Chapter 8

Bustin' Further Loose

The Name of the Game


It seemed that it was the paean to dreams --originating with Adam's quite incisive point about how we all, every night, in our dreams, do clearly make meaning that feels significant, and culminating in the comments from Randy and Carrey suggesting that in our lives we should make meaning as freely as we do in our dreams-- that triggered a good deal of what came next.


One brief line of discussion --which, though it didn't go very far, raised some interesting points-- originated with what Carl now wrote in concerning what he called "scoring the game."  The game he had in mind was life, and by scoring he apparently meant what it is that makes a life successful, worthwhile-- in a word, the purpose of life.  His dictum was, in essence, "Thou shalt live so as to maximize your experience of meaning."


Leo then chimed in with one of his literary morsels.  "In this context, you might be interested in something the literary critic I.A. Richards wrote expressing what would appear to be his concept of the ideal life.  'The best life...which we can wish for our friend,' Richards wrote, 'will be one in which as much as possible of himself is engaged (as many of his impulses as possible).  The more he lives and the less he thwarts himself the better.'  LEO"  



Theresa wrote in to protest Carl's dictum and, presumably, I.A. Richards' kindred concept of the ideal life, the one he'd wish for a friend.  "That seems a pretty paltry way of accounting for human life," she wrote.  "Surely, there must be more to what our lives are about than just grabbing for richness of experience."   


Carl then responded to Theresa's protest against his notion that the purpose of life is the maximization of the experience of meaning.  What surprised me about Carl's response was its form, his brandishing a flourish of philosophical argumentation, it being so contrary to his style:  "Everyone seemed satisfied with Andy's little treatise on how meaning and value enter into the universe only through the felt experience of sentient beings," Carl wrote.  "And so I ask you, if the 'experience of meaning' is indeed the foundation of value, as everyone here seems to accept, what else could the purpose of life be except the maximization of one's getting these experiential goodies?"


This led Ken to write in to refresh the record that he never had accepted my account with its "reduction" of value to the quality of our experience.  "This seemed to me then, and it seems to me now, a doorway into that narrow world of utilitarianism," Ken wrote.  "'Whatever turns you on.'  This is not a recipe for true values.  KEN."


"I myself am pretty much of a utilitarian ," Dan wrote in next. "But I recognize that it is a position with problems, and Ken seems to be pointing to one of the sticky places.  Some extremely smart fellows in the utilitarian school have not found it easy to get unstuck from them.  John Stuart Mill, for example, embodied this tension by holding, on the one hand, that only happiness is desirable as an end in life, but then proceeding to argue, on the other hand, that some kinds of happiness are 'more desirable and valuable than others.'  He could not let go of the intuitive feeling that, for example, in the sense of dignity and the achievement of some kinds of refinement, there were values that could not simply reduce to happiness. 



"I expect that it would not be difficult to find contradictions and sticky places also in Ken's notion of 'true values.'  That is, I expect that he would have a difficult time justifying as 'good' something that did not derive its goodness from its helping to achieve in some way the well-being of sentient creatures.  And I can even fantasize that in some ideal philosophical conversation, Ken and J.S. Mill would work their way to a common position.  But what is hard for me to figure, in this fantasy, is just what this common position would look like, i.e. what form this viable hybrid might take to be also philosophically elegant and logically consistent.  DAN"


Molly wrote in next.  "Happiness.  I'm glad to get that word out there on the table.  It should be obvious, but evidently it needs saying:  the experience of meaning is not the same thing as happiness.  From some of this discussion --about the goal of 'maximizing one's experience of meaning,' or whatever-- one would think that it's always a great thing to experience that things 'matter.'  Meaning, as you'll recall, was defined as what it is that 'makes things matter.'  Let me tell you from personal experience that experiencing the way things matter is not necessarily such a wonderful thing.  It can be a nightmare.


"Not all meanings are positive.  Sometimes, I'd say, experiencing less meaning is a step in the right direction.  MOLLY"


Molly was right, I thought:  both that her point should be obvious, and that –in the context of our present discussion-- seemed to need to be made explicit.  And, I could add, her point came to me with some impact, giving me some gleaning that I'd left something important out of my overall picture.  Being one who has tended to vacillate between experiencing meaning in a way that felt alive and rich and good, and turning off and feeling dead and flat, I'd lost sight of this negative possibility that one might experience meaning quite deeply, but in painful or unpleasant ways.  Things would look very different from me, I now thought, if my fluctuations were between a state where my experience felt good and meaningful and another state where I suffered intensely.  Or even between terrible and flat.


 Upon reflection, I realized that I'd lost sight of this despite my having included in my explication of my concept of meaning the confrontation with things being ugly as well as beautiful, terrible as well as wonderful.  I'd carved out the space for Molly's observation, but had not fully integrated it into my sense of the whole human challenge concerning how and whether we experience meaning.  And it seemed that at least some of my forum-mates had likewise focused on the positive value of experiencing meaning, as if there were no other side to the issue.


Nonetheless, despite the clear need for the point Molly had just introduced, at least at this point in the conversation, no one responded to it.  It was not till later (see Chapter  "") that our unfolding conversation returned to consider the implications of what Molly had said, to explore the reasons and ways we might seek to avoid, or to lessen, the our experience of meaning, or of "how things matter" in our lives.


Meanwhile, Richard wrote in, he said, to join in Theresa's objection to Carl's dictum about maximizing our experiential goodies, saying that such a view of the purpose of our lives seemed to feed rather readily into that set of values Madison Avenue tries to indoctrinate us into living by.  "It sounds to me like a foundation for telling people, like in the beer commercials, that since we only go around once in this life, we've got to grab all the gusto we can," Richard wrote.  "What kind of people would we be if we all saw our time on earth as simply an opportunity to grab gusto.  'Here, have a six-pack.'  RICHARD"


Richard's remark triggered a little digression concerning advertising.  This line of discussion began with Brian commending Richard for bringing Madison Avenue, and all it represented about the modern world, into the picture.  "When it comes to the 'creation of meaning,' I don't know where in the contemporary world the issue arises more vividly than in the little artistic masterworks of the magicians of Madison Avenue.  That's the whole idea of ‘selling the sizzle rather than the steak.’


"So, on this forum, we talked about the likes of movies and sports as arenas where we go about the business of arranging for ourselves to experience meaning, but to that list should certainly be added the art of the advertiser.  Want to be strong and manly and rugged?  Light up a Marlboro and, along with the nicotine, you'll experience yourself as the kind of guy who gallops through arroyos, herding recalcitrant cattle or wild horses.  Want to be like Mike?  Just put on this pair of Nike's.  This car isn't just a machine; it's a whole way of being in the world.  This cola drink isn't just carbonated and caffeinated flavored  and sugared water; it's a whole state of consciousness.  BRIAN"   


"I can't tell, Brian, just what you're saying about the 'art' of the advertiser."  This was Jonathan, who'd only recently joined the conversation by arguing against the notion that Charlie's experience of the "Force" (from Star Wars) could be equated with Ken's (and Jonathan's) belief in the real God.  "Yes, you have described accurately what it is that the advertiser seeks to do.  And in this effort the adman succeeds to the extent that, evidently at the very least, he is able to persuade a great number of potential consumers to attach, in their minds, the product being sold to the set of meanings being cloaked around the product in the fabrication of his little 'artistic' masterwork of the ad.  But what I can't tell is whether you you're accepting of this manipulative bit of magic.


"Are you saying that the belief inculcated into the mind of the consumer --e.g. that some wristwatch will make you sexy-- is just as good as the reality?  Or would you agree with me-- that the problem with advertising is that it teaches falsehoods?  


"Advertising teaches people that various products have meanings that in reality they do not possess.  And in that respect the advertisers are seducers, fooling people into false beliefs.  JONATHAN."


To this Brian responded, "You seem to regard this question as a black-and-white matter, casting the issue in absolutist terms.  Either the meaning is there or it isn't, you seem to be saying.  I think the issue is a good deal more complex, more layered.  At least part of the answer is that the belief becomes the reality.  The kid wearing the Nikes really does feel a bit more like Mike.  The woman lighting up a Virginia Slim really does --or at least can, thanks to the ad-- feel a sense of having come a long way, baby.


"With human beings, we're never just dealing with the 'thing' in isolation from its connotations, denotations, and other attached meanings.  If you've ever studied anything about the history of taste, you can readily recognize how profoundly things acquire meanings, depending upon the whole cultural context in which they are perceived.  The same bell-bottom pants that looked so cool in 1970 look incredibly camp, if not ludicrous, twenty years later.  But nothing has changed in the garment itself.  The words of Wordsworth that seemed profound and luminous when they were written can seem pompous and pretentious and saccharine to a later generation.  This goes on all the time.  


"So, I would say that people never eat just the steak.  They're always consuming also something of a sizzle.  And I'd go beyond that:  without the sizzle, I'd say, the steak isn't nearly so tasty.  (It may not even be food.)  BRIAN."


"Let me chime in here, at least partially in support of Jonathan," Mike wrote next, in a brief note.  "Belief may be important, as Brian says.  But you can hypnotize a guy to eat his shoe and think it's a steak, sizzle and all.  But he's still not getting real meat.  Regardless of the power of belief, it's still damned important that we remember that belief ain't reality.  MIKE."


This mention of "reality" elicited two responses, or at least two messages came in together shortly thereafter.  


