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ABSTRACT
Knowledge of the Self

Laird Stevens, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 1994

I contend that a great deal of western philosophical
thought is based upon a mistaken assumption, and that is:
there is something real that we can know. I argue that, on
the contrary, insofar as our experience is of a world that
has meaning, this experience is not of the world "as it
really is," but of the world as we perceive it through
language. The very process of making the world meaningful,
or learning about it, is at the same time a mediation of the
world.

Because the self has, for the most part, been
conceived as some kind of object, in Part One I discuss the
relationship between language and (1) our experience of
objects, and (2) our experience of objects in time. 1In Part
Two I examine the two traditional approaches to knowledge,
and attempt to show that empiricism yields no knowledge of
"reality" and that metaphysics is unmeaningful. I conclude
that, while we cannot know what is real, we continue to
desire to do so, and so continue to make the world
meaningful in various ways.

In Part Three I claim that the self is something that

we cannot know--although we try to know ourselves by telling



stories about ourselves to ourselves--and that all attempts
to describe the self result in the creation of models. I
define ‘models’ as broad, compelling representations of what
the self is, but which are incapable of accommodating one or
another obvious feature of human experience.

In Part Four I apply all of the above to the
disciplines of psychology and literary criticism.
Specifically, I criticize Stanley Fish’s notion of the
interpretation (the "making meaningful") of texts, and
analyze what is called “dissociative identity disorder’
(formerly ‘multiple personality disorder’)--a disorder that
makes sense only on the assumption that many selves can
inhabit a single body.

Finally, in Part Five, I admit that this entire thesis
is nonsense, insofar as it is an attempt to say: "This is
how things are." I conclude, however, that there are
greater and lesser pieces of nonsense in the world, and that
the value of philosophy resides in being able expose great

nonsense as nonsense.

iv



INTRODUCTION

Chapter

TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART ONE
PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS (THE SELF AS UNITY IN

1. LANGUAGE AND THE WORLD .

2. HISTORY .

Preliminary Conclusions

3. THE POVERTY OF EMPIRICISM

.

PART TWO
KNOWLEDGE (THE TRADITIONAL METHODOLOGIES)

4. THE LURE OF METAPHYSICS

5. THE SELF: LANGUAGE,

6. MODELLING:

7. THE INTERPRETATION OF LITERATURE: REWORKING
THE READER-RESPONSE THEORY OF STANLEY FISH

8. THE PROBLEM OF MULTIPLE PERSONALITY DISORDER

PART THREE
THE SELF (THE OBJECT OF KNOWLEDGE)

*

.

SOCIETY AND MEMORY

HISTORICAL MODELS OF THE SELF .

PART FOUR
RELATED CONSIDERATIONS

PART FIVE
CONCLUSIONS

9. THE VALUE OF PHILOSOPHY .

NOTES . . .

BIBLIOGRAPHY

TIME)

40
78

82
128

159
200

236
293

359
364

417



INTRODUCTION

Western philosophers have tended to regard the self--
the essence of what it is to be a human being--as some kind
of an entity, or thing. When the self is the object of
knowledge, it literally becomes an obiject.

If the self is to be seen as an object, then it must
have the same sorts of attributes that we normally expect
objects to have. First and foremost, it must have a
certain permanence; it cannot just flicker into and out of
existence. In short, it must be a unity that persists in
time. This is as true of the Platonic eternal soul as it is
of the Cartesian ‘thinking thing’. Even though Descartes
suggests that he might cease to exist were he to stop
thinking, he does not doubt that if he continues to think,
he will continue to be the same person.

However, if the self is an object, it is certainly a
very mysterious one. For one thing, it doesn’t seem to have
an easily discoverable location. Plato put it one place,
and Descartes somewhere else; Hume said he couldn’t find it
at all. Now, in this regard, the self is very unlike any
other object we are likely to encounter. If I claimed to
have a pair of shoes, and yet was perpetually unsure as to
their whereabouts, one could be forgiven for wondering

1



whether or not those shoes actually existed at all. One
could at least assert that whether they existed or not could
really make no difference to me, seeing as I could never
find them and put them on.

And yet in spite of this type of difficulty,
philosophers have persisted in viewing the self as some kind
of object, and this, I think, for a very good reason. That
is: it just seems so transparently obvious to us that we are
who we are, and the experiences we have are our experiences,
and we are the ones--the only ones-~who have access to these
experiences. When we think about ourselves, it is as though
we are sitting down in front of a mirror. We are just
there, so to speak.

Indeed, I cannot meaningfully use the term ‘self’
unless I am referring to something that persists through
time. My memories, the abilities I have acguired, and so
forth, make no sense unless my existence has been a
continuous one. (This is not, of course, an argument that I
do have an essence that persists through time; this is only
to say what I must presuppose if I am to use the word ‘self’
at all.)

I have structured this work accordingly. Because I am
starting from within the tradition of viewing the self as an
nbject, the first four chapters constitute a long but
necessary preliminary to my main focus--the study of the

self. That is: I begin by analyzing our experience of the



world of objects and the relationship of this world to
language. Then I examine the concept of history, or the
world of our experience in time. I conclude that our
experience both of objects and of events are mediated by the
language that we speak. Following this, I shift my
attention to the concept of knowledge, and discuss the two
main approaches to knowledge that exist within the western
philosophical tradition: empiricism and metaphysics. I
conclude that empiricism yields no knowledge of the world
as it is, and that metaphysics is the always unsuccessful
attempt to know what cannot be known. I contend, however,
that the motivation behind both empiricism and metaphysics--
the desire to know--is what frequently leads us to believe
in scientific or metaphysical representations of the world.
Having laid these foundations, as it were, I then
begin a study of the self, and our knowledge of it. The key
concepts in this analysis are those of language, society and
story-telling. I conclude that we can never achieve
knowledge of the self proper. However, I also argue that we
can and do construct very compelling models of what it is to
be a human being, and that our desire for knowledge of the
self often leads us to mistake these models for the self as
it is. 1In order to demonstrate this, I then look at five of
the most famous of these models--those of Plato, Descartes,
Hume, Kant and Freud--and show that what these thinkers

portray as the self are, in fact, only models.
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Finally, I briefly examine the reader-response theory
of Stanley Fish and the notion of dissociative identity
disorder (until 1994, this was referred to as ‘multiple
personality disorder’}) in order to determine what relation
they have to the theory of the self.

My goal here has been to lay bare an assumption common
to most western philosophical thought. Dilemmas such as the
mind/body problem, the problem of induction, the problem of
personal identity, and the problem of other minds, all

evaporate when this assumption is seen to be false.



PART ONE

PRELIITNARY CONSIDERATIONS

(THE SELF AS UNITY IN TIME)



CHAPTER 1
LANGUAGE AND THE WORLD

To imagine a language is to imagine a form of life.
Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations

Perhaps the greatest mistake in the western
philosophical tradition is exemplified by the following
sentence: "There is something real that we can know." This
claim has been made in a multiplicity of ways since Plato,
with varying emphases upon the self, experience or
consciousness, and the world. The basic assumption,
however, remains the same: that however much appearance we
may encounter, there is somewhere a reality; that however
many variants we may find, there is somewhere an essence;
that however many interpretations we may make, there is
somewhere a truth; and that if we search long and hard
enough, the truth about thic essential reality will somehow
become evident to us. In our search for this knowledge, the
question asked time and again is the familiar Platonic one:
where in the flux can stability be found?

To reveal the core assumption in the above claim, I
will restate it as follows: "There exists a meaningful world
to which experience gives us immediate access." That is:

the world we experience is not only real, but exists in a
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particular and meaningful wav, and the experience we have of
it is sufficient for us to be able to make knowledge claims
about it. The world is just there; we see it as it is.

This model! of the interaction between ourselves and the
world is the one seemingly dictated by ~—~mmon sense, the one
embedded in the grammar of our language, the subject-verb-
object relation. On this model, when I say, "I see the
sun," my assumption is that I am here, and the sun is there,
and I am seeing it.

This is a very simple model. It is so simple that it
seems almost ridiculous to attack it--and when it is
attacked, it is often because the model is seen as too
simple. What, it is asked, of the complicated mechanisms cf
perception? What of the intervening representations of the
world in the brain? What of the peculiarities and obvious
limitations of human perception? Locke wondered whether,

by the different structure of our organs, it were so
ordered that the same object should produce in several
men's minds different ideas at the same time; v.g. if
the idea that a violet produced in one man’s mind by his
eyes were the same that a marigold produced in another
man’s, and vice versa.?
What presuppositions, in other words, are being made about
the nature of the experiencing subject, about the nature of
the experienced world, if we endorse the subject-verb-object
view of experience?

And yet, these questions, however provocative, are

ultimately misleading. They are misleading because, in



complicating the issue of what it means to experience the
world, they tacitly assume the truth of what has in fact
been called into question. The mechanisms of perception
may be impossibly intricate, but this only lengthens the
chain, as it were, between subject and object. That is: no
matter how many analogues are to be found in the process of
visual perception between the time light initially impinges
on my eye, and my eventual conception of ‘sun’, the basic
presupposition is still that my conception is directly
related to some one thing in the world. The same problem
remains with respect to our representation of objects and
the limited nature of our perceptions. (It also remains if
I decide to divide my perceptions in two, and call one half
‘sensations’ and the other half ‘perceptions’. This is why
I have not bothered to distinguish between the two here.)

It is true, then, that the subject-verb-object model
of experience is a very simplistic one. However, this is
also irrelevant to the main issue. However elusive the
unity of the self, and however difficult our knowledge of a
world in flux, it is still possible to maintain the subject-
verb-object model as the general framework within which to
view experience. This can be seen by looking at a truly
radical version of the self, that contained in Hume's
Treatise.

The mind is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions
successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide

away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and
situations. There is properly no simplicity in it at



one time, nor identity in different; whatever natural
propension we may have to imagine that simplicity and
identity. The comparison of the theatre must not
mislead us. They are the successive perceptions only,
that constitute the mind.?
Even though in this case the very notion of a self is being
questioned, the subject-verb-object model is still at work.
All that is being questioned is the persistence of the so-
called self through time. The individual (and possibly
unrelated) perceptions are still representations of isolated
bits of the external world to which the access is seen as
direct and immediate.

Before going into a detailed explanation of why the
subject~-verb-object model is wrong, why we have no direct
access to the world, why we cannot say that there is
something real that we can know, I would like to give a few
examples of the pervasiveness of this model in western
philosophy and culture.®

An obvious place to start is with Plato. Plato held,
of course, that knowledge of the sensory world is impossible
because of this world’s ever-changing nature. On the face
of it, then, Plato is affirming that we do not have direct
access to the world. However, this does not make knowledge
itself an impossibility. In the Forms, Plato found what he
thought would count as objects of knowledge: things

immutable. The Socrates of the Republic says:

We are sufficiently assured of this, then, even if we
should examine it from every point of view, that that
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which entirely is is entirely knowable, and that which
in no way is is in every way unknowable?’

This knowledge of the Forms, or of what is real, clearly
fits into the mod=21 I am examining, which posits a direct
access to the object of knowledge. It does not matter that
the approach is an intellectual one, or that the experience
of the Forms has nothing to do with sensory experience.
What matters is that a direct relation between subject and
object is assumed possible.

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, the possibility of
direct access to the "real"” world is also assumed. Whether
this takes the form uof God having spoken to Moses, or God
currently speaking to the Pope, or God speaking on a one-to-
one basis with Protestants, the same premise is always
present: in a world of sin, there is still an absolutely
guaranteed way of finding out what is good, and that is
because we have access to the word of God.

Descartes, in his Meditations, relies on the notion of
direct access to God as well. Although he does not rely on
God to prove his own existence, he remains a disembodied
*thinking thing’ in a world of possible illusion until he
proves God’s existence, and more importantly, his
benevolence. 1t is only because Ged would not deceive
Descartes, and because Descartes can know this, that he can
claim that the way the world appears to be is the way it is.

(It can be noted, in passing, that there is no
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contradiction between Descartes’s saying that, "it is not to
be wondered that God does some things I do not understand,"®
and his claiming to know that God "cannot be deceitful."’
The latter claim rests upon his assertion that "any fraud or
deceit depends on some defect,"® meaning that deceit is
logically excluded from God'’'s behavioural repertoire by
Descartes’s definition of God, whereas the former depends
upon the fact that "the faculty of right judgment" given
him by God does not exist "in an infinite degree."’

However, the point is there is nothing mediating between
either Descartes’s knowledge of God or his knowledge of one
of God’s attributes, that is, benevolence.)

It is interesting to note that while the above three
theories throw either our knowledge or the importance of the
empirical world into doubt, they nevertheless rely upon what
is perhaps the quintessential assumption of empiricism. The
notion of direct access to the world is, as has already been
noted, much more readily seen in a philosopher such as Hume,
where the assumption becomes explicit. For Hume, people are
essentially recording devices with playback capabilities.

To continue in this anachronistic analogy, the world is our
input, which we originally record in the form of
"impressions, " and then may play back as "ideas." It goes
without saying that the "sense-datum" of later British
empiricists posits the same relationship of subject to

world.
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It will be argued later!® that many philosophical
views of what constitutes the self depend upon the same
assumption. However, enough has been said to show the
ubiquitous nature of the model under discussion. The
question now becomes, "Why, then, does this constitute a
philosophical mistake?"

To restate the question more fully: "Why is the belief
in direct (unmediated) access to a meaningful reality a
mistaken one?" The answer is simple: language stands in our
way. Our experience, to the extent that it is meaningful,
is always mediated by the language that we speak. The very
act of ‘making meaningful’ is itself an act of mediation.
The reality we know, therefore, is always something
mediated; the reality we seek to know, something unfettered
by language, is always and inevitably beyond our grasp, and
is put beyond our grasp by the very acts of ‘making
meaningful’ and “knowing’. To elaborate and fine-tune these
assertions will be the business of the bulk of this chapter

and the next.

Words and Things

What is the relationship between words and things?
This question, however straightforward it looks, yet
contains an unwarranted assumption. It assumes that there
are two somehow "naturally" divided realms (words on this

side, things on the other), and that the basic problem is
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how to go about connecting the two. This assumption rests
at bottom upon a faulty view of language, that is:

the individuul words in language name objects--sentences
are combinations of such names.--In this picture of
language we find the roots of the following idea: Every
word has a meaning. This meaning is correlated with the
word. It is the object for which the word stands.!!

An obvious example of the mistake contained in this
assumption may be seen with reference to the word
‘primates’, coined by the botanist Linnaeus. Amongst the
other more commonly accepted members of the primates,
Linnaeus included the bats. In other words, under his
classificatory system, the bats were experienced as
primates. Since then, the bats have been given their own
order (the chiroptera contain only the bats). Here, at
least, it is clear that words and things do not constitute
two utterly divisible realms. Clearly, what is experienced
(the bats) has a great deal to do with the word used to
describe the thing (‘primates’ or ‘chiroptera‘’). 1In
general, it is therefore better not to assume that the two
realms can be easily distinguished.

This becomes clearer if we realize that the meaning of
a word should in no sense be taken to indicate the existence
of anything in the world corresponding to the word. The
idea that it does so stems from the denotational theory of
meaning, and the unholy union this last forged between

truth, meaning, and existence. To see this, it is only

necessary to examine words like ‘history’, ‘example’,
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‘trustworthiness’, or ‘unicorn’, not to mention ‘truth’,
‘meaning’, and ‘existence’. It is simply a mistake to
assume that because we have a word, we should look for
something in che world that corresponds to it. (I am ha:i
ignoring an even more obvious set of words, which would
include, for instance, ‘however’, ‘of’, ‘the’, etc.) These
words all make sense, and yet there is nothing we can point
to in the world that would be an instance of any of them.

To think that a word has meaning only if it can be used to
refer to something, and to think of any sentence that
contains a word that cannot be so used as being either
meaningless or false, is to implicitly accept that all words
function as names do. This is easily shown to be false.
Therefore, to talk about something is not at all the same as
talking about some thing.

However, if we cannot separate from the beginning the
realms of words and things, and if words do not imply the
existence of something they may be used to refer to, then
denotationalism reaches an abrupt dead end. How then are we
to discuss the meaning that words have?

An effective approach to this question is to simply
look at what I am doing when I ask what a particular word
means. I am, in fact, asking that the word be defined in
words I already know. If someone were to define ‘atonal’
music for me as "music not having a tonic,” I wouldn’t be

much further ahead unless I knew that a tonic was the base
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note of a particular key. A new word must become meaningful
to me in terms of the language I already speak.

For this reason, I feel that the meaning of a word
must not be seen as a function of all those things it might
be used to refer to, but rather in terms of the other
elements of the language which one speaks. For a word to
have a r _ning, then, it must be part of a system, a
language. This, in fact, is precisely what meaning is:
belenging to a system. (This notion of what meaning is can
be extended to things beyond language. For instance, I can
say that a smile has meaning because it belongs to a certain
cultural repertoire of facial expressions that we use to
convey pleasure and displeasure. To entirely cover one's
top lip with one’s bottom lip does not convey anything,
because this action does not belong to this repertoire.)

