings more or less petered out then --to be resurrected some time later (see Chapter.....)-- giving way to another entrance into that discussion of how idiosyncratic we should understand our emotional reactions as being.


James wrote, "I can't read Herman's mind, but I have some suspicion that he might be in agreement with this argument I'd like to present.  We each have our own emotions, true, and they do take place inside of us.  But that does not mean that our emotional responses are idiosyncratic.  We also each have our own hearts, and they also are inside us.  Yet one can look inside an anatomy textbook and find a diagram that will describe with profound transpersonal accuracy the structure and function of the human heart.  A surgeon in the emergency room could open up any one of us and find, despite some individual variation, essentially the same organs doing essentially the same things in essentially the same places (and for essentially the same reasons).


"Likewise," James continued, "our emotional reactions are our own, but they are not just our own.  That's why we can readily understand what things mean to other people, for they are made of the same stuff as we.  JAMES."


Sam, an anthropologist friend of mine who'd not yet entered the discussion, wrote next.  A diffident and unassuming sort of fellow, Sam was not one to accentuate the difference between his point of view and someone else's, but he was also not one to leave some idea unexpressed that he thought important.  So, characteristically, he did not explicitly mention James's point as he went about suggesting some of its limits; nor did he rely upon his own authority in making this suggestion, but instead provided some interesting quotations from people whose testimony he thought germane.


"There's a general tendency," Sam began, "to imagine that other people are more like us than they actually are.  This is probably true interpersonally but, as an anthropologist, I am more familiar with how powerful this tendency is cross-culturally.  I read an article recently by fellow named Shweder, from the University of Chicago, that helps illustrate this.


"Shweder emphasizes that what we call emotions are not to be taken as givens, as universals.  Rather, he says, they should be understood as interpretive schemes that we place upon our experience.  Our terms for emotions, he says, 'are names for particular interpretive schemes (e.g. 'remorse,' 'guilt,' 'anger,' 'shame') of a particular story-like, script-like, or narrative kind... '  And he goes on to say that '"sadness” and "guilt" and other "emotions" are not really natural objects at all.  Unlike tigers and elm trees, which exist in the world as perceptible kinds that one can directly point at and inspect, the "emotions"...are transcendent "narratives" or "scripts"....'  and that these scripts 'organize lived experience,' they 'give emotional shape and meaning to one's somatic and affective experiences.'  



"He goes on to make the following interesting observation about how our modern, Western interpretive framework for making sense of our experiences differs substantially in kind from other historical and cultural frameworks through which other peoples have found other kinds of meaning:  'On a worldwide or historical scale the most frequent folk theories of somatic and affective experience are of three general kinds:  1) theories of "sickness" (a biochemical theory); 2) theories of "bewitchment" (an interpersonal theory); and 3) theories of "suffering" (a moral theory).  In the official culture of the contemporary Western world, theories of "bewitchment" (e.g. ghost attack) and of "suffering" (nature itself punishing those who sin) have been displaced by a general theory of mental or psychosomatic causation, of which the theory of "emotions" is a subclass.'  



"Of course there are cultural differences," this was Herman again, who explained that he found an opportunity to log on from the road.  "But that does not mean that beneath them are not significant and basic emotional universals.  One only has to watch the news to see that grief over the death of a loved one is simply part of the nature of the human creature.  In the Middle East, the mourners may scream and throw themselves around at the graveside, while the Anglo-Saxons may keep their upper lip stiff.  But the pain of the loss is universal.  HERMAN"


"Shweder addresses the question of 'antecedent events,' often used in arguments to substantiate the notion of emotional universals."  This was Sam again.  "He writes:  'It is a trivial exercise for any anthropologist to generate long lists of antecedent events (ingesting cow urine, eating chicken five days after your father dies, kissing the genitals of an infant boy, being complimented about your pregnancy, caning a child, touching someone's foot or shoulder, being addressed by your first name by your wife, ad infinitum), about which the emotional judgments of a Western observer would not correspond to the natives evaluative response.'