The first was from that fellow Louis, who seemed to be replying to Mike when he declared:  "This whole notion of 'reality' being bandied about here just shows how enmeshed some of you guys are in some old, rigid notions.  'Reality' is just an idea that's been constructed, and that some of you have chosen to believe in.  LOUIS"  


This declaration from Louis was another of those statements that just sat on the table, unresponded to.  I was just as glad.  But this lack of follow up proved only very temporary, for it was not long before this notion that reality was just a construct of ours re-emerged, making the idea that we construct our meanings look tame by comparison.


But in the meanwhile, the other message that came in --perhaps triggered by that discussion of belief and reality, or perhaps not-- was from Earl.  And while Earl's comment seemed, at a deep level, to be a continuation of the conversation that had just been ongoing, in explicit terms Earl seemed to be returning to an earlier thread:  i.e., that discussion of dreams that Adam had launched.

The Dream Time


"I found that recent discussion of dreams interesting," Earl wrote. "And I also see that it is relevant to understanding how our ways of projecting or imagining relate to our experience of meaning in our lives.  But I felt concerned that we might be getting a bit carried away here, a bit unmoored from a healthy relationship with reality.  


"We ought not lose sight of some important differences.  It's true that dreams can feel meaningful, just like real life events.  Maybe even more overpoweringly so, in the moment, when we're maybe more open than in our waking lives to the emotional flow.  But dreams aren't real.  They are not like life itself.  'Experience of meaning' may be important, but surely it isn't everything.  Dreams are over in a few hours.  Then they're gone.  EARL."


"I don't know," Carrey replied.  "You say 'life is real, dreams aren't.'  But what is there that's really real but our experience?  You say 'dreams are over in a few hours,' so don't take them too seriously.  But how big an argument is that.  Dreams are over in a matter of hours.  Life is 

over in a matter of years.  Just a matter of degree.  I say, go for the richness.  CARREY?"


At this point there came a message from Peter that, like Earl's, protested the choice of the dream as an emblem of how we are to find meaning in our lives.  Peter was the traditionalist friend of mine who'd earlier attempted to distinguish between the value of humans and that of cats on the basis of the human capacity for reason.  "I detect here," Peter wrote, "a whiff of solipsism.  The dream is a purely private affair.  However intense the experience may be, it belongs to one person alone.  Nothing the matter with dreams, of course.  But in the context of our current deteriorating culture, this celebration of the dream as some kind of absolute freedom to construct for ourselves whole worlds, to be inhabited by ourselves alone, seems both symptomatic and dangerous.  Hence this message, probably futile, to call attention to that danger:  let's not look at the pursuit of meaningfulness, I say, as if we were all just 'islands unto ourselves,' like passengers on a subway car, all listening to their own personal Walkmen, or whatever, strangers to each other and committed, or doomed, to remain that way."

****[should this shared meaning discussion be here?  if so, should there be some experiential element included in it?]


"Yes, I think Peter has pointed to something important that's not really been touched upon, or at least highlighted, in our discussion to this point."  This was Melinda, whose debut in the discussion had been her account of her being moved to tears upon hearing a Vietnamese man praying in his own language, and her realizing that God listened as fully to prayers in any of the languages of humankind as to any other.  "What I have in mind is the importance of shared meaning.  It has always felt to me that it really mattered to have other people whose feelings about things, whose ways of interpreting what's meaningful and valuable in the world, were like my own.  MELINDA"


"Excellent point!" James joined in.  "I was thinking about something like that a while back in the conversation, at the point where Jonathan first came in to support what he imagined Ken might be about to say in defense of traditional religion.  What occurred to me then was that Jonathan and Ken could form there a kind of community of belief, joining forces on the basis of their having a shared set of doctrines that tell them what is true, what is important, and how reality is to be mapped.  Independently of what I might think about the validity of any such shared belief system, I've always appreciated --and often envied-- the confirmation and support that many people get from having others --many others, significant others-- who live in the same landscape of truth and meaning as themselves.  JAMES"


"This is what we mean by 'the social construction of reality.'  LOUIS"


"Like James, I'd also thought earlier in our discussion about the importance of what he's called 'shared meaning,'" Sam now wrote.  Sam was the fellow who'd previously brought in various quotations from the anthropological literature to argue that what we call "emotions" are understood differently in different cultures.  "For James, apparently, it was when Jonathan and Ken weighed in to support one another in their Christian interpretation of the nature of reality.  For me, it was when we were discussing things like sports and movies and the collector's treasure-hunt that the notion of 'shared meaning' popped into my mind.


"It would be pretty difficult for one Yankee fan to find great 'meaning' in a little white ball sailing over a wall in the absence of thousands of other screaming fans attaching the same meaning to the event.  And it would be pretty difficult for Theresa to get all excited about a tiny rectangular piece of paper unless she was part of some larger community of people calling themselves 'stamp collectors.'  SAM"


"It seems that the idea of 'shared meaning' was one that a lot of us shared and thought meaningful," wrote Walt next.  "But we each seem to have bumped into that idea at a different point.  For me, it was way back when Molly, I think it was, shared as her 'meaningful moment' her nostalgic plugging into a certain constellation of feeling upon hearing the old song, 'Tammy in Love.'  It triggered a flashback to whole lot of adolescent yearnings and awkwardness, as I recall.


"At that point, we were flailing about together --as I guess we still are-- on the question of the 'standing' of our various experiences of meaning.  The particular flailing we were engaged in around that time, if I remember correctly, concerned whether the meanings that people experience should be afforded less 'standing' on account of their being merely (such things as) 'arbitrary,' 'idiosyncratic,' and 'subjective.'


"It was in that context that it passed through my mind that when Molly felt full of feeling upon hearing 'Tammy in Love,' her reaction was not 'merely' her own, that there were probably hundreds of thousands, maybe a few million, other people for whom that same music had essentially the same meaning.  And the same, of course, would be true for innumerably other important 'meanings' in people's lives, whether it be the feeling of patriotism evoked by the sight of the stars and stripes waving in the breeze or a sense of palpable evil that's part of how many people experience the sight of a swastika.  WALT"


"I'd like to leave this 'shared meaning' issue, if I might, and take the conversation back a step to where Peter began that line of thought-- i.e., to Peter's beginning with his sense that the celebration of dreams as paradigmatic of our creation of meaning gave off some odor of solipsism."  This was Herman.  And, upon noting my gladness to see him reappearing in the conversation, I realized that I'd come to look to Herman for a perspective on these thorny issues on which I could, in some way, rely.  Rely for what, I wondered.  Something grounded, while at the same time encompassing, was the answer I felt able to supply myself.


"Dreams are over in a few hours, life itself in a matter of years, so it's only a difference of degree.  So it was argued.  Finite is finite, and rich experience is rich experience.  But, even if one grants the dubious rough equation of two finite quantities so different in magnitude, there's another difference that's left out of that analysis:  dreams are peopled only by figments of our imagination, whereas in real life the experience of many are at stake.


"It is only in a solipsistic perspective that such a difference escapes notice.  And it is only in an entirely egocentric perspective on the purpose of life that such a difference would not be regarded as crucial.


"The earlier discussion of utilitarianism did not challenge this solipsism or egocentrism.  From what was said then, someone ignorant of the philosophy might have concluded that utilitarian morality endorses the pursuit of one's own happiness as the sole good.  Which is to say, one might conclude that a utilitarian morality is no morality at all.


"In fact, the core utilitarian phrase is 'the greatest good for the greatest number.'  In our dreams, there is no 'greatest number.'  However many characters we may experience within our dreams, we ourselves are the only ones who are experiencing the dream from the inside.  All the other beings are simply figments of our imagination, whose reality consists solely in terms of how we experience them.  Although some people evince a tendency to live as if that were true in their real, waking lives as well, the reality is that what we do has consequences for other sentient beings besides ourselves.


"A moral life, then, would not be one based simply on the egocentric maxim of maximizing the quality of one's own felt experience, but would seek to optimize the quality of experience for sentient creatures generally.  The reality beyond ourselves imposes its rightful claims on us.  HERMAN"   


"You write about 'morality,' Herman, as if its 'shoulds' have some objective existence, rather than being just something that we superimpose upon the world as part of our strategies for making our lives meaningful.  BART"


Bart!  Another participant wholly unfamiliar to me.  Another 'uninvited co-conspirator,' I thought to myself.  Where are these guys coming from?

In Here, Out There


"If you ask me, dreams are getting a bad rap," wrote Sylvia next.  "As if they're obviously just fabrications of our own minds.  Maybe some are.  But my experience tells me not all are worlds created by the solipsistic mind.


"My own life has been shaped by a few especially numinous dreams, and I don't think of them as just 'my' creations.  I'll tell one, or at least tell about it.  As words would surely fail me in any effort to convey what it is that mattered in the meanings and movement of the dream.


"It was about redwood trees.  Actually, it was one of several dreams I had over a period of a year or two about great trees, huge trees, absolutely magnificent and beautiful trees springing out of the earth to awesome heights.  In the dreams, the trees were always in some way endangered.  In the one I remember about the redwoods, there was just a seam of trees furrowing along a fold in the land, a tiny remnant of what I understood had been a large and sacred forest.  I was moved to tears both at their beauty, and at the sense of loss of all the trees that had already, apparently, been cut down.