The rmeaning that a word has is the place it has in the
language.

But what relevance does this have for the relationship
between words and things? Well, there is one aspect of our
experience that is sometimes overlooked. When I look down
the street, I will see houses and cars, streetlights and
shop windows, and so forth. And this is precisely the
point. I am not seeing anonymous items which I then match
to my language. I look down something I immediately
experience as a street, and I see the things on this street

as houses and cars, streetlights and shop windows. My
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immediate experience then, at least when I perceive things
which are familiar to me, that I know, that are meaningful,
is paradoxically an experience of things mediated by
language.

The conclusion to be drawn from this is obvious: as
far as language and experience are concerned, the objects of
my experience are made meaningful for me--become what they
are--in terms of the language that I speak. (This is what I
mean by the phrase ‘meaningful world’. I mean the world
which has been made meaningful to us through our acquiring a
language.) That is: insofar as the world is meaningful,
insofar as we can talk about it at all, our experience of it
is mediated by the language that we speak. I see the
meaningful world through the lens of language.

Now although our experience is always mediated by
language, this does not mean what we experience is always
meaningful to us. That is: language is not to be thought of
as a condition of the possibility of experience itself. On
the contrary, there are many things we experience that are
not meaningful to us, many things that we don’t know, and
many things we want to learn. I may walk down a new street
which is nct meaningful to me; I may hear music full of
strange chord structures. (Other "unmeaningful experiences"
would include: the face of a clock before we have learned to
tell time, the picture on an American $5,000 bill before we

know it is the fourth prasident, the activity in one type of



church ceremony before we are aware of the institution of
marriage, and so on.) However--and this is the point--if we
wish to talk about any of these things that are not
meaningful to us, we must make tnem meaningful through
language. We must turn the "something" into some thing.

So, I may look at a herb garden and see: weeds. My
knowledge cf gardens may be such that I expect only flowers
and vegetables to grow in them. My knowledge of plants may
be of a very general kind, so that I can distinguish trees,
shrubs, flowers, vegetables and weeds. I will then not even
see a herb garden as a garden, but as a part of the larger
garden that has been untended.

On the other hand, someone else might not only see the
herb garden for what it is, but see that it contains basil,
dill, coriander, and so on. If I want to be able to do
this, I must learn the language of herbs and the look of the
plants. And then I will no longer be seeing leaves, but
coriander leaves, for instance.

The consequences of this are far-reaching, because it
can now be seen that the very act of ‘making meaningful’
(the largest sense of what we mean by "learning") is an act
of mediation. In order for something to beccme meaningful
to us, it must find a place in our language. We will
subsequently view it through the place it has. Our
experience of it will therefore be always a mediated one,

one mediated by language. Indeed, the very act of trying to
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know the world--to make it meaningful, to systematize it--is
at the same time an act that mediates it. We therefore
never have immediate access to a meaningful world.

This is a crucial point, so I hope it will bear
restating. The world is a strange place, and we wish to
know what. things are and how things are. We wish the things
in the world to have a certain order, in fact, a meaning.
But as we learn about the world, as we incorporate
unmeaningful experience into our language, our experience is
increasingly a mediated one. As we stride towards
"reality,* we are pushing it away.

To revert to the example of the herb garden: surely,
we want to say, the person who sees the herbs as weeds is
merely ignorant, and the person who sees the coriander as
coriander is seeing things as they really are. It is simply
a fact that that plant is coriander.

Here, the assumption that "there is something real
that we can know" presents itself in a different guise. We
take it for granted that we are all experiencing the same
world. But if you see coriander and I see weeds, ve are
certainly not experiencing these plants in the same way.

And so what sense does it make to say we are experiencing
the same plants?

It would make sense to say we are experiencing the
same something. As long as we don'’t associate or contrast

it with something else, as long as we don't place it in some
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sort of a system;, as long as it remains without meaning to
us, then yes, we can say we are experiencing the same
something. However, the moment we begin to experience
something as somehow meaningful, then the only justification
for saying that we are experiencing the same thing is that
we speak the same language, which is to say that we have the
same system through which we experience the world.

Otherwise, I don’t know what we would mean by saying
that we were experiencing the "same" world. How could
anyone possibly know this? Even if we were able shed our
language and experience the world without it, the world we
would experience would be one without meaning. To insist
that of course we are all experiencing the same world, even
if there are different interpretations of it, is merely to
beg the question, to insist thet there is a meaningful
reality to which we all have immediate access. It is to
assume there is a "raw" world, one not conditioned by our
language, that we can not only experience but also talk
about. But that is precisely what we could never do,
because to talk about this raw world would be to talk about
it in language, and to do this wculd mean {v experience it
through language.

The question about the relationship between words and
things, then, is not a good question, at least the way it is
generally posed. A thing is what it is because a particular

language has divided the world up in a particular way, so to
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speak. To continue metaphorically: the thing we think we
see is there only because our language put it in front of
us. The relationship is not between words and things, but
between language and the world.

A language, then, represents a particular way of
viewing, or of organizing, ur ordering the world. It does
not represent the world, as a mirror reflecting it. A
language does not describe the world, but creates one. A
language contains the elements we use in the stories we tell
about the world, and defines, at least until new modes of
experience force their way into our lives and are again made

meaningful in language, the limits and bounds these stories

may take.

"Reality"

Clearly, then, when I am talking about the "world," I
am not using the word in the way it is most often used, that
is, to talk about something that exists quite independently
of people and the langunages they bring to it. The world, or
the reality, that I am talking about is one that is
continuously being created as our language grows to
accommodate our experience.

But what of that other reality, the more familiar,
independently existing one? This, after all, is the thing
we really want to talk about. However, quite apart from
what has already been said, there are number of very

compelling reasons to think that all such talk is actually
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unmeaningful. These reasons will be given in later
chapters. For the moment, though, I would like to take a
roundabout and exploratory approach to the problem. To do
this, I will briefly analyze the nature/culture dichotomy.
The conclusions drawn f£rom this analysis will be seen to
apply equally to distinctions between appearance and
reality, (real) essences and attributes, and so on.

For the present purposes, I will only draw the
simplest version of the nature/culture dichotomy. The
distinction between nature and culture is easy to make when
we contrast, say, a garden and an untended forest. We can
say that one shows the effect that people can have upon
nature, and the other represents nature untouched and
pristine. Problems arise, however, when we consider a
seemingly analogous situdation, that is, the different
behaviour of people who live in different cultures. The
analogy is strong in the sense that just as human beings
have an impact on nature when they create gardens, so the
people of a particular culture affect the children who are
raised by them. Our behaviour is in some sense conditioned
by the culture we live in. And our tendency, then, is to
wonder about the *"natural" person, the "essential" person--
to wonder what generalizations can be made about people, as
it were, before they inhabit a particular culture. We want
to ask: what are people really like? What is the basic

human essence that all these different cultures work upon?
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However, the analogy between gardens and cultures can now be
seen to be very weak, because our only starting point in the
search for "natural" behaviour is the examination of
different cultures, or the behaviour of people who have
already been culturaliy conditioned. (This is like trying
to determine what nature looks like by examining different
gardens.)

Suppose I had a number of painted balls, but I didn’t
know whether the balls were made of wood, or steel, or
plastic, or what have you. If I wanted to find out what the
balls were made of, I could scrape off the paint. But I
can’t do this with peonle--I cannot scrape off their
cultures to see what they look like underneath. How would I
even begin to do this?

Imagine the following experiment: I take a newborn
from its mother, and place it in an environment where all
its needs are taken care of by machines. I make no attempt
to teach it any language, and I isolate it from all human
contact. That is: I try to exclude all the obvious cultural
contaminants. Would the resulting person be a “natural"
human being? There would be two problems involved in saying
this.

First, the most we would be entitled to claim is the
person’s behaviour was moulded by the machine environment.
And we could, no doubt, devise many different sorts of

machine environments, and potentially produce many different



sorts of "machine people." Which of these would we want to
say exhibited natural behaviour? Perhaps none of them,
because we would soon realize that none of these machine
environments was really natural. But then, what would
constitute a natural environment?

Secondly, would we want to call a "machine person" a
person at all? When we study people, all we have in the way
of observable materials are people--all of whom are raised
by parents or parent-figures and live within particular
cultures--and their behaviour. It would seem reasonable, on
the basis of this evidence, that if anything is natural
behaviour, it is precisely the tendency to congregate, learn
a language, and establish cultural norms for behaviour. To
eliminate all of these and then claim that the resultant
behaviour wus "natural" would be a peculiar inference
indeed.

Now, this does not mean any use of the word ‘natural’
leads inevitably to some kind of philosophical quandary.
There do seem to be ways in which I can use the word
meaningfully. For instance, there is the following question
from the social sciences: "Is aggression in people a natural
phenomenon?" According to the above, this is precisely the
sort of question I cannot ask, because it presupposes the
nature/culture dichotomy or, more specifically, represents

an appeal to unconditioned, "natural" existence which is
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available prior to or apart from existence in a particular
set of historical circumstances.

However, there still seems something legitimate in the
question. It does not deserve to be dismissed. A better
reply to the question would be: "What do you mean by the
word ‘natural’?’? Is your question about whether, given an
adequate standard of living, a person living in an affluent
society will still exhibit violent tendencies?" That is: we
sea2k to establish a context in which the original question
makes sense. Someore might counter that in any context,
people are likely to exhibit aggressive behaviour. If so,
it is only necessary to point out that this is false. There
are, after all, non-violent people. It is only when someone
says, "But these people are non-violent because of certain
aspects of the culture they inhabit; the natural tendency is
towards aggression," that I fail to understand what is meant
by the word ‘natural’. There is then no context provided
through which I can understand what is being said.

I think this is how we escape from the above dilemma.
There are certainly ways in which it not only seems valuable
but necessary to be able to distinguish between something
natural and something which is not so. On a simplistic
level, I wish to be able to mean something intelligible when
I differentiate between, say, fresh vegetables, and those
which are canned with sugar, salt and various other things

added. And it is not enough to say that both are somehow
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always culturally defined, and that we can never arrive at
what is truly natural, a sort of unblemished, directly
experienced reality. This last may certainly be true, but
it does not answer the question being asked. There may
indeed be something wrong with the latter assertion, but it
strikes me as irresponsible, on that basis, to then claim
that the distinction itself is an inherently bad one.

On a less triwvial level, the disciplines of psychology
and sociology, if they are not to be obliterated along with
the nature/culture dichotomy, need an argument such as the
above, insofar as they want to discuss forms of deviancy,
because for behaviour to be deviant there must be something
‘natural’ against which it stands out. Without such a
context, I can no longer even make sense, for instance, of
the following sort of claim: "This is what is natural; it is
being repressed; the cultural is the result." It is true
that the woxrd ‘nature’ cannot be used to refer to how people
really are, outside the context of any culture. However,
within the context of a given culture, the word can be used
meaningfully. It is legitimate to claim, for instance, that
it is natural, in western societies, for people to seek a
certain amount of time off from work every year. Someone
who works obsessively, on the other hand, is somehow
deviant, and is in fact termed a ‘workaholic’. (Of course,
to export this term to a society where devotion to leisure

time does not exist in nearly the same degree is to commit a
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fallacy of precisely the type discussed above: it is to
derive from a particular context a general rule about how
people “"naturally" behave.)

I think the difficulty here is quite easily resolved--
as I have been hinting above--with reference to the notion
of context. A word has meaning within the context of a
language. A sentence has its meaning partially determined
by its context of utterance. 1In fact, if anything is to
have meaning, it must be defined, and that definition is
dependent upon context. Now, the problem in talking about
nature when we mean “"the way things really are," is just
that there is no context that could possibly define what
this "nature" would be. As I argue in mcre depth later on,
nature, the world, reality, and so on, are all absolutes
that contain contexts, but cannot themselves bz within a
context. Hence, when a word like ‘nature’ is used in a
global way, it is unmeaningful; when it is used locally,

within a given context, it may be used meaningfully.

Meaningful versus Unmeaningful Experience

]

To return to the idea that experience is mediated:
have argued that all experience, insofar as we can talk
about it at all, is meaningful precisely because it is
mediated, and mediated by the language we speak. 1In
affirming this, however, I am not in the slightest trying to
imply that language is the exclusive lens through which the

world is viewed. There are many things I may experience for
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which either there is no language (or at least no adequate
language), or for which I personally have no language. So
new discoveries necessitate new words; strong emotions
sometimes cause us to grope vainly for words suitable to
their expression; and a visit to a new city can present me
with a whole new vocabulary.

Rather, I am making the lesser claim that our making
sense of experience is something we do in language, and that
therefonre what we might term our meaningful experience is
delimited by the language that we speak. For instance, I
may try to make sense of western music by viewing it as
first the progress towards, and then the departure from, the
concept of ‘key’, with the work of Bach as the midpoint. 1In
order to do this, I will have to learn words like ‘mode’,
‘polyphony’, ‘monody’, and so on. I will have to learn, to
some extent, the language in which people talk about music.
Having done this, I will chen begin to hear the music quite
differently from the way I did before. Something may begin
to "sound mediaeval," or "appear to be a discordant
precursor to atonal music,” and the like. The point: my new
experiences with regard to music will result from my having
made meaningful--or made sense--of music.

This point is important for three reasons. First, it
allows for the distinction between meaningful and
unmeaningful experience. To continue the example of music:

contrast two people listening to a piece of music, where one
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has studied musical theory and the other has not. The first
might listen to a fugue, for instance, and hear it as
polyphony, identify the subject, countersubject and various
motifs in their different voices, be able to explain the
modulations, and so forth, whereas the other might simply
hear something being played on the piano.

Secondly, distinguishing between meaningful and
unmeaningful experience allows me to understand at least one
kind of learning. I may learn about a particular subject by
mastering its discourse, that is: adding its discourse to
the one I already have. (This is a crucial point, although
this is not the place to go into it. Suffice it to say that
the fact that I can learn presupposes the quasi-dualism I am
espousing here. (I say quasi-dualism because the two fields
are in a constant state of flux; there is a constant
interplay between the unmeaningful and the meaningful as the
one becomes the other in language; there is no question of
being able to isolate one side and oppose it as a sort of
permanent class to the other.) If I learn geometry, say, or
the esoteric names of certain colour shades, or the history
and themes of pre-Socratic philosophy, these things must
become meaningful to me in terms of a language already at my
disposal. I must incorporate, as it were, something
previously unmeaningful into a body of language I already

have.)
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And thirdly, I may assert that no matter what I
experience, as soon as I begin to talk about it, the nature
of my experience has changed and become mediated by
language. There is a difference, certainly, between the
person who sees the transparently packaged slab of bland,
oily white substance in the dairy section of the grocery
store for the first time, and the person who reqularly eats
tofu. For the former, the tofu is merely a something,
presumably either edible or left on the sr2lf by mistake.
However, if he or she learns that the thing is not only
edible but high in protein, cheap, healthy and trendy--in
other words, once a context has been established in which to
experience it--the tofu will be experienced as tofu; the
nature of the experience will have cnanged, will have
become, in the sense I am here using the term, meaningful.
The experience will then be, as it were, through the
language of the person experiencing.

To return, finally, to the notion of ‘reality’: I
think the term should properly apply to the world we see so
clearly in front of us through the transparent lens of
language. However, it can also be used to described to name
something beyond language, something experienceable but not
yet meaningful, something we have not yet shackled with our
language, and therefore mediated by it. However, there is

nothing else we can say about it.
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And, as was the case with the word ‘natural’, I think
that there are legitimate uses of the word ‘reality’, that
is, ones where we can talk about, say, the reality of a
given situation. We know the difference between truth and
dissimulation, we know that occasionally things in the world
are not as they seem. I may say, for instance, that a sound
seems to be emanating from a source quite near by, whereas
the reality of the situation is that the source is across a
large lake. This seems to me a case where it is permissable
to talk about the reality of the situation. It is only when
we apply the notion globally, as though we were referring to
something immediately experienceable or somehow beyond
language, that we are making an illegitimate move. This
happens, for instance, when we speak metaphorically of
appearance and reality as though the distinction were neatly
analogous to lies and truth. And then we think we can get
to reality the way we get to the truth, whereas reality is
precisely what we, as language speakers, can never get to.
In that extended sense then, the word ‘reality’ purports to
describe something which can never be described (because as
soon as it is described, it is mediated).

To conclude, western philosophy is obsessed with the
desire to make a statement of the following kind: "This is
the way things are," or "This is the way things are in
reality, or naturally." The notion that there is a reality,

that there is a nature, which constantly baffles us in our
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attempt to "describe it properly," and yet, if we could only
give it all our attention would eventually yield its
secrets, is what underwrites the mistaken notion that
subjects can have direct access to the world.

It may be added that this may be seen even more simply
as our desire for knowledge. The whole endeavour of
science, in fact, can be seen from this point of view.
Science must assume there is a reality to which we can have
access (as well as assuming, of course, that this reality is
explicable rather than chaotic), because without this
assumption, it would never get off the ground at all.!’