"To which I might add, with particular reference to the experience of loss, that a study 
 of the Tahitians indicated that they had no word for 'sadness,' and did not experience themselves as feeling the feelings of grief and sadness in relation to loss that we might assume they would.  SAM."


"I have a bit of familiarity with that Tahitian business," wrote Herman.  "Those Tahitians may not have described themselves as sad," wrote Herman, "and they may have explained what they were going through in terms of illness, but nonetheless they manifested a variety of behaviors associated with sadness.  The interpretive framework a culture gives is doubtless not without some significance, but I would argue that there exists a reality about what is going on inside people that transcends their own interpretation of it, whether the blind spots be regarded as individual or culture-wide.  HERMAN.


Then James also joined in addressing Sam's argument about the culturally constituted --and thus variable, rather than universal-- nature of human meanings.  "If we're going to debate these matters by deploying our quotations-from-authorities," James wrote, "let me weigh in with one of my own.  Richard Lazarus, who derives his authority from parking his seat in the Department of Psychology of the University of California at Berkeley, makes a rather clear and straight-forward point (which, indeed, I might have made on my own):  'culture,' Lazarus writes, 'provides the basis for knowing when we have been demeaned (for anger), what constitutes an enhancement of one's ego-identity (for pride), the conditions of existential threat (for anxiety), when we have failed to live up to an ego-ideal (for shame), when we have violated a moral proscription (for guilt), and what is a loss (for sadness), what is an altruistic gift (for gratitude), and so on.'  
  


"The point that's implicit, but only barely, in that statement is that --while culture defines the specific signals that will trigger various responses-- the basic categories of meaning that those responses will be about are more or less given in the nature of our humanity.  JAMES"

Beyond Just Emotion


Then there arrived a message from Martin, the environmental writer who'd told us the story of his moment of realization, in Golden Gate Park, of our essentially creaturely nature, of our being animals walking upon the earth.  


"I'm really not satisfied with this way of talking about meaning, defining it in terms of the emotional response within us by which it gets some sort of emotional coloration which we equate with meaningfulness," Martin wrote.  "It may be OK as far as it goes, but it doesn't go far enough.  Or rather, it is too one-dimensional.  What I find meaningful is not just a feeling.  A feeling may be part of it, but there's a whole lot more to it.


"For example, my story about seeing that family walking across that hillside in Golden Gate Park is not just about some feeling that came upon me as I beheld them.  It was an emotionally meaningful moment.  But what elicited that feeling of meaningfulness was a realization that had intellectual and spiritual content.  Where is there room for that –the centrality of such content-- in the discussion that, in our recent exchanges here, has been unfolding?  


"In a way, that quotation (that James gave from Lazarus) about culture supplying the definitions of things that are understood as having certain categories of meaning --like what serves to enhance one's status and thus gives rise to pride, or what diminishes one and bringing about feelings of shame-- builds a bit of a bridge between the emotional and the ideational.  It at least establishes that feelings do not occur in a vacuum, but rather in the context of a way of understanding things.


"But there's something else that dissatisfies me about that particular way of building that bridge:  it suggests that the whole realm of meaning, as some here have asserted and others here have feared, is arbitrary and constructed, idiosyncratic to cultures at the largest level and to individuals in the smaller.  


"But I am holding out for a notion of meaning that both makes room for the propositional content of such moments as mine and also honors that sense of an important ‘realization’ by recognizing the validity of such propositions.  


"So, accordingly, I would put forward two challenging propositions:  1) that, though the experience of meaning may, as Andy argued, contain an important element of feeling, this emotional/feeling element is far from all that makes up the experience of meaning; and 2) that --far from every experienced meaning being just subjective or idiosyncratic-- any person's experience of something's meaning tells us something true and important about the objective reality of that something.  MARTIN"

The Experiential Constellation


Barry quickly came in with a one-sentence message simply inviting Martin to explain more fully what he meant about there being more than the "emotional/feeling element" to our experience of meaning, and Martin soon replied.