"Now, I cannot prove what I'm about to say.  But I still believe it, and there's no reason it can't be true.  When I had these dreams, I felt that they were messages sent to me.  From where?  I don't know, but I sensed it being some sort of 'Spirit of the Earth,' conveying to me a vision of how its treasures needed to be cherished and protected.  Our kind has been destroying the Earth, and I felt that some sacred spirit sensed my receptive heart and spoke to me through that dream to enlist me in a mission of rescue.  


"In any event, it worked.  I've devoted a lot of my time and energy to protecting nature, especially the giants of the forest up here in the Northwest.  Even what seems to happen 'just in our own heads,' I say, isn't necessarily so.  Some of you guys seem so ready to see everything as 'really' just separate.  But we're part of a big whole, I believe, that's way over our heads.  (And sometimes in them.)   SYLVIA"


"Your dream sounds quite lovely," Mike wrote in reply to Sylvia, "but you're right about your not being able to prove your contention about its being a message sent to you from some Great Beyond.  I'm not sure why you choose to believe it, but where I come from the smart choice is considered to be that dictated by Occam's Razor, i.e. that principle according to which that explanation is most plausible that is most economical, simplest in the explanatory mechanisms required.  And evocation of a 'Spirit of the Earth,' as a way of understanding a dream, compared with reliance simply on an understanding of the psychological mechanisms of your own feelings and desires, doesn't survive that test.  MIKE"


"I have my uncertainties, too, about that 'Spirit of the Earth' idea," Jonathan wrote next.  "But in Sylvia's message I also see another, still larger point that I fully support. The idea that meaning is something that we can create is a sound one, and I appreciated the foregoing discussion of the arts and sports and such demonstrating some of the ways we do so.  But to say that some of our meanings are our own fabrications is not to say that that's the only kind of meaning we can ever find.  


"Some people here seem to be trying to close the door to our recognizing that there are meanings --like about what is sacred and beautiful-- that are 'out there' and not just 'in here,' important meanings that we experience by 'reading' them rather than by creating them.  JONATHAN."


"The conversation's now coming back to my concern.  I've been following this discussion, hoping to find in it some satisfactory answer to that problem of mine I wrote about a good while back," Martin posted shortly.  "That's the matter of how I might justify my sense that my illuminating perception of the family trooping across a slope in Golden Gate Park had provided me with an understanding of our nature that is both true and important.


"After all that's transpired here, I'm still not sure where our conversation leaves me.  When people were emphasizing how we 'create our own meaning,' I was led to wonder if I'm supposed to accept my sense of the importance of what I saw are being merely something I created and attached to the idea.  Is there no basis for differentiating between my belief that our creatureliness is an important part of understanding what we are and, say, someone thinking it is important that some kicker makes his field goal, or whether or not he finds some rare Pokemon card in the pack he just bought?  Is nothing really important?  


"When people were talking here recently about 'shared meaning,' I bethought me of how someone might try to reassure me that my sense of the importance of what I saw about that family --how they (as emblematic of humankind generally) embodied an ancient history of animal evolution-- might well be shared by a whole subculture of folks like myself who are operating from a particular set of values and beliefs.  But I concluded that this would not do, would not give me what I want.  It would be better, I admit, to see my sense of the importance of my insight buttressed by some community of fellow believers (a kind of Church of the Evolutionary Perspective), than to be consigned to the isolation of mere idiosyncrasy.  But what I want is for the idea --and I'm using this idea to stand in for the whole dominion of all important 'ways of understanding'-- to be really important.


"But I'm having some trouble still wrapping my mind about just what that means.  

MARTIN"


This was followed quickly by two messages, a brief one from James and a somewhat longer one from Dan.  James's read:  "It seems to be a thread here, this question of 'what's real?'  We've not talked much at the level of definition, just what we mean by 'real.'  Some people here evidently think that if it is subjective it's not real, that if it is real only for you it's not really real.  Does real really have to be 'out there'?  JAMES


And Dan wrote:  "Thank you, Martin, for bringing us back to your dilemma."  

As I read the phrase "your dilemma," I felt immediately that Martin's dilemma was a mine as well.  Like him, I felt a hunger for my own sense of meaningfulness --whether it be in terms of something's importance, or its goodness, or its beauty-- to be more than just some fabrication of my own.  "And your dilemma is, as you may know, central to the philosophical and spiritual dilemma besetting our whole civilization since the Enlightenment.


"What we have come to realize, in the process of what might be called the rationalization of our understanding, and what could also be called the disenchantment of the world, is that there is an inherent and inescapable division between matters of fact and matters of value.  That troubling realization has been haunting this discussion for some time, now, and I think needs to be brought to the fore if we are to get any greater clarity in our explorations.


"The idea is that the cosmos simply is there, as an objective reality-- but that the realm of values does not have objective existence in the same way.  There is no objective standard by which a judgment of value can be proven to be true or false.


"It's a disturbing realization, and Western civilization has not fully recuperated from it, or adjusted to it.  But it's a conclusion that seems to bear rational scrutiny.  DAN"


"The idea seems a familiar one," Richard wrote in the next message to arrive.  "In college I read a pithy and moving essay by Max Weber, called 'Science as a Vocation,' in which he observed --and at a deeper level, it seemed, he lamented-- that science could tell a policy-maker something about the 'what' but could not touch the 'why.'  That is, the scientist --the one who 'knows' about objective reality-- could say something about what the consequences of one action or another might be, but on the question of what set of consequences were to be preferred to another, he --as a scientist-- had to remain mute.  RICHARD"


"Yes, this strict division between observations of fact and judgments of value," chimed in Earl, "connects with what's been called the 'naturalistic fallacy,' which would try to derive an 'ought' from an 'is.' 'Is' has to do with objective reality, something that exists independently of any observer;  and statements about it can possess a validity that is not dependent upon the assent of any sentient creature;  whereas 'ought' cannot be found in the world beyond ourselves, i.e., the world beyond the desires and preferences of the observing sentient beings like ourselves.  Hence inferring ‘ought’ from ‘is’ is termed a fallacy.


"And this 'ought,' it would seem, can stand for the realm of value beyond the notion of some moral imperative that the word ought strictly denotes.  For example, when we say that something is 'sacred,' we are speaking in terms of value, as it seems to be saying something about the magnitude of the value we place upon it.  And when we say something is 'beautiful,' we again are speaking in terms of value, referring to the way we regard that thing we've designated as beautiful, and how we respond to it.  


"In other words, it would seem that this naturalistic fallacy embraces that terrain we have here called 'meaning.'  Thus, it would seem to be fallacious to believe that we can find 'meaning' inherent in what we assess to be objective reality.  EARL"


"And I suppose my notion of 'importance' is another one of those rooms in the mansion of 'value.'  And that you're saying essentially what some said earlier:  that there can't be any idea of 'importance' except in the context of an answer to the question 'important to whom?'  MARTIN"


"I was thinking, Martin," James wrote, entering the conversation at this point, "that there could be a way of talking about 'importance' --and about the importance, in particularly, of an insight like yours-- that could be objective and not consigned to the apparent subjectivity of judgments of value.


"I'll call this the 'keystone in the arch' dimension of objective reality.  The idea is that there are some things in the objective world upon which more other things depend than on other things.  Of all the stones that make up the arch, the keystone has an objectively more important role to play.  Likewise, your insight into the creatureliness of that family walking across the slope probably struck you as 'important' because it connected with a dimension of things that would come to the mind of, say, Weber's scientist with some frequency as he sought a full and valid understanding of the objective realities about our humanity-- what we are, how we got here, and the challenges we face looking to the future.


"We can say that the 1939 headline, 'War breaks out in Europe,' was more important in an objective sense than the usual newspaper headline, in that the event that it denotes had ramifications throughout the planet for the years and even decades to come, reverberated far more powerfully than just about any other events ever had.  As for the question of the 'ultimate importance' of all that --i.e., whether it ultimately matters in some objective sense what happens to humanity, or what is the course of life's development on this planet-- that kind of importance presumably belongs in that other realm, the realm of value, where we'd have to ask 'important to whom?'  JAMES"


"Thank you for the effort, James," Martin replied.  "I think you're onto something, and at the same time I don't think that quite does it for me.  You're onto something, I believe, in the sense that it probably is the way what I saw in that moment illuminates not only that moment but, at least potentially, a whole lot of other things I see in the world.  So it serves as a kind of keystone in the arch of my developing understanding.  But it doesn't really do it for me in that it seems to reduce my feeling in conjunction with the insight (that excitement, that sense of being moved, that sense of awe-- all those experiential chords that were struck that marked the insight's importance)-- to being just something of mine that lies outside of truth and falsehood.  And if there is no such thing as validity, or the lack of it, to such an experience of importance, then it would be no less valid to have those feelings about some (I would say, trivial) proposition like 'There's a stone in the road.'  And I'm wanting to claim that my feeling has some genuine validity, that it corresponds to reality, and that it cannot be dismissed as just my subjective reaction.  MARTIN"


"I'm with Martin.”  This was Sylvia.  " For me the room in the mansion that matters most is 'beauty.'

“With your chasm between fact and value, Dan, you seem to be saying that I can't validly declare as a fact, 'This rose is beautiful.'  But I insist it is:  the rose really is beautiful.  But that modern so-called discovery of a 'value-free' objective reality seems to be insisting that the redness of the rose is a fact, but its beauty is just in my eye as its beholder.  I can't prove you're wrong, but I protest!  SYLVIA."


Within a few hours, three messages had been laid down in response to the foregoing, each inviting us to go in a different direction.  