(Why we desire knowledge, of course, is a question we
cannot answer, even if various answers do suggest
themselves. One might argue, for instance, that people
abhor chaos, or that the desire for knowledge yields an
evolutionary benefit, or that we "by nature desire to know."
However, this is tantamount to saying that we can explain
why we are the way we are. And this is to claim we can know
how we really are, which, I have arqued, is precisely what

we cannot know.)

The Defence of Common Sense

There is a final problem of a general nature that I
want to address before ending this chapter, and that is
whether the conclusions I have reached thus far are so

counter-intuitive that it would run against common sense to
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accept them. That is: is G.E. Moore’s argument in "A
Defence of Common Sense" (and elsewhere) a convincing
rebuttal of these conclusions?

John Passmore cites Moore as follows:

*if Hume’s principles were true, I could never know that
this pencil exists, but I do know this pencil exists,
and therefore Hume's arguments cannot be true’. This,
he admits, looks like a mere evasion, a begging of the
question; but in fact, he says, it is a perfectly good
and conclusive argument. We are much more confident
that what confronts us exists than we are that Hume’s
principles are correct; and we are entitled to use the
facts we are confident about as a refutation of his
argument . !

In "Hume’s Philosophy," claiming that Hume "does sincerely

wish to persuade us that we cannot know of the existence of

external material objects,"!’ Moore says,
Philosophers do, in fact, sincerely believe such things
as this--things which flatly contradict the vast
majoriEy of the things which they believe at other
times.!

The question, then, is this: does my claim that we do
not have immediate access to a meaningful world contradict
what I can legitimately claim to know about the world? Does
the corollary claim, that there is no ‘reality’ which we can
know, make the same mistake?

(In deference to Moore, I should mention that I will
not be addressing his own immediate concerns, which were to
debunk philosophical debates about the existence of the
external world, and the like.!” I simply wish to examine
what claims he makes about common sense, and those things

that he claims to know with certainty.)
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First, it is not clear to me that Moore’s criterion of
common sense is ever applicable in an unambiguous way. In
the late nineteenth century, the Italian physician Cesare
Lombroso claimed to "know" (and know scientifically) that
most criminals could be identified by anatomical traits.
Criminals are evolutionary throwbacks in our midst.
Germs of an ancestral past lie dormant in our heredity.
In some unfortunate individuals, the past comes to life
again. These people are innately driven to act as a
normal ape or savage would, but such behavior is deemed
criminal in our civilized society. Fortunately, we may
identify born criminals because they bear anatomical
signs of their apishness. Their atavism is both
physical and mental, but the physical signs, or stigmata
as Lombroso called them, are decisive. Criminal
behavior can also arise in normal men, but we know the
"born criminal” by his anatomy.!®
Certainly, history is full of examples of people
knowing things--things thought to be common sense-~-that
their children and grandchildren flatly denied and even
thought ridiculous. However, this argument is something of
a straw man. It might easily be argued that a Lombroso
claim such as "the morphology of the prostitute is more
abnormal even than that of the criminal, especially for
atavistic anomalies, because the prehensile foot is
atavistic,"! clearly involves an interpretation that goes
beyond common sense. Moore’s claim to the effect that he
has a hand?® is much more straightforward and does not.
Perhaps.

Consider this, however: we do not normally call a

cat’s front paws its ‘hands’, and we often call all four of
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its paws ‘feet’. We do, on the other hand, talk about a
monkey’s having hands. Now, this is odd. A monkey can do
many things with its feet (such as holding food and grasping
branches, for instance) that humans can do only with their
hands, and a cat does many things with its front legs (such
as nilling prey) that we do only with our arms and hands.

While it is clear that we, monkeys and cats, all have
appendages, it is unclear why we call the uppermost
appendages on people ‘arms’, and why the end of the
appendages are called ‘hands’. To state that one knows one
has a hand seems little more than to claim that in English,
the thing located at the bottom of the arm is called a
*hand’, and not a paw or a foot. Clearly, it is only
because the English language does distinguish so minutely
between various parts of the human body that such a claim
can be made at all. I can certainly imagine a language
which did not distinguish between the various parts of
appendages--do spider’s have feet?--and in such a language,
Mcore’s claim would in fact be nonsensical. It is only
because he speaks a language which has provided him with the
wherewithal to experience the bottoms of his arms as hands
that his claim can even be made.

However, even if we grant Moore his hands--and his
proof, which I am not in least concerned to dispute or even
discuss here--there is yet something peculiar about what he

calls common sense beliefs. One thing Moore claims to
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"know, with certainty, to be true," is that "There exists at
present a living human body, which is my body."?! He
contends that a sentence such as this has "some meaning
which is the ordinary or popular meaning,"? and to doubt
the truth of this "is as profoundly mistaken as any view can
be,"?

The question I want to address is not whether I am
sure that I have a body or not, or whether I understand the
meaning of the word ‘body’. Rather I just want to examine
briefly what I consider to be a peculiar phrase, that is,
‘my body’. Now, the word ‘my’ here can really only mean one
of two things. It can either suggest ownership (as in ‘my
car’) or direct attention to some aspect of me (as in ‘my
memories’). If I own my body, then this implies that I am
something quite separate from it, or at least can be thought
of as separate from it. If on the other hand, the phrase
‘my body’ is meant merely to direct attention to one aspect
of what I am, I am still saying that I am more than, and
therefore can be thought of as separate from, my body.

It is easy to imagine a language which would not
countenance such a phrase as ‘my body’. 1If, in this
language, the body were thought to constitute the person,
that is, if every reference to the person would also of
necessity be a reference to the body, then the phrase ‘my
body’ would make as little sense as ‘the building’s

building’. It is only because personal pronouns have such a
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diversity of uses that a phrase like ‘my body’ can used
successfully. If words like ‘I’ and ‘myself’ could only be
used in sentences like "I hurt myself," and "I am here" (I
cannot hurt my mind, and I cannot be here if I've left my
body behind), then I doubt we would ever have a use for the
phrase. However, because we can also say, "I am thinking,"
where it would seem strange to think that our arms and legs
participated much in the activity, we can make sense of the
phrase. On the other hand, as I said above, it is easy to
imagine a language in which Moore'’s example of a belief of
common sense would, in fact, make no sense at all.

Just as was the case when referring to hands, our
ability to make any statement whatsoever depends upon our
grasp of an inherited language which has divided up the
world in a particular way for us. Given that I understand
English, for instance, it is of course all right to say that
I have a body, or that I have a hand. However, it is merely
a fact of the language that something (a hand, say) is
perceived as something distinct from other things (an arm).

To stress this point, I will give one final set of
examples. When talking of the seats in a car, we habitually
refer both to a front seat and a back seat. However, when
talking about a three-cushion sofa, do we talk of the left,
middle and right seats? Why not? It is not merely that in
the case of the car, one seat is placed in front of another

and is physically separate from it. If I were to place two
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sofas in a room so that one were directly in front of
another, I would not refer to them as the ‘front sofa’ and
the ‘back sofa’ (although I would, no doubt, refer to one as
the sofa in the front, and the other as the sofa in the
back). And it is not that it doesn’t make sense to divide a
sofa up into left, middle and right seats. I do, after all,
talk of the driver’s versus the passenger’'s seat in a car,
and routinely refer to the seats on an airplane as aisle,
middle and window seats (or as left, middle and right).

When I look in my filing cabinet, although it is
arranged in rows of clearly identified hanging folders, I do
not refer to the front folder or the back folder. Yet in a
theatre I can differentiate between the front and the back
rows. One final example: although this is not the case in
all languages, in English and many others, when I am
reading, the front of a bock is always to my left and the
back to my right. However, we never refer to the front of a
bock as the left part, or the end as the right part. Why
not?

We want to say: it just doesn’t make sense to do so.
And yet, this is hardly good enough. It certainly could
make sense. Five hundred years ago it made sense to divide
the human body into three parts and the fluids contained
therein into four.

The four humours created in the liver are the life-
giving moisture of the body. They generate a more

active life-principle, vital heat, which corresponds to
the fires in the centre of the earth, themselves agents
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in the slow formation of the metals. This vital heat is
mediated to the body through three kinds of spirit,
which are the executive of the microcosm. The natural
spirits are a vapour formed in the liver and carried
with the humours along the veins. As such they have to
do with the lowest or vegetative side of man and are
under the dominion of the liver. But, acted on in the
heart by heat and air from the lungs, they assume a
higher quality and become vital spirits. Accompanied by
a nobler kind of blood, also refined in the heart, they
carry life and heat through the arteries. The heart is
king of the middle portion of the body. It is the seat
of the passions and hence corresponds to the sensitive
portion of man’s nature. Some of the wvital spirits are
in due course carried through the arteries into the
brain, where they are turned into animal spirits. The
brain rules the top of man’s body, and is the seat of
the raticnal and immortal part.?2

Just as it is no longer customary to refer to the tripartite
body of the liver, heart and brain, it certainly could
become customary to refer to the left, right and middle
seats of sofas. There is nothing intrinsically senseless in
this.

What we are left with, I think, is just that there are
certain ways in which we habitually do refer to things, and
the reason for this is to be found in the language we speak.
That is: this is just how we do speak of things. And yes,
it is common sense to assert with Moore that we have bodies,
but it is so only given the language we speak. We cannot,
however, understand from this anything at all about how the
world is (especially how the world is in reality).

Finally, even if we allow Moore his "Common Sense view
of the world," I think the crucial point here is that I am

not violating any aspect of this view in my argument. In
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fact, it is the subject-verb-object model which violates
common sense. If my experience were of single, unmediated
objects, then it would follow that every differentiated
object would have to have an individual name. But this
contradicts my experience, because I do not see objects as
individual but as typical. Even in such a simple sentence
as, "Here is one hand," because the object is not named by a
proper noun but by a common one, the reference is only
possible because it proceeds, as it were, through the class
(things we call ‘hands’) to the particular (this hand). The
class itself only makes sense with respect to other classes
(*arms’, ‘legs’, ‘feet’, etc.), these in turn only make
sense with respect to classes of things which do not form
part of the human body, and so on and so forth. And this,
of course, is precisely what I have been contending: that
words do not directly relate to things, but to other words,
which words taken together form a language, which language
in turn allows those who speak it to inhabit a meaningful
world.

This conclusion seems to hold some fairly clear
implications about how we should view the self, if the self
is considered as an object. However, it would be premature
to discuss these here, because I have so far considered
objects only in terms of their being unities, and not in
terms of their being unities in time. The concept of

history is therefore the focus of the next chapter.




CHAPTER 2

HISTORY

For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of the death of kings.
(Shakespesre, Richard II)
When the schoolmaster in Hard Times proclaims that,
"In this life, we want nothing but Facts,"! he is expounding
what E.H. Carr has called "the commonsense view of history.
History consists of a corpus of ascertained facts."?
Something has happened, and it is the historian’s duty to
tell us accurately and fully what it is. This view of
history is one which is still accepted, at least for
practical purposes, by most people. We may not believe
everything we read in the papers, and we may even cynically
agree with Marshall McLuhan that "our press is in the main a
free entertainment service paid for by advertisers who want
to buy readers,"?® but we are in a bind. News services
provide information concerning subjects to which we would
otherwise have no access at all.
The commonsense view of history, then, sees the
historian as a sort of journalist: the historian’s scope is
larger, but the two are essentially doing the same thing.

Indeed, the histcrian and journalist are just doing what we

40
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ourselves do when we report on our day'’s activities to
someone else. Ideally, we try to be honest and objective,
as it were; we try to summarize accurately what seem to be
the main aspects of the day, and we add such salient details
as we deem necessary to the report’s completeness.

There is much to criticize in the commonsense view of
history, and it has been much criticized in the twentieth
century. However, since this criticism is not really
germane to what I want to discuss, which is the concept of
‘event’ (or ‘fact’), I will not attempt to discuss it here.
I will use Carr’s criticism only as a springboard to get to
my main points.

Carr’s objections to the commonsense view of history
are as follows:

The facts are really not at all like fish on the
fishmonger’s slab. They are like fish swimming about in
a vast and sometimes inaccessible ocean; and what the
historian catches will depend, partly on chance, but
mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in
and what tackle he chooses to use--these two factors
being, of course, determined by the kind of fish he
wants to catch. By and large, the historian will get
the kind of facts he wants. History means
interpretation.*
Carr reasons first that a distinction must be made between
ordinary facts, so to speak, and historical facts. Facts of
history come into existence because historians have decided
to include them (and not other facts) in works of history.

As he says, "the fact that you arrived in this building half

an hour ago on fcot, or on a bicycle, or in a car, is just
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as much a fact about the past as the fact that Caesar
crossed the Rubicon. But it will probably be ignored by
historians."’? Historians approach the past selectively.
Furthermore, he says, it is impossible for historians to be
"objective": they necessarily operate with certain
perspectives and biases, they will have a particular
attitude towards the period about which they are writing,
and when referring to this period, they must emplcy the
language of their own time.®
There is something indisputable in all this. But does
this mean that history is nothing more than cultuvrally-bound
story-telling? Carr considers and rejects this possibility.
It does not follow that, because a mountain appears to
take on different shapes from different angles of
vision, it has objectively either no shape at all or an
infinity of shapes. It does not follow that, because
interpretation plays a necessary part in establishing
the facts of history, and because no existing
interpretation is wholly objective, one interpretation
is as good as another, and the facts of history are in
principle not amenable to objective interpretation.’
I am not here concerned with Carr’s attempt to rescue
historiography from relativism. I am more interested in the
problem he ignores, even though it is quite easily teased
from his mountain metaphor. The ‘objective shape of a
mountain’, if that phrase is to mean anything at all, must
mean the shape it has when not seen from a particular

perspective. But to see just is to see from a particular

perspective. The mountain‘s objective shape, therefore,
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must be the shape it has when it is seen with closed eyes--
in other words, when it is not seen at all.

Again, Carr distinguishes between ordinary facts and
historical facts. He claims that "so-called basic facts,
which are the same for all historians, commonly belong to
the category of the raw materials of the historian rather
than of history itself."® History, then, is not a simple
compilation of facts, but rather is a selective compilation
of facts. The question that begs to be asked here is: "What
exactly is a fact?"

Carr admits that it is not only historians who are
selective and perspectival vis a vis facts; so are the
initial reporters of these facts. Speaking of what he calls
the "nineteenth-century fetishism of facts," he says:

If you find it in the documents, it is so. But what,
when we get down to it, do these documents--the decrees,
the treaties, the rent-rolls, the blue books, the
official correspondence, the private letters and
diaries~--tell us? No document can tell us more than
what the author of the document thought--what he thought
had happened, what he thought ought to happen or would
happen, or perhaps only what he wanted others to think
he thought, or even only what he himself thought he
thought .’
That is: any recounting of "events" involves perspective and
selection. But if any "fact" is already a reported fact, or
becomes a fact in the reporting of it, where are "the raw
materials of the historian"?

The assumption that there are such raw materials is

similar to one I discussed in the preceding chapter: that
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there is a world of "raw" events or raw facts that just
happen--and that we may experience. But these facts would
be forever beyond our grasp. They would be facts about
which we could say nothing at all, these facts beyond our
language. If they are to mean anything to us--if we can
prepare any sort of answer at all to the gquestion, "What is
happening?"-~then these facts must be delivered in language.
Here is a "fact": "the train left at exactly 4:10

p.m." But here is a question: "for whom is this a fact?"
Is it a fact for a two-year-old child, who has never before
seen a train and who has no real concept of clock time?
Clearly not. It cannot be fact for this child until he or
she has learned about trains and how to tell the time. And
the child will learn to do this by mastering a language. So
a fact is not a fact at all until it can be expressed in
language.

It is true that belief in this paradigm of experience
--the one where events occur that I may first witness and
then report on--is undoubtedly very strong. However, there
are three ways in which it can be shown inadequate. First,
there is the argument I have already given, that whatever I
experience, I experience through the language I speak; the
meaningful world of my experience is already mediated.

Secondly, in the same way that when I learn a new
word, I begin to then experience something as something that

has a meaning in my language, I perceive many familiar
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events through my language as well. What is it I experience
when I experience the leaves on a tree moving spasmodically
up and around? I experience "the wind rustling thxrough the
leaves," ana would express the experience I was having in
this or some similar phrase. When I see a car going through
a red light, I experience this as 8 car going through a red
light. When I watch a baseball game, I experience it as a
baseball game. That is: much of my experience, the part
about which I can talk, at any rate, is already
contextualized. Consider the familiar experience of
listening to music that is playing so softly you cannot hear
it properly. You go to turn it up, and suddenly you
recognize it. You say, "Oh that’s what it is!" And from
that point on, you hear what previously were only random
sounds as belonging to just that piece of music. If you
know it well, you can sing along. If you hear a mistake,
you might say, "That’s not how that is meant to go." But
how could you say this unless you were experiencing the
music as the particular piece that it is--hearing the
present sounds in the context of the overall piece that you
know?