"Take my experience in Golden Gate Park.  I do recall a sense of excitement, an intense rush of 'getting it,' as I apprehended the animal-creaturely nature of the family on the hillside.  But it isn't as though you could reproduce that 'experience of meaning' simply by pressing a button and giving me all those same 'feelings.'  Not like some rat pressing a lever to stimulate its 'pleasure center,' like in those scientific experiments.  The meaningfulness of the moment was impregnated with the visual experience of seeing the family walking, with the image of their movement and their physical natures being tied together with millions of years of their mammalian ancestors likewise trooping together across the face of the earth, and with all my cognitive understandings connected with the story of life on earth and the transmission of our genetic endowments, and so forth.  


"I don't know if I can explain it any further than that.  MARTIN."


Two people responded rather soon thereafter.  Molly, who'd last been heard from suggesting that I ought to provide a musical score to go with my book, ventured to support Martin's point.


"When you told your story, Martin, about 'getting it' how creaturely we are, reminded me right away of a 'Meaningful Moment' of my own that I was tempted to tell, but held back, thinking it wouldn't add all that much to the discussion.  I mean, my moment of 'epiphany' seems so obvious when you put it into words.  But in the context of this present point about how thoughts and feelings being tied in together into some sort of experiential constellation, maybe it's time for me to tell it.


"It's still so embarrassingly simple.  It was twenty years ago, and I was walking around an area in New York state where I was visiting.  I'd been living in Nevada at the time, so I was really delighting in the way the land was veined with an abundance of running streams, many of them small but nonetheless running continually.  At a certain moment, as I was looking at a stream gurgling along over its bed of rocks, I 'understood' in some way I'd never seen it before:  that rivers and streams aren't just things on a map, not just features that happen to be part of what the landscape is furnished with; that they are, rather, part of an enormous planetary process of cycling water, through weather and evaporation; that they are the way that rain falling on the land simply obeys the laws of gravity and bleeds its excess off the land in the form of running water, converging in a perfectly natural and mechanical way into ever-greater conduits till they drain off into the sea to fill the oceans and then, eventually, to evaporate again.


"It sounds silly, I suppose.  But it really seemed a wondrous miracle that there could be such a thing as a stream flowing continuously off the same bit of land.  The vision of all this was extremely exciting.  But, as Martin says, the excitement wasn't all the experience.  Without all the images and concepts that went with it, it just wouldn't have been the same experience.  MOLLY"


Right after Molly's message came one from Carrey.  "I still think that what makes the experience meaningful is the feeling that comes with it.  I'll concede that the feeling might be extraordinarily nuanced according to just what it is that is eliciting it:  the way it felt to Martin to see the creatureliness of the family was doubtless different in the specifics of its feeling structure from Molly's feeling upon 'getting it' that rivers are part of the cycling of water on the planet.  But I would argue that if one could stimulate precisely the same feeling in a person's nervous system --or wherever all the bodily systems are where the feelings occur-- the person would be having precisely the same experience of meaning.  


"By way of analogy:  I'd say it's just the same way that our having memories is not a proof that the world didn't just come this instant into existence, because we might have been created a nanosecond ago with all the same memories already programmed into our brains.  CARREY."


A puzzling issue, I thought, this whole question of the intermingling of feeling with image and thought; and a somewhat bewildering analogy Carrey had come up with.  And then there came another message --from Randy, who'd not yet participated-- that added still more wrinkles both intriguing and puzzling.


"Like a few others here, I'd come up with some 'experience of meaning' which I'd then felt inhibited about trying to share on this forum," Randy began.  Randy was fellow with whom I’d shared some much-cherished walks along the Charles River between midnight and dawn during our college years.  Since then, he’d moved to Colorado, made his living by operating his own bicycle shop, and published a few volumes of poetry whose quality I felt unable to judge.  We’d stayed in touch and, though we didn’t see each other much, stayed friends.  "In my case, the reason is that the prospect of trying to articulate the experience seems so daunting.  I can barely talk about it to myself satisfactorily.  But since it bolsters Martin's point about how meaning is comprised of a constellation of elements, I think I ought now at least to try.