First came a message from Herman, a rather brief but suggestive one saying:  "I think there may be some confusions here that conceivably could get cleared up.  They have to do with that presumed split between 'inside' and 'outside.'  I don't think that philosophical view that sees the two as radically distinct is the most enlightened one available to us; bridges can be built.  And, correspondingly, the equation of 'real' with an objective reality wholly disconnected from ourselves is a rather truncated view of what reality is.  HERMAN"


One thing I found striking in Herman's message, beyond its intriguing promise of what might be possible, was that he just alluded to those possibilities rather than going ahead and spelling them out.  Upon reflection, I conjectured that this might have something to do with his repeated suggestion that some of the ideas that he'd already put forward --mostly having to do, as I recalled, with an evolutionary perspective on our nature and its relationship with our environment-- could help illuminate or even resolve some of the recurrent knotty issues under dispute, and perhaps some frustration that no one seemed to be paying much heed.


The second message came from Adam.  "I have a proposal," Adam wrote.  "How about we take one of the rooms in the mansion of meaning and focus on the question of whether or not it's really part of the world, or whether it's just something that we ourselves project onto it.  As for what room it is, I'm with Sylvia on the choice:  I propose it be 'Beauty,'  Let's take a look at that famous and well-worn question, 'Is beauty simply in the eye of the beholder?'  ADAM"


And the third message was from that fellow Louis.  "It's even worse than you think, Sylvia.  (Or maybe it's better.)  Dan seems pretty sure about this business of 'fact,' differentiating it, with its firm basis in something he calls 'objective reality,' from value, which we construct through our ways of apprehending and responding to things.  But this notion of scientific reality, and the positivists' notion of verifiable facts, rests upon an illusion that the ways we perceive, and the categories we use to create models of the world, are truly objective.  Such objectivism is just as much an illusion, however," Louis continued, "as the projection onto the world of our experiential categories like goodness and beauty.


"It's not only the beauty of the rose that is a function of us as observers, so also is its redness.  LOUIS"


Interestingly, two of these messages became the starting point for a flurry of intense conversation.  First Adam's invitation to discuss the question of the reality of beauty, and then Louis's challenge to the whole notion of objective reality (or at least one that's knowable), were taken up.  Once again, Herman's promising remark just lay there, at least for the next several days, unattended.

Eye of the Beholder


"I like the idea of our talking about beauty," Brian said, following up on Adam's suggestion.  "For me, judgments of morality do not grab me by the gut; it doesn't bother me a whole lot for someone to say, 'Well, it was right for me,' or 'That's just your value judgment.'  But with matters of beauty, it's different.  Some things are just so beautiful, they really plug me into something that feels deep and big.  And I'd not feel at all content with someone saying, 'Hey, buddy, that's just a matter of your personal taste.'


"Take Beethoven's Egmont Overture.  What a splendid piece of music that is!  I want to insist that it really is beautiful.  It's not, I want to maintain, just a matter of my happening to respond to it that way.  Oh, I know not everybody, upon hearing this piece, will respond as I do.  If they did, the radio dial would not be the way it is, with music of the likes of Egmont heard only on one station out of, maybe, a couple dozen.  For every station that ever plays Beethoven there will be ten that play Billy Ray Cyrus and another ten that play the Backstreet Boys.


"But I still maintain that the Egmont is beautiful, and so is a motet by Heinrich Schutz.  BRIAN"


"And are you going to go further," Sam asked next, "and say that the music of the Backstreet Boys isn't beautiful?"


It was not Brian, though, but Charlie who wrote next.  "The issue you're raising here reminds me of an occasion from my youth.  My best friend from high school got married, and I was included in the wedding party.  After the ceremony, there was a reception at the home of the bride's family, and after a while there the hosts had some music playing on the record player.  As I recall, it was when the number 'Seventy-Six Trombones,' from The Music Man, was playing that the groom's father declared, 'Isn't this just the most beautiful music in the world?'  Oh, one thing I forgot to mention:  this rendition of 'Seventy-Six Trombones' wasn't from the score of the musical or anything like that; it was a Montovani or '101 Strings' version.  You know, essentially elevator music.  


"I was shocked to hear him waxing ecstatic over that-- well, I'd have called it crap.  I looked to see if maybe he was being sarcastic, but I knew the man --a simple and uneducated man he was-- and I knew that he wasn't.  It made me feel uncomfortable, because I don't like snobbism, but I could not help but feel that he was simply wrong, and could not help but feel toward him and his aesthetic judgment a bit --well, maybe 'contemptuous' is too strong a word, but something in that direction.


"And yet... And yet.... When I looked at his face as he listened to the music, it seemed to me that he was truly experiencing beauty, that is, that he was feeling the same kind of rapture that I feel when listening to music like Beethoven's Egmont.  In fact, he wasn't the only one really grooving on the music.  If I'd put on Egmont, it seemed clear, the total amount of aesthetic pleasure going on in that group would have decreased sharply.  (A lot of people, it seems like their Egmonts over easy.)


"So, it makes me wonder:  on what basis, if any, can I say that Egmont is more beautiful than Montovani.  Or is it just a matter of 'whatever turns you on'?  CHARLIE"


"Isn't there some confusion here?" Mike asked in one of the two messages that followed quickly upon Charlie's.  "We're supposedly talking about 'Beauty.'  Right?  Does that mean that we are talking about a feeling that people get, or are we not, rather, talking about a characteristic of things in the world that can evoke such feelings in us?  Those two are not the same, are they?  MIKE"


About which I thought, "Good question."  It reminded me of the issue that Earl had raised a good while back, about whether the question of the standing of meaning was not essentially answered by the way I'd defined meaning-- in terms of experience.  If it was a matter of experience, I recalled him saying, then how could “meaning” possibly be anything that was objective, that had any existence independently of our attaching it to things through our responses?  Earl's point had gone unanswered then, and now here it was again in the context of the question of whether beauty was in the eye of the beholder.  And once again I found the question both striking and confusing.


Meanwhile, the other message that had come in was from Leo.  


"I don't know if there's any need to say that Montovani is not beautiful," Leo wrote, "but nonetheless there is a difference between your musical taste and those of the relative unsophisticates in that wedding party.  On the one hand, why should Montovani not be beautiful?  It took civilization thousands of years to create simply the instruments that go into making those sounds.  If the sound of horsehair rubbed with pine resin being drawn across cat gut on a finely crafted box of special woods was developed specifically for its beauty, how could there not be some beauty in having 101 of such strings being played by competent musicians?


"On the other hand, there's a good reason why –when people decided what music to put in the nose of that Pioneer spacecraft being sent, twenty-some years ago, out into space, as a kind of representation of ourselves to who-knows-who-or-what in some other part of the galaxy—they chose to put a Bach Brandenburg Concerto there rather than, say, Connie Francis singing 'It's My Party and I'll Cry If I Want To.'  And I think that reason helps to clarify why your feeling of snobbery may not be entirely misplaced, and why the question of greater or lesser beauty cannot be decided simply by a popularity contest.


"Here's how I'd draw the difference.  Different kinds of art require different amounts of enculturation to be able to register, to comprehend, what it is that the artist is saying.  A 'popular' song may be accessible to people simply by virtue of minimal exposure to the musical language of our general culture.  Something like Egmont, by contrast, or like a Bach Brandenburg Concerto is expressing beauty in a much fuller and more elaborate way, but one that therefore requires a good deal of learning to be able to understand. LEO"


To which Adam chimed in, "Yes, a Shakespeare Sonnet is truly beautiful, but not to someone who doesn't know English."


"An interesting argument you've made, Leo," Jonathan said in the message that came fast upon the heels of Adam's, "but one thing puzzles me.  If Beethoven's art is higher than Lionel Ritchie’s because it's so much more complex and elaborate and deep, and if the greater number of people appreciate pop music because it is simpler and more accessible, why is it that even simple, uneducated, unsophisticated people can recognize, and love, the beauty of nature?  After all, the Artist who creates the forested mountains, the golden sunset, the apple tree in bloom, is working with a very rich palette, with sophistication of technique that leaves even Beethoven and Bach in the dust?  JONATHAN"


"Good question," Leo conceded.  "I don't know how to answer.  But I'll stick with my overall conclusion --that Beethoven ranks ahead of Connie Francis-- even if I can't fully articulate an airtight argument for it.  LEO"


"So is Beethoven greater than Connie Francis, even if more people want to hear the pop singer?"  Mike asked.  "If you give the crown to Beethoven, is it on the basis that you're predicting that Connie Francis's music will not be loved for as many generations as Beethoven's?  Or does the snobbishness come in with your deciding that the subculture of people who like classical music are superior to those who like more plebian styles of music?  MIKE"


"The overall question we're trying to address is whether the beauty is an intrinsic characteristic of the thing itself (e.g. of Beethoven's Egmont), or whether the beauty is something that we attribute to things outside of us when we experience certain kinds of reactions inside of us.  Right?"  This was Walt.


"I've got to confess," Walt continued, "I can't find my way out of that thicket.  But I can relate a personal anecdote that, not that long ago, brought me into that thicket.  


"It was around the time of Frank Sinatra's death.  Now, to a lot of people of my generation, Sinatra was the greatest.  At one level, he was 'meaningful' to us in the same way that 'Tammy in Love' was for Theresa and for a lot of other people of her age cohort in America who danced slow to that song and ate chips and onion dip at adolescent parties.  When we were young, a lot of us spent some highly romantic time with Sinatra spinning on the turntable.