Of course, you might be misremembering, especially if
you did not know the music well. It might, perhaps, veer
off in some direction you had not anticipated, and you might
then be led to say that you didn’t know what was being

played after all. However, the possibility of being able to
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say, "No, I recognize this music, and the chords are all
wrong here," is dependent upon your experiencing the
individual parts of the music as belonging to a larger
musical context.

The case is perhaps easier to see with reference to a
baseball game. What would I think if, after a tied ninth
inning, the players were all to come onto the field with
portable tables and chessboards, in order to determine the
game-winner? Since this would not fit in with anything that
I know about baseball and how it is played, I would either
identify this as a mistake, or would no longer be able to
experience what I was experiencing as a baseball game. The
context through which I was experiencing the game would have
been shattered, and I would have to try to put the chess-
playing activity into a new context. I would ask whether
the baseball game itself was actually an elaborate joke, or
if what was currently going on was a joke, or whether there
had been a rule change of which I was unaware, and so on.

The third thing wrong with the notion that there are
raw events that I can experience is based on what was just
mentioned. That is: whatever I do not already experience as
contextualized, I try to contextualize. At least, I do so
if I am interested in understanding it or in talking about
it. We contextualize in many ways, but I will mention only
two: with single events and with a series of events. First,

single events.
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Single Events

The first thing to note is that in order to experience
something as something, to make meaningful something which
has happened, the minimal requixement is that we do, indeed,
experience it. If something is not experienced by anyone,
it can never become an event. I am not saying that if I do
not (or some else does not) experience something, nothing
happens at all. All I am saying is that it is as if nothing
has happened. Whatever has happened can have no meaning in
my (or someone else’s) life. However, the possibility is
always open that someone, somewhere will experience the
something and give it some expression in language, and that
it will therefore become meaningful, will become, that is,
an event. On the other hand, if a tree falls in the forest
and no one experiences this, not only does the tree make no
noise, but it doesn’t even "fall." Not, that is, unless it
speaks a language similar to ours, and it knows it is a
tree.

Secondly, as I intimated above, nothing can be an
event or a fact until it receives expression in language. A
simple example will suffice to show this. There is a
banging I can hear from outside. What is happening? If I
am content to remain with this rather primitive
understanding of what is going on, then indeed the event in
question will just be, "there is a banging going on

outside." On the other hand, I may wish to know the source
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of the noise. Going to the window, I see that there is a
construction crew in the process of laying the foundation
for a new building. Again I may rest content with this much
knowledge, but it is clear that the event has changed
considerably. The thing I made partially meaningful by
using the word ‘banging’, has now become much more so: I
know the source of the noise, and I ki ~w what the noise is
in .d of. However, I may go much further than this. I may
inquire about the nature of the building under construction.
Say it is a new restaurant, even a new seafood restaurant.
I may now wonder about the eventual effect on the
neighbourhood sidewalk traffic, and I may wonder about the
quality of the food the new restaurant will serve. I can
also inquire as to how long the restaurant will be under
construction. I may even find out that the owner of the
restaurant is someone I know. My event, to put an end to
all this spinning, may become, "Harry is building a new
seafood restaurant across the street. 1It’s opening in
July." And although these particular words need not, of
course, occur to me as I hear the banging from outside,
nevertheless my experience of the banging will be of Harry's
restaurant being built.

The idea that the world exists in a series of states
that succeed one another whether or not we experience
them--that a fact is a sort of frozen picture of the world

that we may or may not look at--is a deeply ingrained one.
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However, it is deeply flawed, as is easily gleaned from
common experience. We have all experienced strange noises,
learned new games, witnessed bizarre behaviour, seen people
mouthing words (we hope they are words) through soundproof
glass, been confused by static on a radio or phone line, and
so on. Such cases are examples of experiences that are not
meaningful to us--or at least are not meaningful in the way
we should like them to be.

A fact is not a picture. Unlike a picture, any fact
in which a past occurrence receives expression in language,
must, in the act of being talked about, have a beginning,
middle and end. Unlike a picture, the beginning and end of
a fact is a highly arbitrary matter. Consider that fact of
history, "Caesar crossed the Rubicon." There is no reason
this way of expressing the matter should have come down to
us as a fact of history. "Early in 49, by crossing the
River Rubicon (Pisciatello?), which formed the northern
border of Italy, Caesar committed the first act of war."!¢

This beginning seems highly arbitrary. First of all,
I don’t think Pompey and the Senate would have regarded it
as an act of war if Caesar had come almost to the southern
shore of the Rubicon--~and then retreated back into Cisalpine
Gaul. He had to actually get across the river and step into
Italy before he was encroaching on Pompey’s territory. (In
one sense of the word, ‘crossing’ does mean getting all the

way across it; in another sense, however, it also means the
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act of getting across, which may be aborted.) On the other
hand, if it was the actual crossing that was the first act
of war, why not say that it began with Caesar’s orders to
his army to cross the Rubicon? Or with Caesar massing his
troops on the north shore? Only if intention is
artificially severed from the act itself can the crossing be
seen as beginning the war. And the intention cannot be
severed frem the act. Caesar knew why he was going, and
Pompey why he was coming.

The end of the fact is also highly arbitrary. Caesar
could have crossed the Rubicon, and then changed his mind
and signalled a retreat. This first act of war, then,
really only ended when armies started clashing, and both
sides knew for sure that war was a certainty.

The point I am trying to make here is not that events
or facts are inherently blurry or have fuzzy edges. That is
again to think of facts in terms of their being pictures.
No, facts are often exact: that is how we make them. What
is arbitrary is our decision to make them just this way.
How a fact is expressed contributes greatly to what the fact
is, and where it begins and ends.

A third crucial component of a fact is the context in
which it is seen. Consider this example: someone strikes a
chord on a guitar. What has happered? What is the fact
here? If we arc interested in how sound is produced, we

might say that the downward flick of the guitarist’s finger
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has caused the strings to vibrate, which in turn has
produced disturbances in the air. If we are interested in
how we hear something, we might say that these disturbances
have acted upon the ear in a particular way. Perhaps
someone is showing us how to play the guitar; we might focus
on the placement of the fingers on the fretboard. We might
say that the chord struck was the beginning of a particular
piece of music, or that it was an E major chord. We might
discuss the appropriateness of the guitarist’s striking the
chord--was it struck in a room full of sleeping peopie?--and
our fact here would be the guitarist, as a joke, decided to
wake everyone up in the middle of the night. What of the
volume of the chord, or the quality of the instrument? We
would rarely, in fact, simply say that someone had struck a
chord on a guitar. Our fact would change depending upon
which context we sought to put it in, upon which way we
tried to make it meaningful.

Both these things form the crux of what it is to be an
"event." An event is something unmeaningful that has
happened and that has been made meaningful in a particular
way by someone through language. Again, I want to rely on
the distinction I have made between what is meaningful and
what is not. We want to say: things happen. That is where
we want to leave it: there are just things that happen. But
the guestion that keeps coming back is: "What things?" And

it is clear that any answer whatsoever must be delivered in
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language, and that therefore what has happened is only
meaningful in terms of language. Secondly, our event will
have an arbitrary beginning and end (if only by virtue of
the fact that we will start, and then finish, talking about
it). Thirdly, we will try to give the event a context,
thereby changing the very event itself depending on how we
understand it. The existence of the world and the things
that happen in it do not depend upon language, but the
existence of events and facts does.

I have been at pains in the above to avoid use of the
word, ‘describe’. That is because of the connotations so
deeply entrenched within any use of the word. When I
describe something, after all, my attempt is to describe it
as it is. However, as I am trying to show, although an
event is not a nothing until it is described, it is a
unmeaningful "anything" until it receives some description
or other in language. What it is depends upon the
description it receives. The very act of describing is an
act of making meaningful; as soon as we begin to talk about
events in the world, those events are mediated by the
language we speak. There are no raw events to which we have
immediate access. Rather, there are raw events to which we

gain access by making them mediated events.

Events in a Series
The conception of facts as frozen pictures not only

promotes the idea that history is somehow separate from the
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telling of it, but also deflects attention away from events
that gain much of their meaning from being part of a series
of events. Often, we don’t experience particular events as
isolated incidents, but rather as being part of some kind of
pattern. Present events are seen in terms of past ones, and
their relevance and distinctness are a function of their
relation to these.

So, if someone should ask where I am going, and I
respond by saying that I am going to work, I am indeed
talking about an individual event; but this event is in
large part made meaningful by the fact that it is not
something isolated and unique that I am doing on one
particular day, but something 1 do on a regular basis.
Indeed, I don’t think we would say my sentence was properly
understood unless it was understood in the context of my
having a job.

Since a great deal of what I do is in fact of a
continuous and repetitive nature, the bulk of the events in
my life are mediated not only by language, but by their
relation to other events. I have in mind such events as:
going shopping, doing laundry, washing oneself, making
dinner, taking a walk, in fact, anything we could describe
as a routine activity.

Such activities, of course, can only be very loosely
defined. Going for a walk can involve a twenty-minute

stroll or a three-hour ramble. But they can, in some



54

sense, be defined. If I were simply to walk to the corner
and back, or if I set out on a cross-country trek, I don’t
think in either case we’d say that I’'d gone for a walk.

These activities can also, again loosely, be thought
of as culturally-de“ined ones. I mean this in the following
sense: such activities are reasonably common ones in a
particular culture. So, for instance, I could say that
making tea in England is different from making tea in North
America, and that the activity in each place is a
culturally-defined one.

However, this line of thought is useful only to point
out that many activities gain meaning both from *:._. fact
that other people also pursue these activities, and that we
ourselves pursue them frequently and repetitiously. And the
point of this is to show that we are often wrong to regard
facts as isolated events.

Consider the following event: "I stopped at the red
light." Now, certainly, I will be talking of a particular
light that turned red at a specific time at a certain
intersection. 1In this sense, the event is unique. That is:
if all I am interested in are space and time coordinates,
then I may say the event is unique. However, to focus only
on space and time is to rob the event of just about all of
its meaning. The event gains meaning precisely because most
people stop at red lights, and I have stopped at red lights

countless times, and that is because I know what a red light



55
is meant to stand for, and so on. It gains meaning because
of the (cultural) context through which I experience it.

Similarly, if I run across repeated events that I do
not understand, I will seek to find a context in which they
may become meaningful. For instance, it is a habit of New
York City busses not to stop at red lights, or at least to
avoid stopping at them whenever possible. To anyone
unacquainted with this habit, it would seem that New York's
busdrivers are all doggedly intent on breaking the law as
often as possible. In fact, the New York police condone
busses running red iights in the interest of easing traffic

congestion.

History and Story-Telling

Historiography, then, rather than compiling or even
selecting facts, creates them. One wants to say: "No. It
is ju=t a fact that World War II started in 1939 and ended
in 1945. No historian made that up." A partial response to
this would be to point.out that such a fact demands
acceptance of the Christian calendar, and that the phrase
‘World War II' is an attempt to make meaningful under one
name what a vast number of individuals did, as they fought
in smaller and larger groups, in places often very distant
from each other. A full response will have to wait until
later (chapter 4), when the concept ‘system’ is discussed

more fully.!
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which tocts are created will depend, in large measure,
upon the context into which the historian wishes to place
them. 2 Marxist approach, starting with the belief in
historical progress through class struggle, will create
classes and find struggles. A biographical approach, which
assumes history is "the essence of innumerable biographies,”
will create heroes and villains, and find aspects in their
lives that bear significantly on what the historian thinks
happened. A psychological approach, perhaps beginning with
the belief in an unconscious and the mechanism of
repression, might focus on someone’s childhood experiences,
and how these affected the person’s subsequent adult
behaviour.

All these approaches have one thing in common, and
that is that they are telling some kind of story. And I
think it is important to avoid thinking of this as putting
some kind of interpretation upon the facts (the concept
‘interpretation’ will he discussed more thoroughly in the
following chapter). I think it is important to realize that
the same process is involved in both fact-making and story-
telling. The first is making something meaningful in
language ("making" the event), and the second is making that
event meaningful in the context of other events.

To “"describe" and contextualize an event--to tell a

story about it--is at the same time to limit it or give it
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shape. This is similar to what happens when a word is made
meaningful to me.

Before a word is defined for me, it can mean anything,
which is to say it is not meaningful. Similarly, before I
know what a particular object is, it can be anything, which
is to say that I don’t know what it is, or that it does not
have a meaning for me. The process of defining, of placing
a word or a thing in a context in which it has a certain
relationship with other words or things, is the process of
making something meaningful. And this making meaningful of
something is precisely imposing a limit on what it can mean
or what it can be. When I begin to see something as what it
is in my language, then I can subsequently not see it as
something else. The way in which I can perceive it has
therefore been limited by my language.

This can be seen by examining the way children learn.
To an infant, everything is potentially edible. Only by
attempting to chew on bars of soap and bits of electric
railway track is an infant likely to develop the concept
"inedible." To a slightly older child, everything is a
potential toy. A cardboard box is a castle, a hiding place,
a building block, a missile, a table, and whatever else the
child wants it to be. Few adults derive a similar pleasure
from cardboard boxes.

Similarly, when I recount something, I am, in the

sense I explained above with reference to history, creating



58

events. If what I say is accepted, the events I recount
will be accepted as the events that "really" took place.
(It is, of course, open to anyone to say, "No, that’s not
what really happened." Whoever says this, and then retells
the story, will be saying that the events I describe were
not in fact events at all, and will replace mine with a
whole new--or partially new--series.) So the process of
story-telling, in that it defines, puts into focus, creates
a context, and makes meaningful, is strongly analogous to
what happens when we learn a new word or discover what a new
thing is. When I say that story-telling constitutes a
limiting of events, I mean that creating an event is at the
same time to limit it.

Speaking, in fact, always involves a siiaping of
events. To talk about what has happened always involves the
selection of events and their ordering sequentially--
although not necessarily in a chronological sequence--in the
presentation. In speaking, we must shape and limit what we
are talking about; in speaking, therefore, we fictionalize,
we create a text.

If this is true, however, the notion of ‘what happens’
then shrinks, as did the notion of ‘reality’ in the last
chapter, to the point of non-existence. Since whatever
happens is only meaningful when we begin to talk about it,
that is, begin to tell a story about it, we must conclude

that any presentation of what happens necessarily represents
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a mediation. The "raw event" is :iot something that doesn’t
exist, but is certainly something which is of no use to us.

The facts and stories we create affect each other
mutually. A fact can dictate the path a story takes. For
instance, if I believed in the divine right of kings to
rule, and the history I wrote was underwritten by this
belief, then the execution of Charles I would not allow my
story to continue with any degree of conviction. (If he had
the God-given right to rule, and therefore the implicit
right to be alive so that he could exercise this right to
rule, clearly no mere person could take his life.)
Accordingly, whatever I made out of the execution--whether I
called it ‘murder’ or ‘justice’ or ‘execution’--I would not
be in any doubt that Charles I was cead, and would
therefore have to revise my thinking--my story--with regard
to divine right. (It is true that we categorize people
according to whether they are living or dead, but this is
still just a linguistic way of categorizing things. Some
people would argue that it was cnly Charles’s body that was
dead, and that the essential Charles--his soul--was still
alive.)

The story, of course, will certainly affect how any of
the facts it contains should be taken. One of the main
things we do when we tell a story is make the claim that all
the events contained in it are relevant to one another. 1

will return to this point later, and in the next chapter.
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I want to note that there is a legitimate use of the
word ‘fact’, and it is exemplified in the sentence above
about World War 1II. If someone, for instance, should say
that this war started in 1914, we would say, "No, that was
World War I. The fact is, World War II started in 1939." 1
could say this because no story--no history--claims that the
second war started in 1914. All the stories agree on this
point--that it didn’t start in 1914. So one can
legitimately say that something is not a fact. What is a
fact, on the other hand, will always depend on the language
and perspective of the speaker, and the story that is being
told.

The reason for labouring this point is that I want to
examine the concept ‘story’, because I think it is the genus
of which history is a species, as it were. (It is not
really relevant, but it is perhaps interesting to remember
that the word “fact’ has its etymological crigin in the
Latin verb meaning either ‘to do’ or ‘to make’, while the
word ‘drama’ derives from the Greek verb meaning not only
*to act’, but also ‘to do‘.) Before going on to see if
there is any real way of distinguishing between a history

and a story, I would like analyze the concept of ‘story’.

Stories and Imitation
For various reasons, I will begin by examining the
concept of literature that is developed in Aristotle’s

Poetics. First, it is the root of virtually all treatises
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on poetry down to this century. Secondly, it does not
commit the error common to many other treatises, that is, it
does not confuse the question, "What is literature?" with
the question, "What is good literature?" (Horace, for
instance, claims that literature is something that both
delights and instructs. However, this is also to claim that
literature that fails either to delight or instruct just is
not literature.)!? Finally, I find Aristotle’s analysis
wanting in certain ways that are very interesting for my
present purposes.