"Let me introduce it by saying that I've always felt some envy for people who apparently have special powers, the kind of powers that indicate that there's more to heaven and earth than is dreamt of in our philosophy.  I'd love to be able to bend spoons with my mind, or to be able to read other people's thoughts, or to know intuitively when something important is happening elsewhere (and I mean without benefit of the likes of CNN).  But, alas, my powers all seem stuck on the mundane and scientifically-expectable level.  Except for one striking and, over the years, recurrent kind of experience I have.


"It's a variant of the deja vu experience-- you know, when something happens and you know that somehow it all happened to you before.  In my case, the deja vu comes in a particular form:  something will happen and I will realize that this precise situation is something that I dreamed about, usually many years before.  It is really a most uncanny feeling, in large measure because when the dream actually happened, it seemed an extremely weird and far-fetched situation to have imagined.


"For example, there was an instant one day recently when a whole --here comes that word again-- constellation of factors converged.  There I was, in the room with my second wife, and with our twelve year-old daughter, in our house in Boulder, Colorado, and a big wind was howling, and I was looking up at a hawk riding the air currents, and I was waiting for word from my publisher about the cover design for my book that's in production-- and it struck me.  Wow!  I had a dream with all those elements in it, with the very feeling of that moment permeating it.  And that dream had been twenty-some years before, in the 1970s, at a time when I was married to someone else, and when I thought I'd already had all my children, and was expecting to stay indefinitely where I was in the Boston area, working for a tech outfit on Route 128.  My recollection of that particular experience of meaning so many years ago, when I had that dream, was that it seemed really bizarre that my unconscious should have depicted me ensconced in a new life so strangely different from the one I was actually living and had every intention to continue living.  But now-- voila!-- here I am, actually living that new, seemingly unforeseeable life.


"This kind of thing does not happen often, but it does happen maybe a couple of times a year.  And each time it gives me this combination of elements:  a sense of the moment as being comprised of several striking elements, usually including a feeling that is quite unique to that instant; a recollection of having dreamt that very constellation sometime in the past, almost always a fair number of years (between 5 and 40 years, I'd guess) before; and an uncanny feeling that accompanies that sense of the overlay between the present unique moment and its strange predecessor.


"These experiences have led me to make note of something that for me has become rather central to my view of life, and now this conversation and especially Martin’s recent remark-- has me thinking this way about 'the experience of meaning' in particular.  Namely, what has struck me is the incredible uniqueness of every moment, as it is experienced.  The combination of elements --what we see, what we're thinking, what we're feeling, the whole panorama of what leads up to and what seems to lie ahead of that moment, as we apprehend them in the instant-- is so complex and differentiated and experientially rich, that I've come to understand how much of living fully involves being conscious of, and embracing, that almost infinite richness and variety of the experiential tapestry.


"Having said all that, though, there is one caveat that I must, in candor, provide.  Sometimes I do wonder if my recollection of the long-ago dream is accurate, whether I actually had such a dream.  Could it be, I wonder, that this déjà vu feeling of mine simply attaches itself to the current moment, prompting me to falsely interpret that feeling as a recollection of some ancient dream?  (Like Martin's analogy of our being created with memories already installed.)  It really does seem that I actually had the dream.  But I really wish that I had a dream journal from throughout my life so that I could point to the weirdly improbable dream and prove –even to myself—that such a dream really did occur, and that, by some mysterious means, my dreams actually foretold the complex confluence of images and feelings that strangely-but-truly later took place.  RANDY."


To which Carrey then responded:  "I'm not sure, Randy, whether your tale --interesting though it is-- actually buttresses Martin's point, as you seem to think.  Or whether it does the opposite."


And I wasn't sure, either.
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