"But it's more than that.  Sinatra's been described by some real mavens of music as the greatest American vocalist of the twentieth century-- not just in popular music, but more comprehensively, the way Astaire is regarded as a genius as a dancer, up there with Nureyev.  And when I listen to Ol' Blue Eyes, I can hear the mastery.  I really love his records, especially from the Capitol period.  What he does with a song, say I, is truly a thing of beauty.



"But around the time Sinatra died, and in commemoration of all he had contributed, I was playing his records a good deal more than usual in my house.  I had, at the time, a couple of nephews and a niece staying with me, people in their late teens.  Here's the point:  they knew Sinatra, they’d heard him here and there for years, but they couldn't see why I'd bother listening to him.   'What's so good about him?' was their challenge to me.  Or rather, it was more in the form of a statement, as they thought his music boring, entirely unimpressive.


"I tried to show them how much Sinatra was able to do with his voice, his articulation, his subtlety of mood.  Listen to the way he turns that phrase --just right!-- I'd say, and they'd listen and shrug.


"And then it turned out that my wife didn't have much use for Sinatra either.  I knew that she wasn't as wild about him as I was, but till then I didn't know that, for example, she thought Willie Nelson's crooning of a song was far more beautiful a piece of artistry than anything that Sinatra ever did.


"To my ear, it was as clear as could be that Sinatra's renditions of his classic songs was art at a high level, a source of great beauty.   And though I like Willie Nelson, I'd say there's no way he's in Sinatra's league as an artist.  But with these other people who didn't hear it that way, there was absolutely nothing I could say or show them that would change their minds, bring them around to recognizing what seems to me a fact, i.e. the superior beauty of Sinatra's artistry.  It made me wonder, is beauty really just a matter of taste?  WALT"


"I don't see what else beauty could be but something that resides within our own experience rather than in the objects themselves.  CARREY"


"Pretty damned disenchanting, isn't it."  It was Dan.  "Camus spoke of how we 'clothe' objects in beauty, and how the discovery that this is what we're doing entails a loss of meaning.  [footnote to Camus]  And I. A. Richards spoke of how our attributing to the objects themselves the beauty we see in them is a delusion, an instance of 'the fallacy of "projecting" the effect and making it a quality of its cause ....'  
  It is a modern understanding, an advance in our consciousness, a greater clarity about what are our boundaries.  And it's not altogether fun.  (Who said, the truth shall set yet free?)  DAN"


"It's been said," wrote Sam, my anthropologist friend, "that it was a mark of the earlier stages of human development that people saw poetry in the world but were not aware that it was they themselves who were the poets.  
  SAM"


"That's a pretty powerful statement," Brian offered, "declaring that the world itself is devoid of poetry, and that all the poetry we ever see in it is stuff we've brought up from within our own souls and overlaid the world with through our projections."


"Well, I'm like Martin-- I don't buy it.  Or at least I plan to resist it like hell."  This was Adam.  "Like Martin with his sense of the real and objective importance of his perception of the human family walking on the hill, I'm not ready to let go of the idea that it was part of the earth's own poetry, and not just something of mine, when I felt the land calling out to me in Israel saying that this was where my roots are, where the bones of my ancestors lie buried.  ADAM"


"You're in good company, at least, Adam," Leo said in the next message.  "My supplying you the quote with which I'll end this message reminds me of one of my favorite exchanges in Zorba the Greek.  It's when Zorba asks the Alan Bates character why the young die, and Bates replies that he doesn't know.  And Zorba storms and fumes, asking 'What's the use of all your damned books?  If they don't tell you that, what the hell do they tell you?'  And the other responds, 'They tell me of the agony of men who could not answer questions like yours.'


"Anyway, here, after my indulgent introduction, is a nice quote about the agonizing uncertainty of men who, even in the throes of the romantic movement, which was intended in part at least as a way of riding passion out of some of the prisons that the rationality of the Enlightenment seemed to threaten to place us in, struggled with questions like yours. 'Romantic writers like Coleridge and Wordsworth vacillated uneasily between the idea that aesthetic imagination was an alternative, equally objective way of apprehending the world and the idea that it merely shed a beautiful but false light on an objective, nonaesthetic reality.'  
 


"So, aside from some apparently impotent protests, are we agreeing that beauty is something that just happens inside us, and not something that exists outside us, in the real world?  MIKE."


"It should be recalled," Herman wrote, "that what happens inside us is not random or arbitrary, but has an intrinsic relationship, carefully evolved, with the nature of the world outside of ourselves."


"The way I like to think about beauty," Jonathan wrote, "is that it's kind of like an Easter Egg hunt.  The world around us is filled with treasures, which we may or may not find.  But the delight we experience when we find the treasures was intended for us by the One who hid them, intended for the sake of our pleasure in the discovery, and for our apprehending something important about the nature of the cosmos in which we live.  JONATHAN."


"It seems," wrote Brian, "that with Jonathan's Easter Egg hunt we're back to the notion of the world as text, with God as its Author.  But I'm not sure whether, even if that notion is adopted, it really gets us anywhere on the question of beauty being in the eye of the beholder.  After all, Sinatra's music definitely has Easter eggs put into it deliberately, with the intention of evoking an aesthetic pleasure from all who come upon them.   Yet, as Walt's tale shows, that does not assure that any given listener will have the intended response.


"I think Carrey might be right:  to talk about the beauty of something may make no sense except in terms of some particular sentient being who experiences an aesthetic response in relation to it.  BRIAN"


"Hold it a minute.  I'd like to join in support of this sometimes sputtering effort to resurrect the idea that beauty isn't just in the eye of the beholder.  That it has some objective existence."  I was glad to see Sylvia returning to the conversation, knowing how deeply she cares about beauty.  "For example, in the visual arts, the notion of 'symmetry' has for millennia played a really big role in people's sense of beauty.  Symmetry is an objective property of things, and we so it's not just a subjective thing when we see its beauty.  SYLVIA"


Which led to two quick supportive responses.  First, Herman ventured again to tie Sylvia's point back into his theme of looking at things in an evolutionary framework.  "It is not a coincidence," Herman said, "that symmetry is also a property of ourselves, that indeed greater symmetry in our bodies is correlated with greater health and evolutionary fitness.  We've been structured, I would suggest, to see the beauty of symmetry because it is connected with the values inherent in life itself.  HERMAN"


Barry's was the other supportive message.  "Like symmetry in the visual sphere, we might also consider 'harmony' in the realm of music.  Harmony is an objective phenomenon --the fitting together of the sound waves of harmonic intervals can be demonstrated on an oscilloscope-- and all over the world, and throughout history, kindred kinds of harmony have been regarded as beautiful.  Does this not show that our sense of beauty is connected with objective qualities?  BARRY"


"But there's still something unbridgeable here, that you guys are just leaping over as if it weren't there," Carrey objected.  "I'm not questioning whether these phenomena have objective qualities like symmetry and harmony.  Nor even that there might be some correlation between some phenomena having those qualities and some people's finding them beautiful.  But how does that establish that the phenomena are intrinsically beautiful, that the beauty is itself objective?  


"What if some people, looking at the symmetrical objects and listening to the harmonious music, find them dull and unappealing?  And what if, instead, they find beauty in asymmetry and in dissonance?  (As many people in modern times in fact have.)  Are we to say that they are just wrong?  And if so, on what basis?  I can't see how it is to be established.  


"What seems to be unbridgeable is, again, the gap between inside and outside.  CARREY"


Three quick responses.  The first was from Ken.


"This is basically the same pernicious argument, applied to beauty, as is used in our times to buttress the doctrine of relativism in the moral realm," Ken declared.  "Are you going to maintain, following this same logic, that what the Nazis did at Auschwitz was not actually wrong, but just wrong within our set of moral judgments, while being right within their own?"


At the same time, Walt posted a message that seemed, if reluctantly, to be acceding to Carrey's argument.  "Yeah, even if we were to declare that beauty is indeed a characteristic of the thing outside of us, and not just in the eye of the beholder, we could have no way of deciding whether any given thing possessed that characteristic --i.e., is  beautiful-- except by seeing whether it produces such a response in one or more observers.  So it would seem that even if we declare beauty to be objective, we end up operationally with the same situation as if we simply accepted that it's just in the eye of the beholder.  WALT"


And meanwhile, there was this from James working, as he had previously, in support of the evolutionary and organismic foundations for the way we experience meaning in relation to the world around us.  "Evolution has created a meaningful kind of bridge between inside and outside.


"For example," James continued, "a good many studies in recent years have demonstrated that people's assessment of, for example, female beauty is far from random, and is meaningfully connected with objectively important survival-related attributes.  What they've found --and this, it should be noted, is true cross-culturally-- is that the shape of a woman's body that people regard as most attractive is also the one whose proportions are most predictive of maximal fertility.  And similarly, qualities in a woman's face that are regarded as beautiful tend to be manifestations of hormonal conditions indicative of likely fertility.