To avoid confusion, I want to specify that when I use
the word ‘story’, I will be referring to the whole of a work
of literature, and not merely to the plot. When Aristotle
means to refer to the plot (which is often translated as
‘fable’, ‘action’ or ‘story’), ‘plot’ is the word I will
use. Finally, for the present, I will be referring only to
those stories that can be said to contain plots.

For Aristotle, the various forms of literature--in my
terminology, ‘stories’-~--"are all, viewed as a whole, modes
of imitation."!®* That is: there is life or reality on the
one hand, and a depiction of this life or reality on the
other. The depiction is imitative: art copies.

What it copies are actions, things done, and these
things are done by people who are either good or bad.!* The
imitation concerns itself therefore with what happens in the

world. The basic elements of the story are the "Fable, or
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Plot, Characters, Diction, Thought, Spectacle, and
Melody."!® The most important of these elements is the
plot, or "the combination of incidents of the story."!®

The main criteria upon which the construction of a
plot depend are completeness and coherence. As to
completeness, "a whole is that which has beginning, middle,
and end."!” As to coherence, "that which makes no
perceptible difference by its presence or absence is no real
part of the whole."!® 1In fact, the notion of unity
comprises both coherence and completeness: a plot should
start somewhere, go somewhere, end somewhere, and include
nothing that is irrelevant.

The pivotal notion in the above is that of
*imitation’. Since I have already argued against the idea
that there is a world of raw events (or actions) that is
just there for us to witness, that there are meaningful,
prepackaged events that we have only to open our eyes to
see, I will repeat only that we can’t imitate "what
happens, " because there is nothing to imitate until events
have been made meaningful in the ways specified above.
However, there are two other important points to be made
against the notion that art is imitative.

First, let’s grant that a plot must be complete, that
is, have a beginning, middle and end. But, as I tried to
point out with reference to events, beginnings and endings

of stories are highly arbitrary things. Consider: if I tell




63
you about how my day has been, I must start somewhere. If I
begin by saying that I am tired because I awoke after only
four hours sleep, that is a possible beginning; but why not
start with the reason for my only gettiing four hours sleep,
for instance, that a friend from out of town had suddenly
arrived on my doorstep last night and that we’d talked till
very late? Why not start--as I very well might if you were
unacquainted with my friend--with the history of the
friendship? If I want to speak at all, I must begin
somewhere; but as soon as I do begin, I have started telling
a story, because all such limiting is artificial. The
beginning is not, of course, arbitrary to the story: it
indicates precisely where I want to begin. What is
artificial and arbitrary is wherc I want to begin the story.

Similarly, the end of my story needn’t coincide with
the end of the day. It might easily involve what I was
going to do tomorrow, or next week, or several years from
now.

If art were imitative, there would have to be
beginnings and endings "in reality," as it were. We would
be able to perceive such-and-such an event as the natural
beginning to a series of subsequent events. However, this
is tantamount to superstition, a belief in omens. It also
presupposes that we can predict the future. I think it is
more sensible to say that we make beginnings out of past

events once we begin to feel that certain events are
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connected, and we want to find out what precipitated them.
In fact, we make beginnings out of events when we want to
tell a story.

The second major point I wish to make against the
notion that art is imitative is already implicit in
Aristotle’s criterion for the construction of coherent
plots: they should contain no incident that is irrelevant.
Howzver, this is to say two things. First, it is to say
that the story-teller must make a selection, must determine
which events to include in the story and which to omit. If
this is true, then the story-teller cannot be imitating
unless events themselves are transparently relevant, unless
we somehow experience them already as relevant. It seems
obvious that this is not the case. (The concept of
relevance will be discussed in greater depth in the
following chapter.)

Secondly, the activity of story-telling is, in part,
the act of making events relevant to one another, of
claiming that there is a connection between the events in
the story. But which events are made relevant to each other
will depend on who is telling the story--on both the bias
and perspective of the story-teller.

First, bias. Every story contains a bias. If we do
not see it, that simply means that we have the same biases
as the author. To see this, let me play with literature a

little and reconstruct the plot of Oedipus Rex. Let us say
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that Oedipus, upon finding out that his lover was his mother
and that he had killed his father, decided that things had
turned out for the best. His father had, after all, tried
to commit premeditated infanticide, and his mother was just
a woman he had met and fallen in love with. Having realized
this, Oedipus then declares to the people of Thebes that he
has committed a crime, but that it is a justifiable one; the
Thebans agree, and pestilence and famine are driven from the
land (i.e., the gods approve).

What would be the bias behind such a tale? Well, it
would be that incest is not inherently wrong, that love
could justify even the mating of a mother and her son. It
would be that the killing of a father is not wrong, that
retaliation in kind is something we should accept. It would
be both these things, with the sanction both of the people
and, more importantly, the gods.

This is easily seen. But one doesn’t have to play
with literature to see bias. One has only to read it from
the perspective of the late twentieth century. In the
Odyssey, Penelope is faithful to her husband for twenty
years. Odysseus, on the other hand, has a sexual
relationship with Calypso that lasts seven years and ends
only after he has actually set sail for Ithaca. The
concluding sexual episode occurs directly after he tells
Calypso of his longing, not for Penelope, but for hone.

"My lady goddess, here is no cause for anger.
My quiet Penelope-~how well I know--
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would seem a shade before your majesty,

death and old age being unknown to you,

while she must die. Yet, it is true, each day
I long for home, long for the sight of home.
If any god has marked me out again

for shipwreck, my tough heart can undergo it.
What hardships have I not long since endured
at sea, in battle! Let the trial come."

Now as he spoke the sun set, dusk drew on,

and they retired, this pair, to the inner cave
to revel and rest softly, side by side.!

The canon of western literature is many things, of
course, but one of the things much of it is, at least from
the present perspective, is a chronicle of sexism.?
However, it is clear that western authors either did not
think they were being derisive towards women, or thought
that they were right to be so derisive. When Schopenhauer
wrote the following, he was making a claim with which many
people of his time would agree:

Women are directly fitted for acting as the nurses, and
teachers of our early childhood by the fact that they
are themselves childish, frivolous and short-sighted: in
a word, they are big children all their life long--a
kind of intermediate stage between the child and the

full-?rown man, who: is man in the strict sense of the
word.?!

In fact, so obvious was the claim that he did not see the
contradiction inherent in it: how is it, one wonders, that
people who are "childish, frivolous and short-sighted" can
be the best teachers of our children?

It is, of course, always more difficult to see the
bias behind something we agree with. For instarce, it is an

article of faith in the west that of all forms of
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government, democracy is the best. According to this
belief, the great story of the world this century has been
the struggle of different peoples toward democracy. In a
democracy, it is said, all citizens have the right to their
own freedom, as long as they don’t contravene the freedom of
others.

But is such a society really desirable? Certainly,
Plato did not think so. Plato, in the Republic, thought
that any society cught to be governed by those who are
ethically unimpeachable, and who do not, in fact, want the
job of governing. It goes without saying, here, that I am
not concerned to argue against democracy as a form ot
government. I am simply pointing out the obvious: Plato
makes a very good case for meritocracy. Should not those
who deserve to rule, in fact rule? But even to ask such a
question today is political heresy.

The second argument against art as imitation with
regard to the criterion' of coherence is, as mentioned
above, the fact that events are always perceived from a
particular perspective. If any event that can be included
in history must also be a perceived event, then any
discussion of an event must also take into account the
perspective of the observer. Take a simple every day =vent:
a child is born.

From which perspectives can this be experienced?

Among the many possible, these are certainly conceivable:
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1. The child’s mother is relieved that the pregnancy is
finally at an end, is astonished at the amount of pain
she is capable of handling, and is looking forward to
the business of child-rearing;

2. The child’s father is anxious about everything: the
welfare of both spouse and child, his ability to acquit
himself well in the role of father, etc.;

3. The child’s grandparents, having been through all this
before, are grateful there were no complications, and

find the concerns of the parents endearing but almost
comical;

4. The child’s godfather, who, for the purposes of this
example, has sexist inclinations, is secretly sad the
child was a girl;

5. The child’s godmother, who knows of this sadness, is
concerned to shield the parents from it, and is
wondering how to shepherd the godfather off somewhere;

6. The hospital doctor is mechanically performing something
very routine and is thinking only of the next
childbirth;

7. The nurse is concerned about sanitary conditions;

8. Certain friends are delighted; others wonder about the
sagacity of the parents having had the child, given
their financial uncertainty; others think merely, "Oh, I
didn’t even know she was pregnant;" and still others
never hear of the event at all.

These perspectives could be multiplied at great length, but

the point has been made--even without speculating on what is

going on in the mind of the newborn. The "events” will have
been extremely different for everyone concerned, and
consequently so will be the stories they will tell. This
last, of course, is not only because of the differing
perspectives, but because in a coherent story each event

must be relevant to the others. For instance, since the

doctor’s concern about his or her next delivery is probably
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irrelevant to the mother, it will not figure in her story of

the event.

The Other Aristotelian Criteria

If a story is not an imitation, neither is it
necessarily about an action. This is not to say that
literary works have been written in which nothing happens--
although Virginia Woolf's To the Lighthouse and Samuel
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, for instance, come remarkably
close to this--but that literary works have been written in
which action is only of marginal importance. The novel is
by far the mcst dominant literary form today, and the novel
is often abot'. people, their thoughts, their philosophies,
their emotions, and so on. Think of summing up Tess of the
d' Urbervilles in the fashion that Aristotle sums up the
Odyssey.?? 1In Tess, then: A certain girl becomes pregnant
out of wediock; the child dies. She begins a new life and
marries. Her husband finds out about her previous pregnancy
and leaves her. After many episodes, she begins to live
unlawfully with the man who first seduced her. Her husband
returns, but all for nought; the girl kills her seducer and
is hanged.

This would seem to miss the point of the novel
entirely. The novel is about the "ache of modernism," in
Hardy’'s words; it is about the pain of living in a society

that is rapidly losing faith in the values that were once
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the foundation stones of its institutions. It cannot be
about "a certain girl" and what she does, although there is
a girl in the story, and she does do things.

In fact, stories (in my sense of the word) were never
exclusively about action. Many Greek myths were about
things and how these things originated. They range from how
the universe came into being, to where people go when they
die, to how it happens there are things like echoes and
hyacinths and different sorts of trees and birds.

Now, there is a sense in which all stories must
include action, in that something must happen in a story.
This may be an account of what someone has (or some people
have) done. However, it can also be an account of what has
happened to one or more people. One would be hard pressed,
for instance, to think of The Book of Job in terms of some
action Job has perfr.rmed.?

If we think of a story simply as an account of "what
happened, " then much of: the rest of Aristotle’s analysis of
literature is not immediately relevant. If there is no
action, there certainly doesn’t need to be an agent in a
story. This, in fact, is just as well, because there are
many famous works of literature in which what happens to the
characters is more important than what they do. If the
thesis of Ian Watt's The Rise of the Novel is even remotely

correct, then the new literary direction exhibited by the

novel:
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is towards the delineation of the domestic life and the
private experience of the characters who belong to it:
the two go together--we get inside their minds as well
as inside their houses.?

And one of the main things readers find inside these minds
is the feeling of love. "Dr. Johnson, with the nrovella in
mind, defined a ‘novel’ as a ‘smal. tale, generally of

love’." 25

The feeling of love, at least in its modern
usage, 1is clearly something that happens to one--is a
passion rather than an action--so any novel about love will
be as much about what happens to people when they fall in
love, as about what they do when they fall in love.

Quite apart from this, however, if we are able to tell
stories that don’‘t have agents, we can comfortably tell
stories about hurricanes and volcanoes, without having to
worry about exaggerated personification. "Who did what?" is
just a special case, then, of "What happened?"

Furthermore, if we are only cor cerned with what
happened, the characters in our stories don’t necessarily
have to be located within the ethical domain. 1Is Bartleby
either good or bad? 1Is Leopold Bloom? King Lear may indeed
have been "more sinned against than sinning," but was he a
good man? Does it not spoil the tragedy to think of him as
such?

If the characters are freed from having to be seen

within an ethical framework, then neither does a story have

to have "thought," or philosophical significance. Of
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course, stories often will have good and bad characters, and
some sort of philosophical import, but these things are not
essential to them.

And finally, and briefly, diction, melody, spectacle
do not seem necessarily tied to stories. Novels do not use
either melody or spectacle, and even the most ineloguent

people may tell stories.

Before going on, I should note that my use of the word
*story’ is much broader than the various types of poetry
mentioned by Aristotle at the beginning of his Poetics.
However, I think the foregoing analysis can both be narrowly
applied to Aristotle’s subject matter as well as more

broadly applied to any telling of a story.

History: Making the Past Meaningful

We do not imitate in literature; we strive to make
meaningful. If we are trying to represent the world in a
work of fiction, we str;ve to create a fictional system
which will seem to mirror "reality." If our work is good
enough, we will think we have succeeded; we will have the
illusion of having recorded the essence of what is real,
what really happened. 1If, on the other hand, we are not
seeking to represent the world--as is the case with post-
modern literature, absurdist drama, fantasy tales, and so
on--we are still most likely trying to say something about
the world (that nothing can be said about it, that it is

absurd, that our imaginations are fertile, etc.), that is,
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trying to make something meaningful. Finally, even if we
are not trying to say something about the world, the
presupposition is that something meaningful is being said.
For without such a presupposition, a work of literature must
either be mute or be nonsensical.?

A story is not an interpretation of what happens, but
a construction put upon events that makes them
comprehensible in a certain way (with reference to other
events that have been selected to this purpose).

History and poetry are closely allied in Aristotle’s
thought. "Poetry is something more philosophic and of
graver import than history, since its statements are of the
nature of universals, whereas those of history are
singulars."? Aristotle’s point would be that both history
and poetry are imitations, and so are of the same general
nature. My point is that they are alike in that they both
make events meaningful, and make them meaningful with
respect to other events.

But surely the facts of history are not created!
Surely they are not different for every individual! We come
back to Carr’s mountain: it just seems to be there for all
to see and describe. The answer is again: yes, something is
there; yes, something happened. But until it is
experienced, it is as if nothing were there, as if nothing
had happened. And until it is described in language in some

way, from some perspective, whatever it is and whatever has
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happened is not meaningful. There is simply nothing we can
do with it. The world and its ways are a vast randomness
without edges of any sort.

Proust, in Remembrance of Things Past, makes this
point poetically. His written remembrances of his childhood
home and town are, he argues, an attempt to rescue them from
oblivion. And yet, with some pain, he recognizes that his
efforts are in vain; they are always impossibly biased. He
sees the town which he calls ‘Combray’ :

always at the same evening hour, isolated from all! its
possible surroundings, detached and solitary against its
shadowy background, the bare minimum of scenery
necessary...to the drama of my undressing, as though all
Combray had consisted of but two floors joined by a
slender staircase, and as though there had been no time
there but seven o'clock at night.?®

But then, what can be the difference between history
and fiction? Surely there are differences? The answer to
this is: of course there are. But these differences are not
traceable to differences between reality and fiction, they
are traceable merely to‘the attitude we have towards those
two fictions. Human beings have the capascity to think of
the world as it is, and as it is not. The point is almost
too trivial to make: we can alternate between the actual and
the possible.

What is important to understand here is that creating
history is not just analogous to story-telling: it is the

same thing. There are no differences between the stories of

fiction and history, although there are major differences in
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how we regard each. 1I can tell the stories of Santa Claus
and Napoleon, and there will nothing in either story that
will indicate whether it is fictional or historical. Wwhat
will differ is the context in which I am asked to take the
story. I will be asked to regard the latter as true, or as
something that actually happened. If I am writing a story,
as opposed to a history, I will myself be aware that the
events of the story never happened. But if I bothered
myself with verisimilitude, I could pass my story off as a
history.? That is, the difference between history and
fiction resides in one's attitude towards it. Beyond this,
there are no differences.

This is why it is so easy for "history" to turn into
fiction, why history is so easily revised. New perspectives
not only create new interpretations, but also new facts, and
what previously passed for history becomes little better
than an historicel novel. Was classical Athens an explosion
of dramatic and philosophical genius, or a culture built
upon slave labour, or one of the most misogynistic societies
the west has ever seen, or just a place that worshipped
false gods? These are just four possibilities amongui many
others. And if I choose one story, I will also be choosing
the facts that fit that story and be making them "the

facts."
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History and Philosophy

Just as no sound is meaningful ovtside the context of
a language in which that sound may be a word, so no event
is meaningful outside of the context of a history in which
what happens may become an event. If I write history, my
goal is to create a coherert system out of the past. But it
is the writing of history--that is, history as the depiction
of what really happened, or as the attempt to correctly
interpret the past--which is the very thing that makes the
activity a self-defeating one. That is because it is the
very writing of history that creates coherence, and endows
events with meaning. As I write history, I am writing a
story, and this story forever mediates between me and the
"raw" events of the past I wish to write about. I cannot
help but see the past through this story.