"In other words, the sense of beauty in this sexual realm is a function of the fundamental value choice that's most essential in the whole evolutionary project:  the choice to value life over death, of the continuation of one’s kind over the dying out of one's genetic line.  JAMES"


"I remember seeing a TV show long, long ago.  I think it was a 'Twilight Zone' episode," Leo wrote at this point.  "In the story, we are given to understand that this young woman is extraordinarily deformed, and the people around her are medical types trying to correct her deformity.  They've tried before to cure her of her ugliness, but it hasn't worked, and now they're trying again.  Until the very end of the show, the patient's face is covered with bandages from her surgery.  And when the doctors and nurses --whose faces we also do not see-- remove the bandages there is this absolutely lovely female human face looking up at us and at them.  But the doctors and nurses gasp in revulsion and disappointment.  Still hideous, despite their efforts.  And then we see these medical types, and it is they who --to our eyes-- are grotesque!


"Maybe beauty and ugliness are not random, but they seem to be a function of what group you belong to.  Like that joke we visited a good while back about the sex of a hippopotamus being of interest only to another hippopotamus (and the comic strip in which Calvin marvels that ugly things like hairy bugs manage to reproduce).  LEO"


"Reminds me of a thought I had not terribly long ago about the smell of shit," Randy wrote.  "Almost every person I know would agree that it smells revolting.  (Maybe not from horses, but certainly from humans and dogs, to name a couple of foul-shitting critters.)  But a few weeks ago I contemplated the sight of flies swarming around a steaming pile of fresh dog crap, and I realized that it all depends upon your point of view.  A smell that is a real turn-off to us is, for the flies, like the sweet smell of cake just out of the oven.  RANDY"


"But there are some folks, I gather, who get off on the smell of the stuff.  What are we to make of them?  CHARLIE"


"When I wrote, earlier about harmony in music," Barry now said, "I found myself thinking afterwards in a somewhat different direction that seems pertinent here, even if it also may undercut my previous argument about objective qualities.  Here's how it went.


"I was thinking about the way our music has characteristics that are geared to some of our own organismic qualities.  Aside from the obvious fact that our music all takes place in the frequency range of human hearing, there are also ways in which its rhythm is tied to certain physical facts built into our bodies.  


"Our music has a pace that is connected, or so I recall hearing someplace, with the rate of the human heart.  (Maybe, it occurs to me, it's also connected with the rate at which we walk, or move generally, as in dance, which isn't so different a rate than the heart provides.)  Anyway, so we listen to Mozart's music with a beat at someplace between 60 and 120 beats per minute, and we say it's beautiful.  It speaks to us, and we take it in almost organically.


"But how would such music sound to some other hypothetical but conceivable creatures, whose relationship to time is wholly different from ours.  Maybe their hearts beats once every four hours, say.  (Or maybe their means of locomotion is wholly different from ours, at a much slower pace.)  Might our music not seem incomprehensible to them, just a lot of buzzing?  And if such a species developed music according to its own pace, would we not be incapable of holding its lugubrious progressions in our minds, and thus unable to see anything beautiful about it?  BARRY"


Again two messages.  The first was from James, and it read: "True, this evolutionary perspective doesn't afford absolutes.  Maybe it’s true that the question, 'Does crap smell good or bad?' depends on what kind of creature you ask.  But the answers are still not at all arbitrary.  For us humans, our own excrement has been over the eons a source of danger:  it can carry diseases, and we are best off responding to it by being repelled.  Stay away!  So we get structured in relation to our environment in such a way that certain molecules, wafting into our olfactory system through the ambient air, speak to us in terms of their noxious and threatening implications to our lives.


"Meanwhile for certain other creatures, the droppings of animals are the source of nourishment.  So to them it is an attractant.  In the nose of the beholder?  Yes, of course.  I agree with Carrey, where else could it be?  But that nose does not respond arbitrarily or idiosyncratically, for it has been fashioned in relation to the regularities of the environment, over countless generations, with one value that has not been relative:  the value of life.  JAMES"


"Admittedly, no creature's response is likely to capture the totality of meaning that's embedded in the world," Jonathan wrote next.  "The world's a good deal bigger than what any of us can see, or is equipped to apprehend.  A pile of steaming poop is at once a carrier of bacteria and a mixture of a very rich set of organic nutrients."  As I read this, I had a sense again of Jonathan's breadth and depth.  As profoundly as he was committed to the Christian perspective, his understanding was by no means confined to that perspective.


"So what I would say is this.  The music that we find beautiful is indeed beautiful, even if the creature with a heart that beats once a year might not hear anything in it but buzzing.  And that creature's music, in which a concert might well take many years of our time, would indeed be beautiful, even if you and I listening to it would not even be aware that any music was playing.  (After all, how long-playing is the 'Music of the Spheres’--what the astronomers tell us is spinning all around us, as the earth takes a year to revolve around the sun, the solar system takes God-knows how long to revolve in the spinning of the Milky Way, and music of still larger scale playing out beyond our galaxy?)


"Each kind of music partakes of a larger picture, the picture of the Whole Beauty of things.  We, as mere mortals, working from within our own finite bodies, get just glimmerings of this more complete symphony of the universe.  But from within our perspective, we still do get glimmerings of something that's out there, overlapping at least a bit of the God's-eye or God's-ear perspective in which the full beauty resides.  JONATHAN"


"Jonathan's interesting point has brought into clearer relief for me a reservation I have about some of the 'naturalistic' bent some of us bring to these issues," Adam wrote next.  "It's about the presumed evolutionary functionality of all this meaning, like whether it serves us well or serves us ill to find the smell of steaming poop a turn-on or a turn-off, beautiful or revolting.  That may work OK with the smell of crap or carrion, but I don't think it takes care of all of our sense of beauty.  What's the 'utility' of finding beauty in a starry, starry night, or in the sight of a field of grass waving in the wind?  And we don't eat roses, but still we find in their fragrance something beautiful.


"Is it not more sensible to see in our response to beauty something that touches on the transcendent?  Do we not have a sign here that calls us to recognize our having an inherent openness to a relationship --beyond the mere selection for what survives-- to the surrounding cosmos, which speaks to us, and of which we are part?  ADAM"


Again, several responses.  First, Herman:  "Interesting point.  Is it not possible, however, that a creature that takes delight in the living system and the planet and the cosmos --from which it emerged, from whose stuff it is made, in which it continues to need to work for its survival-- is more likely to make its life work than one that sees no beauty in its home?  HERMAN"


"A propos of what you say, Adam, here's a quote I came across in The New York Review of Books, where the reviewer is discussing a book in which the author has spoken of 'our immense regard' for beauty.  Says the reviewer, 'How can we explain "this immense regard" and the solemn tone in which aesthetic judgments are declared, if such judgments are not in some way revelatory and if they do not reveal some superior or supernatural, or at the least nonnatural, reality behind the appearances perceived?'  
  LEO"


"Something's been percolating for me here," James wrote next.  "We've had a couple of unanswered points here.  Remember Charlie's question about what about people who find the smell of crap a turn on?  To me that connected somehow with Ken's polemical remark that our eye-of-the-beholder perspective is basically of a piece with the morally relativistic notion that we can't grant ourselves any moral standing to judge what the Nazis did at Auschwitz, except to say that our way of beholding values is different from theirs.  


"What I'm thinking is that maybe there's a place here for Earl's old argument about organismic health," James continued.  "I think that we could find in the minds of the Nazis something that could reasonably be argued represents objectively a kind of damage and disease.  Abusive upbringing and injurious development resulting in a twisted psychic structure that employs distorting mechanisms of perception (like paranoid projection) that fosters values and actions that serve what legitimately deserves to be called, at least semi-objectively, evil.  


"In other words, goodness, like beauty, is something that we recognize accurately when our total organism is healthy, fulfilling its natural design.  When people align themselves with evil and ugliness, this is a manifestation of damage or disease that could be assessed by other criteria that could readily be agreed to be objective.  So that these categories of judgment --beauty, goodness-- might be said to have as much objective standing as the concept of 'mental health.'  JAMES"

Seeing Redness


Meanwhile, at the same time as our group was wrestling with whether there was any way to establish beauty as having stronger standing than as just a matter of each observer’s personal taste and judgment, we were also confronting a still more fundamental to our sense of our ability to apprehend reality.  This grew out of the point Louis had made that, "It's not only the beauty of the rose that is a function of us as observers, so also is its redness."


This other conversation was rather slow in starting.  Mike did respond to Louis quite quickly --it was just a little note where Mike posted Louis's challenging remark on the top of the message and then asked Louis, "What the hell do you mean by that?"  But Mike's question just sat there unanswered for a long time while the conversation on beauty unfolded.  Finally, a response to Mike came in from Louis.


"The point about 'redness' is a rather specific instance of a more general truth," Louis finally wrote, appending his present message to the body of the message from Mike, which in turn contained the original statement from Louis about the rose.  "But I encountered that redness business by following up on a reading recommended here early on-- that book by Johnston on Why We Feel.  And it fit in so well with Sylvia's wanting to claim the beauty of the red rose as objective, I just couldn't resist.


"Redness, according to Johnston, is not in the external world, but is a property that emerges out of the structure of our nerve cells.  He calls it 'naive realism' that we attribute redness to the objects themselves that appear red to us.  The sweetness of sugar, he says similarly, is not a property of the sugar itself.  Just something that our bodies experience in interaction with molecules of a certain type.  


"Here's a larger quote from him.  'Conscious experiences, such as our sensations and feelings, are nothing more than evolved illusions generated within biological brains.'  
 Since we can apprehend the world only through the mechanisms of our conscious experience, we have no escape from our confinement within our 'evolved illusions.'