No history is written in stone, of course. Just as
language evolves, so can history. History can be rewvitten
and revised as new discoveries are made, discoveries that
must be made meaningful by fitting them into the existing
system, or reinterpreting it somehcw. Or history can be
rewritten and revised to accommodate the prejudices of a
particular culture or ideology. The point is simply this:
as soon as we start to write, we are telling a story, making
events meaningful with respect to one another, mediating our

view of the past, and hence cutting ourselves off from what

really happened.
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All history, then, is already a philosophy of history,
and whether we see it with Carlyle as "the biography of
great men," or with ¥arx as "the history of class struggle,"
or with Shakespeare as "sad stories of the death of kings,"
does not in the end matter. Or better: it is not in the end
possible to decide what we should view as important in
history, what we should stress. To decide, we would need
access to an immediately meaningful world where events just
happened and we just discovered and recorded them. However,
we do not have access to this world, and so all histories
are simply stories we tell about the world.

Finally, this is why there can be no such thing, in
th= commonly accepted sense of the phrase, as a philosophy
of history, or historicism, in Popper’s sense of the term.
By historicism, he means:

an approach to the social sciences which assumes that
historical prediction is their principal aim, and which
assumes that this aim is ¢ ttainable by discovering the
‘rhythms’ or the ‘patterns’, the ‘laws’ or the ‘trends’
that underlie the evVvolution of history.?
We have no access to something undiluted and immediate, a
series of events unpolluted by perspective or the desire to
make them systematic. We would need a bedrock of
experienceable facts upon which to build any philosophical

interpretation. Without this, speculation is idle, and the

philosophy of history impossible.
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Preliminary Conclusions

The point of the preceding two chapters was not to
show that we have no knowledge of the world or of history,
but rather to show that whatever knowledge we do have is
always within some kind of a context, because learning, in
the sense of gaining knowledge, just is contextualization.
That is: I am noc at all taking a skeptical stance with
regard to knowledge. It seems to me that Wittgenstein is
correct when he says:

From its seeming to me--or to everyone--to be so, it
doesn’t follow that it is so.
What we can ask is whether it can make sense to
doubt it.¥
If the context is sufficiently specified~-and often very
little specifying is necessary--I can claim to know
something, and it will make little sense to doubt that I
know it. If I know what happens to water when it boils, and
I see steam exploding from my kettle, I may be said to know
that the water in the kettle is ooiling. If I wish to doubt
this, I have to ask whether there has ever been an occasion
when I saw steam coming out of the kettle when the water
inside was not boiling--it is not sufficient to ask simply,
"Have my senses ever deceived me?" The correct question
should be, "In what contexts have my senses deceived me?"
(This shows how pseudo-questions about my own existence and

the existence of the external world may be dealt with. In

which context could I doubt my own existence? I can’t doubt
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if I don’t exist. 1In which context could I doubt the
existence of the external world? Only one in which the
external world didn’t exist, and then I couldn’t even ask
the question.)

However, this is anticipating somewhat. In the nex:t
two chapters, I will be discussing the iraditional criteria
for knowledge, and so will not go further into the matter
here.

If I am not questioning whether, in general, we know
the things we claim to know, then ther- is a sense in which
the preceding chapters are trivial. If our knowledge of the
world is still knowledge, what difference does it make that
it is a mediated knowledge? And if the.~ is no difference,
what is the point of talking about it?

On the other hand, I think there is a point, because
if our experience of the world is mediated by language, then
first of all, there are simply some things ve can’t talk
about, and secondly, we'can know exactly what these things
are. It is one of the pretensions of science, for instance,
to think it is talking about the world as it really is.

This will be discussed in detail in chapter four.

The main conclusion I wish to draw from the preceding
two chapters, however, is just that if objects are mediated
by language and the past by historiography, then the self,
if it is viewed as an object, must alsv be mediated. This

is perhaps a disturbing conclusion--that we are forever
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strangers to ourselves, that what we are "in reality" is
something unknown to us--and it will be the business of the
fifth and sixth chapters to elaborate with greater precision
why this is and what it means.

First, however, because I wish not only to discuss the
self, but also the knowledge we may be said to have of the
self, I want to examine the concept of knowledge. In the
next two chapters, then, I will be looking at the two main
avenues to knowledge that have dominated western philosophy,
experiment and speculation, or empiricism and metaphysics.
My argument is that the first yields no knowledge and the

second is expressive merely of the desire for knowledge.
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CHAPTER 3

THE POVERTY OF EMPIRICISM

Empiricism has meant many things to many people, but
it can be broadly characterized as a reaction to
metaphysical knowledge claims. Metaphysical knowledge
claims have two salient features: they are claims about the
world that (1) are founded solely on reasoning or thinking
about the world, and (2) cannot be either verified or
refuted through our perceptions of the world. Sensory
experience, therefore, plays no part in either the
formulation or evaluation of metaphysical claims.

Historically, it is against metaphysical positions
that empiricism has been launched. Aristotle attacks
Plato’s theory of Forms, and Locke attacks Descartes’s
theory of innate ideas,.for instance.! That is, empiricism
starts off as a negative statement: I cannot know anyching
about the world unless I have experienced it in the world.
(From inside four walls, I cannot know what the weather is
like outside.) For an empiricist, then, experience is seen
as a necessary condition of knowledge. If I have knowledge
of something, I can infer that I have experience of it.

Such a claim is essential to all varieties of empiricism.

82
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Now, from the empiricist’s point of view, at least,
the claim that knowledge logically implies experience is in
one sense a good claim. It eliminates metaphysics;
metaphysics is "nothing but sophistry and illusion," in
Hume’s words. However, there are many senses in which the
claim is a bad one.

For one thing, it is really only a declaration of
opposition to metaphysics; it does not demonstrate that
metaphysical speculation is worthless. The metaphysician
may counter by saying that experience is delusory. The
empiricist will counter this by saying that all of what
commonly passes for knowledge just is based on this
allegedly delusory experience--and that this experience is
all we have to go on. The metaphysician will then counter
by saying that those truths we hold most certain--the truths
of mathematics and logic, for instance--are known by reason
alone. Indeed, if we need to depend on experience to know
the propositions of logic and mathematics, they will turn
out to be only inductively probable rather than deductively
certain. And so on.

This discussion is a function of the empiricist’s
claim, and helps to delineate what is wrong with it. First
of all, the claim itself (for brevity’s sake, "knowledge
Jogically implies experience") is hardly an empirical one.
Can I make such a claim on the basis of my sensory

experience? No; such experience does not tell me anything
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about logical implication. Is there any experience I can
have that would either verify or refute this claim? Clearly
not. Such experience would have to include all that will be
known in the future. In fact, the empiricist’s claim very
neatly fits the definition given above of metaphysical
knowledge claims. But all this really shows is that the
empiricist’s claim is not a knowledge claim at all--it is
simply a recommendation about what ought to count as
knowledge.

Secondly, the claim may easily lead to skepticism. It
says that if I have knowledge, then there must be some
experience from which that knowledge arose, but it doesn’t
say whether or not I can know anything. And this leaves
many empiricists in a very uncomfortable situation, because
they are often interested in promoting scientific knowledge
at the expense of speculative knowledge. They want there to
be knowledge, but it has to be knowledge of the right sort
of things, ar.d arrived at in the right sort of way: through
experience. However, the sentence, "experience implies
knowledge," is, of course, not deducible from the sentence,
"knowledge implies experience,"? and furthermore, it is just
false.

It is not true that my experience of something will
yield knowledge of it. I could be standing in a room full
of people I knew, and the room could be dark. Here, I would

certainly be experiencing something, but (for the sake of
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the argument) I wouldn’t know who was in the rocm. I can
experience countless falling bodies without ever knowing
about gravity, inertia, friction or acceleration. A more
interesting example: people quite often know what it means
to fall in love before they fall in love. Or perhaps it
would be more cautious to say: they have a list of symptoms
--~they do not really know what it‘s like until it happens.
However, here it is possible to know the symptoms, and
experience sensations that ma!’.ch the symptoms, and yet still
be mistaken. We have many words for experiences like this:
puppy-love, infatuation, lust, and so on. So here, even
knowing what the experience is supposed to be like, people
may have experiences that do not lead to knowledge of "what
love is." Even more curiously--although not so if one
accepts that emotions are learned--it is often the case that
the experience of love yields knowledge of what love is only
if we already know the sort of experience we'’'re meant to be
having. Otherwise, the ‘experience may make no sense at
all.?

Furthermore, if my claim is that my experience of
something allows me to infer that I have knowledge of it, I
cannot from this claim infer that if I don’t experience
something, I can have no knowledge of it--the claim that is
so much at the core of empiricism. (To do so would involve

the fallacy of denying the antecedent.)
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There is, of course, a perfectly normal sense in which
we can speak of experience yielding knowledge. Take a
simple case: I wish to learn how to play a game. Now, there
are immediately three contexts that I must invoke in order
to play.* First, I must realize it is a game.®’ Secondly, I
must learn the rules that constitute the game, that is, what
I am trying to do in the game, or what the goals of the game
are. A constitutive rule may be one shared with some other
games (as in, "the goal is to win"), or it may be specific
to a particular game (as in, "the goal is to kick the ball
into the other team’s net"). Finally, I must learn what
rules regulate me as I pursue the former goal- -what I can
and cannot do in order to achieve the desired result.

I call these three things ‘contexts’ because it is
only with reference to them that my behaviour during, or my
participation in, the game is made meaningful. For
instance, say I am playing chess, and really have no
interest in the game. When it is my move, I take whatever
pawn is handiest and move it one square forward. On every
subsequent move, I do the same thing. I mount no strategy,
and I defend none of my pieces. Quite soon, I will be
accused of "not playing the game." And this is literally
correct: I am not playing the game. In fact, I have not
identified what I am doing as a game at all; to me, it is a
nuisance, and so any "move" is as good as the next, and none

has any meaning to me.
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It is much more easily seen that the constitutive and
reqgulative rules make my behaviour in a game meaningful. If
I smash a ball over a net, and no one else is on the tennis
court, then all I have done is smashed a ball; I have not
served an ace. If I hop my bishop over a series of pawns
and think that by so doing I have captured them, my opponent
may well have something to say. I cannot serve an ace when
I am not playing tennis; I cannot play checkers when I am
playing chess.

It is only after I have "invoked" these contexts that
I can I start playing the game: only then can I begin to
deploy some sort of a strategy--start to plan how I should
behave, given the allowable behaviour, to achieve the
desi-: 1 goal of the game. Now, unless the game I am
learning is an extremely simple one (a children’s game,
say), it will take some time before I master the game and
how I want to play it. In most cases I will master the
constitutive rules first, as they are usually very simple.
The first is most often, "Winl!" The second is most often,
*Phis counts as winning." The regulative rules, on the
other hand, must be assimilated over time, especially if the
game is a complicated one. What happens if one reneges in
bridge? What happens if a base-runner reaches home plate
but fails to touch third base? The more I play the games I
am playing, the more I will be familiar with the rules.

Once I have mastered the rules, I will, for the most part,
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not even think of my behaviour in terms of it being rule-
governed. My game-behaviour will seem perfectly meaningful
in and of itself. 1In a given game-situation, I will just
"naturally" do what I do. Once I have played the game
enough, and have seen how other people play it, I will
develop a strategy for playing in terms of other people’s
game-behaviour. Thus, experience can lead to knowledge: I
can learn how to play the game.

But, in the case of games, anyway, it can be said that
experience leads to knowledge only--because there is a rule-
book! If I am in some doubt about whether I am behaving
properly, I can consult the rule-book. I would like to say:
the rule-book defines the context in which the game is
played, demarcates what behaviour will be thought of as
meaningful. On other behaviour, it says nothing at ail, and
so other behaviour will simply not be meaningful within the
context of the game. The rule-books on bridge, for
instance, say nothing about sneezing. Whether or not I
sneeze during a game of bridge is irrelevant.

What I am driving at is this: what can be known is
always known within a particular context. Certainly the
widest context for my knowledge is my language: if I know
something, and can express this knowledge in language, then
what I know is already mediated by language. However, there
are clearly much narrower contexts that define much of what

I know. If I were asked, for instance, what I knew about
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British history, I might respond by asking, "Do you mean
from Roman times, or from after the Norman invasion?" Or:
"Do you mean my knowledge of kings and queens, or my
knowledge of social conditions?" 1If I were asked to talk
about the growth of beer-production, and I responded with a
biography of Queen Elizabeth II, what I said would be
irrelevant.

"Yes, but there is some sense in which you know
something about Queen Elizabeth II. It can be relevant, and
therefore you can say you know it." This is true, but it is
only relevant within the context of kings and queens, and it
is only within that context that I can be said to know what
I know.

Also, I may rertainly lknow something and not be able
to express what I know. I may know "how a clarinet
sounds."® But suppose someone were to play a tape-recording
of a clarinet for me, and then simply ask, "What is this?"
The question would make ‘no sense. I could, of course, guess
that the person wanted me to name the musical instrument
that was playing, could guess that the questioner’s
intention was more clearly expressed as, "What musical
instrument do you think is playing?" That is: I could
invoke a context. But what would stop me from focusing on
the quality of the instrument or the recording, the piece of
music the instrument was playing, what sort of emotional

response the music evoked in me, and so on?
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"What is this?" "It’s Benny Goodman." "It’s the
opening of Brahms’s second piano concerto." "It’s the
grandfather, " meaning the bassoon part in Prokofiev’'s Peter
and the Wolf. The proper answer tu, "What is this?" is
just, "What do you mean by this? And this is just to say
that before I can respond to the question, I must know which
context I am meant to be responding within.

Now, if all knowledge is knowledge within a context,
what happens when we want to say we know something about the
world through our experience of it? Here is a case where
there is no rule-book. It is as though we were watching an
infinitely complicated game and were forced to guess the
rules. Indeed, even to suppose that the players are
following rules is an assumption on our part. However,
let’s for the moment jrant this assumption. (I will return
to this assumption in the next chapter.) We watch the
players and try to determine the rules of the game from what
they are doing.

But why not focus on the players’ facial expressions?
This would tell us a lot if the game happened to be poker.
Why not focus on the apparently irrelevant gesticulating and
chatter between the players? This tactic has been used to
win chess games. Why not examine the social relaticns
vetween the players? Perhaps one player will deliberately

lose in order to please another.
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Thevre are two things of especial importance to note
here. First, any interpretation of what the players are
doing will create, rather than simply interpret, facts. If
I am interpreting only the players’ moves, then everything
else will be irrelevant, and the moves will become the
facts. Secondly, it is obvious that many interpretations
are possible, and even that many mutually incompatilie but
internally coherent interpretations may exist alongside each
other.
In his book Choice and Chance, Brian Skyrms gives a
vivid illustration of the difficulties involved here. He
says, "Often intelligence and aptitude tests contain
problems where one is given a sequence of numbers and asked
to continue the sequence; for example:
i. l’ 2' 3’ 4, '...;"7
We would naturally give our answer as ‘6’. This,
however, would just be tc privilege one generating formula
over all other possible ones.
Indeed whatever number we wish to predict for the sixth
member of the series, there is a generating function
that will fit the given members of the series and that
will yield the prediction we want. It is a mathematical
fact that in general this is true. For any finite
string of numbers which begins a series, there are
generating functions that fit that string of given
numbers and yield whatever next member is desired.
Whatever prediction we wish to make, we can find a
regularity whose projection will license that
prediction.?

The reason for mentioning this is that it allows me to

elucidate the way I think the word ‘interpretation’ should
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be understood here. The word commonly means, "to explain

the meaning of something," "to :.-e something
understandable." One sort o’ . :rpreter translates from
one language to another. BAr'. » o sor. brings out the

meaning of a literary text. What is lost in such everyday
notions of interpretation is that the interpreter makes
something meaningful to another person. The reason
interpreters can do this is that they already perceive as
meaningful something that other people do not.

So, to interpret, then, is to establish a context in
which to view something, to make it meaninaful in some way.
Once arain, I return to the assumption I mentioned at the
beginning, "that there is something real that I can know."
Interpretation is too often chought of as putting the
correct construction upon something that is already
meaningful. And this is certainly what interpretation is
when, for instance, I translate from one language to
another. But it is not at all what interpretation is when
the elements in my interpretation are not already arranged
in a system, when it is my interpretation itself that
arranges them in a system and so endows them with meaning.
Of course, it is this latter situation we find ourselves in
when we are doing empirical science. The world does not
come equipped with a rule-book.

wWhen I want to talk about the world, then--not some

part of the world that has a clearly established context
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within which I can talk, but about how things really are--
all empiricism affords me is knowledge within existing
interpretations of the world. It cannot give me knowledge

of the world itself.

Interpretive Arguments and Hume's Problem of Induction
It is with reference to this idea of interpretation

that Hume’s problem of induction may be solved. He says:

All the objects of human reason or inquiry may naturally

be divided into two kinds, to wit, "Relations of Ideas,”

and "Matters of Fact.’
The fact is, Hume'’s distinction simply eliminates too much.
It eliminates history, psychology, and sociology as "objects
of human reason or inquiry," and it eliminates philosophy.
Furthermore, it also effectively eliminates science. Carl
Hempel says bluntly that "if science were thus to limit
itself to the study of observable phenomena, it would hardly
be able to formulate any precise and general explanatory
laws at all."!°

There is at least one thing that is missing from

Hume’s two-item list. He eliminates analysis of, or
reflection upon, our experience as a possible object of
human inquiry.!’ That is: he eliminates the very thing I
have been focusing on, the fact that we interpret, or make
meaningful, the world of ocur experience.

In a later chapter (chapter six), I will be discussing

a number of different philosophical models that purport to
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show what constitutes the self. One particular conception
of the self dominates them all, however, and that is that
human beings are essentially two-sided entities: the one
side reasons, while the other side experiences.

This dichotomized version of the self has a long and
rich lineage. It is to be found in the Greek distinction
between the active and the contemplative life. It is there
is Plato’s simile of the line.!? Descartes employs it when
he sharply divides sensory experience from thinking. Hume
begins his Inquiry by distinguishing between two sorts of
philosophers, the first considering people "chiefly as born
for action," and the second considering us "in the light of
a reasonable rather than an active being."!? The ‘reason
and experience’ model can be seen working in the distinction
between pure and practical reason!'’, pure and applied
science, deductive and inductive logic, the inner mind and
the external world, and so on. It is a deeply-ingrained way
of thinking of the self in our culture.

In this model, reason is active, experience is
passive. We absorb our sensations of the world, and our
reason works on them. The world comes to us scrambled, like
a disassembled jigsaw puzzle, and our only job is to put the
pieces in the correct order. We assume, then, that there
must be a correct interpretation of how the world is.

But this sort of interpretation would have to assume

that the elements of our experience are already meaningful
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to us. It would have to assume that our interpretation of
the world were analogous to our interpretation of a foreign
language. If I wish to translate, "I1 faut qu‘on se revoit
demain," I can do so if I know how to speak French--to put
matters a little simplistically, if I already know what the
French words mean. But our experience of the world is not
like this: a tree doesn’t tell me it is a tree. The world
is not a place presented to us by God, already arranged in a
predetermined hierarchy of being, that we have simply to
name. But if it is not, then it is simply wrong to think in
terms of one particular interpretation of the world being
the correct one, because this assumes we could somehow
verify this--check the rule-book.

It is only the apparent divorce between reason and
experience that has led to questions such as, "Why can I
know through unaided reason?" and, "What can I know on the
basis of my experience?" both of which are, in one sense
anyway, wrong-headed questions. Plato’s Forms may be the
object of intellectual knowledge only, but our knowledge of
them arises from our experience of earthly beauty.!?
Descartes’s "thinking thing" begins in the first meditation
by thinking about the opinions he has formed about the
world, and how they may be mistaken. On the other hand,
Hume'’'s concerns about the origin of our causal thinking did
not come about through any experience he had--indeed, it

could not, for this experience would have had to have been
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ocne of an absent cause-~-but through reasoning about his
experience.

"Could we not say that interpretation should be
thought of as a form of reasoning? To reason, after all, is
to make judgments and inferences, and this seems to be
exactly what interpretation is." Yes, we could say this,
Lut it would be confusing, because of the traditional
association of reascn with deductively valid systems. These
are the ones mentioned by Glaucon in the Republic: "1
understand, said he, that you are speaking of what falls
under geometry and the kindred arts."!®* Nothing had changed
by Hume’s time; his examples are, "Geometry, Algebra, and
Arithmetic."! The dichotomy of deductive versus inductive
logic is still seen today as encompassing the sorts of
things we can know and the certainty with which we known
them.

"Should we think of interpretation of part of the way
we experience?" There are two answers. First, if this is
meant in the sense that seeing something through one’s
language as what it is in the language, the answer must be
no. My experience of the world as mediated by language is
an immediate experience. This may seem like a
contradiction, but consider the following: when I put on
glasses to correct my vision, I immediately see objects with

clear edges rather than blurry ones. Yet, there is no doubt
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that my experience of these objects is mediated by the
lenses in the glasses I am wearing.

The second answer is that to think of interpretation
as being a facet of experience is, again, too confusing for
the mcment, because the idea that we experience passively is
a very tenacious one. Furthermore, there is something quite
different about, say, our experience of a tree, and our
thinking about this experience. The latter is, in one
sense, Jjust another experience. However, it has this
peculiarity: if I think about my experience, this is a sort
of meta-experience, a step backwards, soc to speak, from the
experience I am thinking about. If I then want to think
about this "thinking about my experience," I once again have
to step back. That is: the thing (or thought) I am
reflecting about can never be the same as the act of
reflecting about it. (Might this have been what Hume wanted
to express when he said, "I can never catch myself at any
time without a perception"?)!8

Bearing this in mind, I would like to treat
interpretation separately--although the separation is
artificial--from both reason and experience.

"All reasonings," says Hume, "may be divided into two
kinds, namely, demonstrative reasoning, or that concerning
relations of ideas, and moral reasoning, or that concerning

matter of fact and existence."!® I think this is wrong, and
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I would like to introduce a third kind of argument, one 1I
will simply call ‘interpretive’.

It is interesting that philosophy has historically
ignored interpretive arguments, because this is the very
type of argument most often found in philosophical
discussions. Take the argument of section II of Hume's
Inquiry. He argues first that there is a difference between
present sensation and our memories of past sensation. He
calls the latter ‘ideas’, and claims that they are of copies
the former, which he calls ‘impressions’. The only
difference between them is the greater "force and vivacity
of the original sentiment."?® He then says that thinking
involves no more than "compounding, transposing, augmenting,
or diminishing the materials afforded us by the senses and
experience."? He claims to prove this in two ways. First,
he claims that when we analyze our ideas, "they resolve
themselves into such simple ideas as were copied from a
precedent feeling or sentiment."?? Secondly, he claims that
if we have never experienced something, we will have no
corresponding idea of it. "A blind man can form no notion
of colors, a deaf man of sounds."?® His conclusion is: if
we claim to have an idea, but find that this idea is not
traceable to any impzession, then this idea is

meaningless.?
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In succinct form, and omitting the first proof (which
is just a restatement of the first three premises), the
argument reads as follows:

1. The contents of my present experience are impressions;
2. The contents of my memory are ideas;

3. All ideas derive from impressions.

4, Someone physically incapable of receiving a given
impression will not have a corresponding idea.

5. Therefore, if a philosophical term is used that we don’t
understand, we can ask what idea it corresponds to and
from what impression the idea derives. If we can’t find
one, the term is to be declared meaningless.

I find this one of Hume'’s least convincing arguments,
but that is not the point. The point is: what sort of an
argument is it? Is it deductively valid? Certainly not.
The first mention of philosophical terms is in the
conclusion. Is it inductively valid? 1Is it an inductive
argument at all?

It could be construed as one, of course. 1 could
restructure the argument so it read: in the past, all
meaningless philosophical terms have been found not to
derive from any idea or corresponding impression; so will
all meaningless philosophical terms in the future. But this
is not how the argument is meant, ana put this way, it is
obviously false. As Hume coined the word ‘impression’, it
can hardly be the case that philosophical terms were

declared meaningless for this reason before Hume. So what

sort of an argument is it?
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It is simpler to ask: what is Hume trying to do in his
argument? Well, he is trying to eliminate metaphysical
speculation. He thinks that metaphysical philosophy is not
about anything at all--it is certainly not about anything in
the world that he can experience. Now, given this, is there
a way of interpreting experience and knowledge that will
show that metaphysics cannot be about the world? Yes, there
is. 1If we look at human beings, to speak anachronistically,
as 1f they are video-cameras, then whatever is on the tape
must be there as a result of the shutter having been open.
If we find something on the tape that we are sure was never
recorded, then whatever that is must result from a flaw in
the tape itself.

This is therefore neither a deductive or inductive
argument, but rather an argument about how we should
interpret human experience. It is an attempt to explain how
it is we experience. It is what I have called an
‘interpretive’ argument.

Hume’s problem of induction, then, confuses inductive
with interpretive arguments. The primary example in his
inductive argument is the sun, and his concern is the
justification for our assertion that it will rise tomorrow.
This is well and good. Then, however, he says:

If we be, therefore, engaged by arguments to put trust
in past experience and make it the standard of our
future judgment, these arguments must be probable only,
or such as regard matter of fact and real existence,

according to the division above mentioned. But that
there is no argument of this kind must appear if our
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explication of that species of reasoning be admitted as
solid and satisfactory. We have said that all arguments
concerning existence are founded on the relation of
cause and effect, that our knowledge of that relation is
derived entirely from experience, and that all our
experimental conclusions proceed upon the supposition
that the future will be conformable to the past. To
endeavour, therefore, the proof of this last supposition
by probable arguments, or arguments regarding existence,
must be evidently going in a circle and taklng that for
granted which is the very point in question.

I agree that both inductive and interpretive arguments
"must be probable only," although they are probable in
different ways. An inductive argument may be refuted,
whereas an interpretive argument can only be shown to be
incoherent (I will discuss this point thoroughly in the next
chapter). However, my main point of disagreement with Hume
is just this: the argument "that the future will be
conformable to the past” is not an inductive argument.

On Hume’s terms: neither the future nor the past can
be ideas that derive from impressions. First, how could any
individual idea actually be a copy of an impression unless
every prcsent impression also contained some element of
"pastness"? If the impression did not, then the idea would
contain something not contained in the original impression,
and therefore would not be a copy of it. However, Hume
cannot allow any "pastness" into his impressions, because
they are by definition those things that impinge upon us in

the present. Secondly, if it doesn’t make sense to talk

about the "pastness" inherent in impressions, it makes even
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less sense to talk about "the past," an abstraction to which
no set of impressions could ever correspond.

This argument, however, is conclusive as far as the
future is concerned. It is a logical impossibility that we
should ever have any experience of the future.

These difficulties disappear if we realize that Hume
is interpreting experience when he talks of the future beiry
conformable to the past. He is telling a story of great
conventional weight: it is the story of past, present and
future through which we interpret our memories, what we are
experiencing now, and what we hope for or expect. As an
interpretation, it stands above individual inductive
arguments. In fact, it shapes our attitude towards
inductive arguments. It says that we should accept that
inductive arguments are good arguments. (This is not, of
course, to say that we should accept any particular
inductive argument as a good one. I am talking of inductive
reasoning in general.)

But how are we to assess the value of an interpretive
argument such as, "The future will be like the past"?* 1Is
it, in fact, a good argument? These questions can be put in
perspective by examining a counterclaim, that is, "The
future will not be like the past." What would such a claim
involve?

Well, it would not only make systematic inquiry

pointless, it would make it impossible. All we could
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predict would be that if, on the basis of past and present
observation we were to predict something, we would be wrong.
If the future is not like the past, then anything might
occur--except for the very thing we were predicting. That
is: we could make no sense at all out of the world.

In other words, if the world is to become meaningful
and the stories we tell about it are to be coherent, this
can happen only in one way: the world we find must be full
of reqularities--we must be able to make a system out of it.
If we cannot, then it will remain unmeaningful to us, and we
will have no knowledge of it. The future being like the
past is an essential component in our project to make the
world neaningful--to learn about, or interpret, the world.
It is an assumption that is logically prior to any
particular interpretation of the world.

Let me be clear on what I am not saying. 1 am not
saying that we can predict the future, and I am certainly
not saying that any particular interpretation can be right.
What I am saying is that Hume’s puzzle amounts to this: he
is simply saying that one cannot, without contradiction,
both know the rules of the game and believe that every
future is possible. This is easily seen, in fact, with
reference to familiar games. There is a rule in chess that
says that bishops can move only along diagonals. Clearly,
according to the rules, there are quite limited futures for

a@ bishop in chess. 1If I attempted to move a bishop in a
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vertical line up the board, and if a rule existed in chess
that also sanctioned this move, the rules would contradict
themselves. That is: if we know the rules, we can predict
precisely what moves are possible for the bishop. It is not
“he case that any given future is possible.

However, Hume is clearly right when he says that a
sentence such as "the sun will not rise tomorrow" neither
contains nor results in a contradiction. What we can infer
from this is: we don’t know the rules of this particular
game, the game being "nature" and the rules being the "laws
of nature." Certainly if we did know the rules, and one of
‘hem was that the sun would rise tomorrcow, a contradiction
would result from Hume’s sentence. But we don’t know the
rules. In this case, too, there isn‘t something real that
we can know. There is just something real that we can make
meaningful in a number of different ways.

In the end, then, my argument with Hume rests solely
upon his contention that the justification of inductive
reasoning involves question-begging. "That the future
should be like the past" is not an inductive argument but an
interpretive one, and therefore a presupposition not only of
inductive arguments but all other forms of ‘making

meaningful’.

The Concept of Experience
There remain two related problems concerning

empiricism that I want to discuss. The first has to do with
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the concept ‘experience’ itself. The second concerns the
theory of truth most often allied to empiricism, the
correspondence theory, and the concept ‘evidence’. That is,
I want to ask the following gquestions. First, what is the
sort of experience that may, in a certain context, lead me
to make a knowledge claim? And second, what do I mean when

I say such a claim is true, what do I mean when I claim that

such-and-such is evidence for it?

The word ‘experience’ is an umbrella term used to
refer to many different sorts of experiences. Let me list

some.

l. We may be asleep and not dreaming. Here, it is tempting
to say that we are not actually experiencing anything.
However, there is at least some sense in which we might
be said tc be aware. A noise may wake us. How can a
noise wake us unless we have heard the noise? And to
have heard it is to have been aware of it.

2. We may be awake, but have our eyes closed and be
thinking of nothing. I am thinking here of that state
where we know we are not going to go back to sleep, but
hover on the verge of what we might call consciousness--
although it is clear that, in some sense, we are
conscious all the while of what we are doing.

3. We may be awake, but tired. Our eyes are closed and we
are deliberately shutting out awareness of our immediate
surroundings. Our focus may just be on the tiredness;
we may be completely unaware of the fact the sun is
setting, or has set.

4. We may be simply staring, blindly registering--but what
does that mean?--the things around us. If something
moves~-disturbs our reverie--we will notice it.
Otherwise, we are oblivious.

5. We may be staring alertly, or paying attention. An
example of this might be driving a car, or reading a
book. We are paying attention--~but not to everything.
We will focus on the road, but will tend to ignore the
colour of roadside flowers. We will concentrate on the
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words on the page, and weed out the background murmur--
if the radio is too loud, we may even get up to turn it
off.

6. Then, we may be focusing even harder, that is looking
for something--reading a novel or article for a key
passage, searching the files for a particular letter,
and so on.

7. On the other hand, sometimes ideas just occur to us,
break in, as it were, upon our consciousness. We are
talking on the phone and it suddenly occurs to us that
we were due somewhere an hour ago.

8. The final sort of experience I will list is that where
we concentrate on a particular thought, or something
someone has said, and absent ourselves somehow from
sensory experience. Several minutes ago, for instance,
I was mulling over the logic of the present argument.
wWhat I was looking at, if I can put it this way, seemed
to recede from view. The words on my computer screen
became mere landscape, and my experience was full of
internal monologue.

What we call ‘“experience’ is not something uniform; it
varies greatly, sometimes from moment to moment, as we
concentrate, get distracted, let ourselves wander, snap out
of it, put on mental blinkers (either deliberately or not),
and so on. Think of going to the cinema. The movie has yet
to begin, but it’s not supposed to begin yet. You glance
around at the crowd, think of something to say to the person
next to you, look at the screen, wonder how good the quality
of the film will be, etc. The film doesn’t start on time,
and you become impatient, or puzzled or anxious. Then the
lights go down and the film starts. The film is
int sresting. It is typical of this director’'s work,
alth_ugu not really as good as that of another director, who

is addressing the same topic. You think of things you want
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to say after the film is over. If ’t goes on too long you
wonder when it will be over. Somebody laughs at the wrong
time. You laugh at the right time, but you are alone in
thinking so. The movie ends. The credits roll, shattering
any illusion you might have had about being transported into
another world, and you think about supper, traffic, money,
the crowd, the time.

"But can‘t we mean all of these things by the word
‘experience’?" Yes, we can and do, and in one sense we are
justified in so doing. That is: in all these cases we were
at least experiencing something. We were there, as it were.
But what the above examples show is that, even if we were to
grant the empiricist claim that experience is a necessary
condition for knowledge, merely "being there"--even if a
context is specified--can hardly be taken as a sufficient
condition for it.

So one question is: which sort of experience is it
that we wish to base knowledge claims on? And the answer to
this is unclear. It would at least have to be one where we
were paying attention to whatever we were claiming to know
something about. If I had attended a concert, for instance,
I would likely not want to make any claims about the length
of the intermission. I would probably not be able to say
whether it had been fifteen minutes long, or twenty-five.

On the other hand, this is precisely the sort of thing that
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both performers and concert hall staff would be able to know
conclusively, so one would think.