"Ergo, you can divide fact from value if you want to --pace Dan-- but you're deluding yourselves if you think you can get a really objective ‘Is’ any more than you can get an objective ‘Should’ (or any other dimension of value).  LOUIS"


Which produced a curt reply from Barry.  "I've always gotten the willies whenever someone issues a 'Nothing But' declaration," he wrote, putting that over a pasted copy of that phrase from Johnston that our sensations and feelings are "nothing more than" evolved illusions.  


And Mike wrote in, over a pasting of Louis's opening statement that the matter of redness was a specific instance of a "more general truth," "I'd like to ask what that more general truth is, of which this is an instance."


And Louis replied shortly, "The general truth is that we cannot really know anything about objective reality, as everything we say we know is inevitably filtered through our own bodily ways of perceiving and through the interpretive frameworks that have grown out of the particularities of our bodily experience.  LOUIS"


"I don't like to be repetitive," Mike wrote back, "but I'm tempted to truck out that previous question for duty again:  'What the hell do you mean by that?'  We can't know anything?  Are you denying the validity of the empirical approach to knowledge that science has applied for some centuries now?  Are you denying the power of rationality, sorting through a body of evidence, to come to real knowledge of the objective world around us?  (And incidentally, if you believe what you're saying, it would certainly make one wonder what you possibly could mean by a 'general truth.')  MIKE"


This time it was that other fellow I didn't know --that other 'uninvited co-conspirator' as I'd dubbed him in my own mind-- who replied.  Bart wrote:  "Let me bring in another book.  This one's from a fellow named Johnson (entitled The Body in the Mind:  The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination, and Reason), and maybe between Johnson and Johnston we can provide a band-aid to help you with this wounding of your 'naive realism.'


"Actually, Johnson is hunting quarry more sophisticated than the naive realism that imagines that roses are really red, violets are really blue, and sugar is really sweet (and doubtless, so are all of you).  He's after what he calls Objectivism.  Objectivism thinks we apprehend reality itself through our minds, but Johnson argues that our creaturely nature inevitably intercedes between us and any external reality.  BART"


"I'm not sure I understand this argument," Earl wrote in next.  "I know that there's no way I can prove that anyone exists beside myself.  As Descartes indicated, in his way, all I know is that I have some kind of experiential consciousness.  But I regard focusing on that failure to prove that anything besides me exists as just a temporarily interesting cul de sac of thought, a kind of solipsistic game.  Am I to take your argument any more seriously than that?  I'm a social scientist, and I operate from what seems to me the reasonable assumption that real knowledge is possible.  Can you flesh out Johnson's argument somewhat further?  EARL


"'Flesh out,' eh.  Now there's the body thinking in its own terms," Bart began his reply.  "As to whether you should take my argument seriously or not, you'll have to be the judge of that.  (Who else?!)  Anyway, let me dish up some more flesh.


"Here's Johnson's account of the world as seen by those he calls Objectivists.  'The world [according to Objectivism] consists of objects that have properties and stand in various relationships independent of human understanding.  The world is as it is, no matter what any person happens to believe about it, and there is one correct “God's-Eye-View” about what the world is really like.  In other words, there is a rational structure to reality, independent of the beliefs of any particular people, and correct reason mirrors this rational structure.' 



"Maybe, social scientist that you are, that's what you think you're up to.


"Certainly, much of the Western 'progress of knowledge' has been predicated on such notions.  Our intelligence is presumed, says Johnson, to be disembodied.  That's the way it was with Cartesian rationality, he says, and it continues.  Somehow, we manage to extricate ourselves from ourselves to become disembodied perceivers of the universe-as-it-really-is, using categories that are embedded in the world and not a function of our own natures.


"Here's how Johnson describes the epistemology of the Objectivists.  'To describe an objective reality of this sort,' he says, 'we need language that expresses concepts that can map onto the objects, properties, and relations in a literal, univocal, context-independent fashion.  Reasoning to gain knowledge of our world is seen as requiring the joining of such concepts into propositions that describe aspects of reality.  Reason is thus a purely formal capacity to connect up, and to draw inferences from, these literal concepts according to the rule of logic.  Words are arbitrary symbols which, though meaningless in themselves, get their meaning by virtue of their capacity to correspond directly to things in the world. And rational thought can be viewed as an algorithmic manipulation of such symbols.'  
 


"But Johnson argues that 'what are often thought of as abstract meanings and inferential patterns actually do depend on schemata derived from our bodily experience and problem-solving.'  
 BART"


This time it was Dan who immediately asked for further clarification, saying that he was 'hungry' for more flesh about the role of the flesh.  And Bart wrote back to oblige.


"I wouldn't mind if Johnson had brought it off a bit more vividly and completely, myself," Bart confessed.  "I'd have liked to have gotten a more 'visceral' sense of how our overall structures of thought and categories of understanding are 'rooted' in our bodily experience.  But in any event, central to his argument is the notion that there are image schemata and their metaphorical projections,' that are most fundamental to our ways of understanding.   So metaphor is a big thing in this, and the unacknowledged role that metaphor plays in our whole intellectual structure. (He laments how rare it is that any of those who think about the nature of our knowledge and understanding 'have ever recognized metaphor as a pervasive principle of human understanding that underlies our vast network of interrelated literal meanings.' 
)  Metaphor, and the whole imaginative process, are too often dismissed as inferior to what is regarded as an objective kind of knowledge --metaphor 'crosses' categories that are said not to exist in the real world out there, imagination is regarded as too private and idiosyncratic 
-- as if we ever could escape from the grip of metaphor.


"But he says metaphor is fundamental to our whole intellectual enterprise.  And then, beneath the metaphor, are the bodily experiences that are our fundamental ways of relating to the world, and the root source of our metaphors.  BART"


"I think there's something to that, though not nearly enough to take us all the way out of Objectivism, in my view."  This was Dan.  "And I'm rather fond of exploring the world of metaphor, and the way it truly does pervade so much of our ways of experiencing and, yes, knowing too.


"A propos of which, I came across a tasty little morsel of a quote the other day making precisely the same point.  It's from a fellow named Lenat, and here's the paragraph:


"'Almost every sentence is packed with metaphors and analogies.  An unbiased example:  here is the first article we saw today (April 7, 1987), the lead story in the Wall Street Journal:  "Texaco lost a major ruling in its legal battle with Pennzoil.  The Supreme Court dismantled Texaco's protection against having to post a crippling $12 billion appeals bond, pushing Texaco to the brink of a Chapter 11 filing?"  Lost?  Major?  Battle?  Dismantled?  Posting?  Crippling?  Pushing?  Brink?  The example drives home the point that, far from overinflating the need for real-world knowledge in language understanding, the usual arguments about disambiguation barely scratch the surface.  (Drive?  Home? The point?  Far?  Overinflating?  Scratch?  Surface?  Oh, no, I can't call a halt to this!  (call?  halt?))'  



"Pretty nifty, no?  DAN"


"Yeah, it's good stuff," James posted next.  "And I've often noticed how metaphor comes in not only in that way, but also is embedded in the very words we use.  (Embedded?)  What I mean is that if we look, for example, at the roots of our most conceptual language --usually in Latin or Greek-- we find some image that's pretty elemental.  Take the root common to 'structure,' 'instruct,' and 'destruction.'  The root is Latin for 'to build.'  And as for the body, I sense an almost palpable feeling of the arms engaged in grappling and holding.  And take the root common to 'convert,' 'divert,' or 'pervert.'  There the root has to do with turning, and one can feel at the heart of these words --at least I have this bodily imaginative sense-- a sense of the body rotating in a change of directions.  JAMES"


A couple of messages then came in.  Earl's was brief, saying, "I'm not sure that 'F = ma' is in any meaningful way a metaphor, or grounded in our bodies."  And the other was from Barry.


"The psychologist Eugene Gendlin," Barry wrote, "has developed some powerful tools --he calls his discipline "Focusing"-- to enable people to contact where it is that their thought-and-feeling wants to go and to help foster its movement.  Fundamental to his discipline is what he calls a 'felt sense,' truly a bodily tension or potentiality that is the beginning, he says, of all of our intellectual and psychological creativity.  BARRY"


Then Sam responded to Earl's message about F = ma, saying "Isn't it possible that if we were completely different kinds of creatures, not having bodies anything at all like what we have, that we'd not formulate concepts precisely the same as 'force' and 'mass'? SAM"


An interesting question, I thought-- meaning one which I had no idea how to answer.


"You said, Dan," Bart wrote next, "that while you grant something to what I laid out from Johnson, such as the importance of metaphor to our thinking, you'd not let go entirely of Objectivism.  I don't get it, this half-way position.  Isn't that like someone's being partly pregnant?  LOUIS"


"I don't see it as an 'all or nothing' matter," Dan replied.  "You and Louis seem to be saying that there are no facts, that we can know nothing, truly, about external reality.  What I will grant is that none of our maps are identical with the territory, but that we nonetheless do get good maps that tell us real and true things about what's out there.  DAN"


"Let's go back to Johnston," Louis proposed in his next message, "the fellow who said our conscious experiences are 'are nothing more than evolved illusions generated within biological brains.'  He's the fellow who said that there's no such thing as 'redness.'  So what, then, happens with what Johnson (without the 't') calls our Objectivist notions of our being able to see the world somehow as it is, independently of the nature of the human minds that are doing the apprehending?  LOUIS


"Just what does it mean to say that 'redness' is an illusion?" began the next message, from James.  "It seems that Johnston may well be proposing a tautology, something along the lines of what Earl was talking about earlier in terms of how we define 'meaning.'  If 'redness' refers to the experiential sensation that we get when we look at what we call a red rose, then of course it's true that 'redness' is not in the rose.  By definition.  


"But our experience of 'redness' corresponds to the influx through our eyes of light of a certain, identifiable frequency.  I note that even where Johnston asserts that redness is not in the external world, he concedes that our experience of redness is 'evoked by a particular frequency of electromagnetic radiation striking the retina.' 
  Do you deny that we can speak meaningfully of such frequencies of such radiation?  JAMES"


It was Bart who responded.  "Still just a little bit pregnant?  You want to build your castles on a foundation of quicksand.  The quicksand is shown by this other statement from Johnston:  'The human brain did not evolve to accurately represent the world around us; it evolved only to enhance the survival of our genes.' 
  Once we recognize that what we got for an image of the world is not accurate representation, but a kind of illusion, we are compelled to relinquish the notion of objectivity, the notion that we get any sort of reliable 'truth.'  BART"


Two quick responses, the first from James and then one from Herman.


"'Compelled.'  Good Latin root," James replied.  "Seems like this kind of 'force,' for all its bodily metaphor --one can almost feel the pushing hand on one's back-- is real enough for you that it must be taken seriously."


"Let's assume it's true what Johnston says," Herman wrote, "that the determinative criterion for the structuring of our brains was not the maximization of the accuracy of our picture of the world but rather the maximization of the likelihood of our survival.  Louis and Bart seem to think that once we've conceded that, we've undercut any pretensions we might have to possess real and accurate knowledge of the world.  If accuracy --if truth-- were an all-or-nothing matter, then their argument might hold up.  If the only kind of truth worth calling truth were the Truth --that 'God's-eye' picture of 'the thing in itself'-- then maybe we couldn't be a little bit pregnant.  But that seems to me an unwarranted, absolutist kind of leap to make.


"If we have evolved to survive in this world, the implication clearly is that what we see and how we think are in some fundamental way a kind of projection of the world in which we evolved.  It is not only we who 'project' into the world, but also the world that has been projecting over the eons its own properties and characteristics into us, into our sensory apparatus and into our mental faculties.  We see 'redness' because in the external world light behaves in certain ways that it paid for us to be aware of.  And if we are able to think in logical, rational ways about the various things that we come to apprehend about the world, it is because the world has, through natural selection, shaped our minds to be able to process information and come to valid conclusions that help us to survive.  Because our whole bodies are, in some sense, a mapping of the nature of the world around us, the maps that we construct about that world are also, as Dan said, quite useful and in important ways accurate and true representations of that world.  HERMAN"


"Exactly, Herman.  The point is, it works!  And so it must be, in some substantial sense, true."  This was Earl again.  "It works not only at the rudimentary, creaturely level of our being able to navigate our way around the world without bumping into every table, but also at the larger level of the human scientific enterprise.  It works!  Our representations get confirmation all the time by the ways that our propositions, from F = ma on through the rest of the body of scientific knowledge, allow us to put a man on the moon, engineer genetic changes in living organisms, manufacture a light bulb that screws into a lamp and lights up when we flip the switch.


"Maybe not Truth in the sense of something final and complete --science doesn't even pretend to that-- but still truth.  EARL"


Mike wrote next.  "I agree-- this attack on the idea of our possessing knowledge with objective validity seems like an over-reaction to the nonetheless important realization that we are finite and fallible and that all our knowledge is filtered through our limits and creaturely structures.  We do see something that's true, and 'out there' about our world.  It's good that we have some humility about that knowledge, since it probably contains distortions and omissions, and since we don't really know just which parts of our picture would be altered in a God's-eye view, and which are there embedded in reality itself, like the skeleton embedded in the body of a whale, giving the enormous body its whale-like shape.  MIKE"


"Precisely!  You don't know what's true in your little truth and what's not true.  You don't know where there might be big holes in your so-called objective understanding, even though there might be holes big enough for a whale to swim through."  This was Louis.


"Here, consider this," Louis continued.  "There are people who suffer damage to a particular area of the visual cortex and thereby lose all vision of color.  (No 'redness' for them.)  But what's remarkable about these people, and what I'm inviting you to consider, is not that they can't see color.  And it's not just that they cannot even recall color.  Beyond that, these people cannot imagine such a thing as color. 
  


"Now we, with our visual cortex intact, know what these people are missing.  But what about the position of these people, who are missing something important but do not even have a place in their minds, their brains, to conceive of the nature of what's lacking in their view of the world?


"And here, then, is the question:  in what way are we like those people?  What is it that we may not only not perceive, but have no capability even of conceiving, about the world we live in?  What kinds of holes in our picture might there be, lacunae that are wholly beyond our capacity to fathom?  


"'Humility' requires us to admit that all our knowledge is just a matter of our fallible organisms projecting their way of sensing and their limited categories onto a universe that's beyond our grasp.  LOUIS"


At this point Renata appeared again.  She'd shown up before, extolling the evocative powers of the fragrance of basil, but now she seemed to be writing from her experience working in academia.  "It's an interesting question, Louis, but why persist in making our knowledge such an all-or-nothing thing.  This argument concerns me, not only because I think it throws out too much baby with the bathwater.  But also, because I have seen at first hand some of the dangers of people giving up on the idea of having any genuine relationship with reality.  The dangers come, it seems from the notion that comes in the wake of that surrender:  the notion that we're free to invent our reality howsoever we choose, without feeling obliged to strive to discover an objective reality that's ours to obey rather than to command.


"This is a huge problem in academia nowadays, at least in some areas.  (And also, I'd say, in the wider culture-- where too many journalists seem willing to make up their stories, to tell the story the way they'd like it to be, without feeling a need to tell their readers it's fiction they're writing; where political discourse devolves into 'spin'; where the idea of truth seems in general to be losing out to the idea of appealing 'stories.')  I'll just illustrate it with a brief quotation close at hand, from a piece I came across earlier this week in my readings.


"The author of the piece, Cynthia Ozick, writes about the erosion among professional historians of the idea of objective truth: 'Scholars are nowadays calling historiography into radical question; history is seen as the historian's clay; omniscience is suspect, objectivity is suspect, the old-fashioned claims of historical truthfulness are suspect; the causes of the Peloponnesian war are sometimes what I say they are, and sometimes what you say they are.'


"On this question, I'm with Ozick, when she concludes by saying, 'Your Napoleon may not be my Napoleon, but the fact of Napoleon is incontrovertible.  To whatever degree, history is that which is owed to reality.'  RENATA"


"I second what you're saying, Renata, about the dangers that beset us from a too-despairing --or is it too bold-- reaction to the recognition of our epistemological limits," wrote Dan next.  "Let me add to your quote about that danger yet another quote.  'We no longer understand the world in terms of our explanations, we simply use them to control the environment.  Explanations now satisfy only the desire for power and control.'  
  DAN"


"Somewhat surprisingly, I see here a place in which I can make common cause with you fellows."  This was from Ken, who'd been silent a while.  "I'd like to take as the text for my tiny sermon that quote of Dan's.  If we allow what used to be a mission of 'truth-finding' or 'truth-telling' to become just another arena for fabrication and manipulation, we lose one of the pillars of a decent world.  


"Actually, maybe 'pillar' isn't the right word.  It is more like a wall, or a road, something that restrains or guides us.  The truth is not just a tool for our use.  It is also a representation of something outside of ourselves, an order greater than ourselves, that we are wise to align ourselves with, to submit to.  KEN"


"Yes, I'd agree," Herman now wrote.  "It might be said that our willingness to respect the truth is one of our most important survival mechanisms."


At this point, the conversation was in some way complete in the sense that all the ideas we as a group had to offer on this question seemed now to be on the table.  Nonetheless, Louis and Bart continued to press their case, reiterating in various ways their idea that even our so-called facts were projections onto the world.  


At one point in this, Peter wrote to me publicly, i.e. on the forum, asking me if the argument Louis and Bart were making was furthering the cause for which I'd convened the discussion.  I decided that, when asked so directly, I ought to respond, and so I wrote a message that began by expressing my appreciation of the overall challenge that the two had raised.  I thought the discussion it stimulated had been useful and clarifying.  For my own inquiry, however, this question of the objective reality of our facts felt peripheral to the main question of meaning, i.e. to the standing we accord to the values we experience as attached to them.  With the added humility that people like James and Dan had added to our sense of our hold on objective reality, I said, I was pretty content with the idea that we do possess some kind and degree of objective reality.  That did not feel like the place from which my feeling 'haunted' came, and my vote was that --again, with my thanks to Louis and Bart for their thought-provoking challenge-- we return to the exploration of the question of meaning.


Louis and Bart each responded with various messages that tried to goad us back into that argument about objectivity.  A little time went by and no one responded.  Louis sent out one more message accusing us of finking out on our intellectual responsibilities.  And again no one responded.  


Soon, James sent in a message that offered us a line of exploration that seemed intriguing and fitting --touching upon where we had just been, leading us back into the basic issues that had arisen in our exploration of our experience of meaning, and, as it turned out, providing a doorway into some new dimensions of the subject—and, in the wake of that, Barry wrote a message to hold out an olive branch of sorts to Louis and Bart.  Barry's message seconded my appreciation of their raising their point and invited them to join us in the line of discussion just then beginning.


But from those two fellows, we never heard again.
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