A further question also arises: how do we know at any
given time that the experience we are having is the type to
base a knowledge claim on? And this question appears valid
both in practice and in principal. 1In practice, I can
recall occasions where it is important that I remember
someone’s name upon introduction, and I know this, and 1 pay
particular attention when we are introduced, and I think I
have paid sufficient attention--and within seconds, the name
is lost to me irretrievably. This sort of occurrence is,
unfortunately, a common one. Even when I am sure, I find
that I can be mistaken.

The problem can be made to look even worse (and worse
than it is). It is true that we can easily rule out which
types of experience will not do as the basis for a knowledge
claim. However, and because I can make mistakes when I am
sure, the only way (in principle) that I could verify that
this experience, the one I am now having, is the sort on
which to base a knowledge claim, would be if I were able to
stand outside my own experience, looking in upon myself, so
to speak, and compare this present experience with other
experiences upon which I had successfully based knowledge
claims.

But: there is something very wrong here. There are

many things about which it doesn’t seem to make any sense to
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doubt. Can I really doubt that I am sitting here, in front
of a computer screen, typing? Can I doubt that there are
books on the right hand side of the desk, and that when I
look out of the window I can see trees and houses, and a sky
dark with clouds? The fact is, I do not doubt any of these
things.?” No: 1 am absolutely certain aboui them. There
are, however, seemingly powerful arguments against such a
position, arguments that even here I may be mistaken, and
that I should "doubt my senses." I will briefly try to
explain why I should not.

"Could it all be a hallucination?" No, definitely
not. I have had hallucinations when ill, and I knew at the
time that they were hallucinations. Furthermore, if
everything were a hallucinat.on, then how could I
differentiate between ordinary experience and experiences I
know to be hallucinatory? "But perhaps, those experiences
were merely small hallucinations within the larger one."
But then there is the question, "what do you mean by
*hallucination’?" I cannot make any sense of the word
unless I can oppose it to something that is not a
hallucination. If the suggestion is that I am not seeing
things the way they really are, then I agree. I see the
world through my language, and it helps anything to call
this experience a hallucination, I am willing to call it
that. But since I am not trying to see things as they

really are, and there seems to be no difference between what
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I would call my ordinary experience, and what some would
like to call a hallucination, I don’t see that it does help.
At least my concept of ‘hallucination’ is one that I can
define.

"There are people who hallucinate--people we call
‘mentally ill’--who believe that their hallucinations are
real. How do you know that the world you experience is any
more real than their allegedly delusional world?" I don't,
and I don’'t make any such claims. The world of my
experience is a world shared by those who speak my language.
Within this context, a person who is mentally ill is
delusional. If I could speak that person’s language, his or
her experiences would not appear delusional after all.

"But you couldn’t have the experiences simply by
learning the language. Surely the experiences come first!"
Yes, but making sense of the experiences is done in
language. And this is precisely what people who are
mentally ill cannot do: they cannot make sense of their
experiences within my language, the language that most
people learn to speak. Therefore, I cannot speak to their
exveriences. This does not mean my experiences are more
"real"” than theirs. What it does mean is that they either
have failed to learn my language, or their experiences
cannot be made meaningful within my language. Either way, 1
cannot be "delusional" in the way the mentally ill are: I

can communicate my experiences to others, whereas the
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mentally ill often cannot. So I cannot make an analogy
between the apparently delusional experiences of the
mentally ill and my experience.

"Have you never dreamt that you were sitting at a
computer? Have you never dreamt of books and trees?
Weren’t you as convinced that you were experiencing these
things in your dream as you are now?" Perhaps. I
sometimes--even often-~-think that what is happening in the
dream is actually happening to me. But that is a very
misleading way of putting things. When I dream, the images
I have are often very distinct, and the emotions I
experience are sometimes very strong. But that is where the
analogy between dreaming and being conscious ends. My
waking experience contains far more than just images and
emotions. For one thing, waking experience includes
thinking and reasoning, from which images and emotions are
often absent. And what would a dream be without images? We
might even be inclined not to call it a dream.

"But you can think in dreams. For instance, you
sometimes know you are dreaming when you are dreaming."
That is true. I can also wonder, while I am dreaming,
whether what. is happening is really happening or whether I
am just dreaming it. However, there are certain types of
thinking that 1 do not do when I am dreaming. I do not, for
instance, have a sustained philosophical conversation with

myself about Descartes’s dream argument; I do not consider,



during my dream, the possibility that I am only dreaming
that I am awake, and that I may soon wake up, hence proving
that my sensation of being awake was an illusion.

"There doesn’'t seem to be any reason that you couldn’t
do that in a dream."” There also doesn't seem to be any
reason--at least one that I know of-~-that I couldn’t dream
extremely coherent dreams all the time. But I don't.

If I have exhausted the justifications I have reached

bedrock, and my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to

say: "This is simply what I do."?8
I do not think philosophically when I dream. 1In fact, there
are many sorts of thinking I regularly do when I am awake,
but which I just never do when I am dreaming. Therefore,
dreaming and being awake are not strongly analogous, and
although I may sometimes think I am awake when I am
dreaming, when I am awake, I know this. Therefore, this is
not a dream, and those books really are on the right side of
my desk.?

"But still, what makes you so sure? There may be
something in front of ycu, but how do you know it is a desk?
Would your cat see it as a desk? How do know what it is
really like?" First, as I have said, I don't care what my
desk is really like, because this is not something I can
know. But because I speak English and inhabit the culture I
do, I experience my desk as a desk. I don’t know how my cat
experiences it, but since she doesn’t speak English, she

doesn’t experience it the way I do. What makes me so sure
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it is a desk is that that is how the thing is made
meaningful to me in my language. By speaking English and
inhabiting the culture I do, I make it into a desk. Within
these two contexts, it simply cannot be anything else.

There is no room for any doubt to creep in.

This argument shows, I think, the mistake in the
empiricist’s conception of experience, which is the one that
leads to the skeptical doubts detailed above. With regard
to that conception, one can stare at the world and ask:
"What are these things in front of me? Are they really
meaningful in the way I think they are?" The point is: they
are meaningful in precisely the way we think they are,
because we are the ones who have endowed them with the

meaning that they have.

The Correspondence Theory of Truth

The second question I want to discuss is what it means
to say that a particular sentence is true, and what may be
said to constitute evidence for the truth of the sentence.
The correspondence theory of truth is an attempt to answer
this question. According to this theory, a particular
sentence is true if and only if there is a match, or
correspondence, between what that sentence says, and a
"state of affairs" in the world.*®

There are three things wrong this notion of truth.

The first is the assumption discussed at length in the last
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chapter, that is, the assumption that there is a world of
raw events that we can witness. If this raw world is
inaccessible to us, then there are no ("objective") states
of affairs against which the truth of sentances may be
measured. This situation is easily remedied by saying that
a sentence will be true if it corresponds to a state of
affairs, as defined within a particular context (for
instance language, chemistry, music). (However, of course,
this context-dependent truth is not really what the
empiricist is after.)

The second problem with the correspondence theory is
that it puts all sentences on a par. The onlv sentences
that can hope to meet its criterion for truth are those that
name and describe objects. This type of sentence, indeed,
is the one most often used to show the logic behind the
theory. How do we know that the sentence, "Snow is white"
is true? We look at snow.?* Now, however important this
type of sentence is, it is certainly not the only type of
sentence there is. That is because naming and describing
are not the only things we do in language. We also make
value-judgments, talk about abstract ideas, explain things,
and so on. How would we even attempt to apply the theory’s
criterion for truth to a sentence such as, "The weather is
beautiful"? Oxr: "Inertia is the tendency of matter to
remain at rest, if at rest, or to keep moving in the same

direction, if already moving." (We could point to any
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number of "states of affairs" as instances of this, but we
could never find a general state of affairs that would
exhibit this tendency. This is only to state the well-
known principle that a universal statement can be refuted by
a particular state of affairs, but never confirmed by one.
A confirmation of a universal statement would only be
possible if all states of affairs had already occurred.
Then, perhaps, we could say that the statement
"corresponded" to the set of the states. However, this is
nct only a very pecvliar way of putting things, but is also
something that, in practice, will never happen.)

I will mention in passing that it is odd that science,
which relies so much on empiricist philosophy, actually
relies much more heavily on a competing theory of truth
(that of coherence) than it does on correspondence, as the
latter seems so obviously allied with empiricism. However,
I will postpone a discussion of this until the next chapter,
where the subject will be taken up in some depth.

The third thing wrong with the correspondence theory
can be seen by examining the theory of knowledge it may be
said to derive from. This theory was first given by Plato
in the Theaetetus, where knowledge is characterized as
follows: to have knowledge is to have a true belief with an
account of how one has come to have that belief.3? A.J.
Ayer has given a very similar picture of what he thinks

constitutes knowledge.?® The theory, therefore, is long-
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lived. I will summarize it as follows. In order to be able
to say I know something, I must:

l. Dbelieve that it is true;

2. Dbelieve strongly that it is true;

3. have gecod grounds for this belief.

In addition:

4. other people must be able to know what I know.
And finally:

5. what I believe to be true must also be true.

So first, in order to know something, I must also have
a belief about it. However, knowledge must be more than
just belief. This is for two reasons. First, I may have a
belief--and be wrong. Secondly, I may have two beliefs,
and be right in one case and wrong in the other. In this
case, it knowledge is just belief, there would be no way of
distinguishing between the right and wrong beliefs.
Therefore, there musc be something in addition to my belief
before we would call this belief “knowledge’.

As to the second condition, it seems clear that there
is a large difference between what I merely believe and what
I believe strongly. If I met someone briefly at a party
three weeks ago, and was today asked his name, I might say,
"I think his name was Jules. Alfred Jules." However, it
would never occur to me to say, "I think my name is..." No,
that is something of which I am sure. Again, there doesn’'t

seem to be any problem with this condition for knowledge.
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We routinely distinguish between what we merely believe and
what we believe strongly.

As to the third condition, that I must have good
grounds for my belief, this also seems necessary. I may
believe that I have the winning lottery numbers, and that
belief may turn out to be true, but few would want to say,
cn this basis, that I knew what the winning numb~rs would
be. Even if I managed this feat consistently, and won a
hundred lotteries in a row, we would still have trouble with
the idea that I knew what the numbers would be, at least in
the normal sense of the word ‘know’. We might indeed grant
that I had some kxind of knack in picking the numbers, we
might go so far as to say that I was never wrong, we might
even say that I probably would never be wrong, but I don't
think we would say that I knew.

The reason for this is the fourth condition for
knowledge: knowledge must be something open to the public;
what I can know, you can also know. It is true that people
have believed, and will no doubt always believe, that
certain human beings have inside information on the secrets
of the cosmos. History is well-stocked with oracles,
soothsayers, prophets, clalrvoyants, and so on. It is
because persons such as these claimed to know things that
have subsequently been shown false that it is necessary to
have a condition like this one. Otherwise, I could strongly

believe that the end of the world was at hand, ground my
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belief with reference to an innexr voice (which, according to
me at least, had never been wrong), and then claim to know
the fate of the world. I could, in fact, claim to know
anything I wanted to.

(I should mention parenthetically that, as Plato notes
at the end of the Theaetetus, having a strong, grounded
belief is still not sufficient for claiming that one knows
something--even if what one knows happens to be true.
Consider the following: I believe that a friend of mine is
in Detroit. I believe it, because she told me she was going
out of town to speak at a conference. However, what she
told me was that she was going to Chicago, not Detroit. In
other words, I have misremembered what she said. Meanwhile,
the convention, for whatever reason, has been moved from
Chicago to Detroit, and so, in fact, she is in Detroit.

Now, I have a belief, and although I am wrong, I am
sure of this belief, and I have good grounds for it (she
told me). In this case, my belief is even true: she is in
Detroit. However, one would not want to say that I knew
anything at all. Circumstances happen to have conspired to
render me right, but I am right by accident.)

However, the main point I wish to make is about the
fifth condition to be met before it is possible to claim
that I know something, and that is: what I believe to be
true, must in fact be true. But there is an obvious

question to be asked here: how do I determine this? How do
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I go about checking that my belief is true? What is the
evidence for it?

In many cases, in fact, it is easy to check on the
truth of a particular claim. If my claim is that Beethoven
was born in 1770, I can look this up in an encyclopedia. If
my claim is that Lima is the capital of Peru, I can consult
an atlas. I can substantiate my claim to be a certain age
by producing a birth certificate. If someone doubts my fish
story, I can ask others to testify on my behalf.

In all such cases, what is important is that I am
operating within particular contexts. What those contexts
are will be determined by what occasioned my claim about,
say, the date of Beethoven’s birth. Someone might simply
have asked: "When was Beethoven born?" In this case, I
assume that the question is about the famous composer, and
not about any of the other people or pets that may have been
called ‘Beethoven;’ I assume that an adequate answer
involves only the year, and not the month and day of his
birth; and I assume that my answer should use the Christian
calendar, rather than the Hebrew or Muslim ones. (These are
not, of course, conscious assumptions; I would only specify
them as my assumptions were I called upon to explain my
response. )

On the other hand, my claim might have been part of a
response to a child’s question, "Who is Beethoven?" Then,

after having esutablished the context in which I wished the
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rest of my remarks to be taken ("he is famous a German
musician"), I might be attempting to place Beethoven in an
historical context (i.e., that he is no longer living).

I will not have to resort to evidence for my claim
unless I am questioned about it--unless, in fact, someone
doubts my claim to know. If someone does doubt, then my
evidence will be, for instance, an encyclopedia article on
the life of Beethoven. And this is normally where the
discussion will end. That is because, at least among
moderately-educated adults in a given culture, there is
usually a tacit agreement about what is supposed to count as
evidence in that culture.3* This is at one and the same
time a tacit agreement about which people we recognize as
authorities--an authority being a person we all agree
possesses the "truth" on a given subject.

So, in our culture, books count as evidence more than
newspapers, and newspapers more than tabloids. This is at
the same time to say that we accredit books with more
authority than newspapers, and newspapers with more
authority than tabloids. This does not mean that if
something is written in a book, it proves that something is
true, if by the word ‘prove’ we mean to demonstrate how
things really are (or were) in the world. It is simply
recognition of the fact that people who write books
habitually spend a lot more time thinking about their

subjects than do newspaper writers. We expect, therefore,
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that the way they have made their subject meaningful is more
worthy of our attention than a newspaper article is.

In other words, we allow that there are people in our
culture who can write rule-books for us. Now & rule-book,
like a pope, can change, but during its life-span it will be
the final court of appeal. That is: we agree that there
will be something we call evidence, and we agree on what
sort of thing it will be. 1In oxrder to back up a particular
claim, then, we simply look up the appropriate rule in the
proper rule-book.

Now, in cases like this--cases where the context can
be defined--it most often makes no sense to doubt the
evidence. Not that doubting is impossible; histories have
been wrong, and history can be made meaningful in
alternative ways that are perhaps more compelling. However,
to doubt as a skeptic would is a self-defeating proposition.
(I am thinking of the case where a skeptic might read a
hundred books all claiming that Beethoven was born in 1770,
and still doubt this.) That is because what the skepti: is
asserting is that nothing should count as evidence, is
arguing that a basic societal convention-~to agree that
something will count as evidence--be abolished. However, if
the skeptic’s position is that we can‘t know anything, then
it must at the same time be that we can’t know that we can’t
know anything, and so the skeptic, in abolishing evidence,

abolishes his or her own position.
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However, there are other cases where the skeptic’s
position is much stronger. These are when we move from
saying how things really are--in this context--or how things
really happened--in that context--to attempting to say: this
is just how tbe world is. We can often distinguish, for
instance, between truth and lying. A person who lies to us
may sometimes admit to the lie, and will sometimes weave a
mesh of contradictory statements; there are many ways in
which we can sort out the truth from the lie. We can also
distinguish between appearance and reality, in the sense
that we can discover that something we thought of as real
has turned out, after all, to be illusory. But it is
irresponsible to extrapolate from such local cases to the
global one. It seems to us we are doing the same thing; we
think that just as we can discover the truth about a
situation, we can discover the truth about the world.
However, there is a huge difference between the two
endeavours.

Language establishes a context by means of which we
can talk about the world. 1In this context, certain words
are meaningful and can be used in meaningful ways. When I
am doing history, I establish a context; I literally say,
"these are the things which are important, and they relate
to each other in the following way." Now, since to
establish a context is precisely to show how something is to

be understood, as opposed to other possible ways of
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understanding it, since it is to say that one should focus
on this rather than on that, how is one to create a context
out of the world itself? The world is something that can
contain contexts, but is not something which can be a
context in itself. A context has limits; the world does
not.

What is ironic here is that when we wish to talk about
the world and how it is in a global way, what we are trying
to do is escape the confines of the languvage we speak. The
world seems to beckon and language stands in our way.
However, the desire to escape language is actually identical
to our desire to encompass that experience which still
remains unmeaningful to us within the scope of our language.
Our desire to "move beyond language to reality" is actually
a move to incorporate unmeaningful experience within that
through which experience is mediated. That is because the
only way we can understand something is in a way which is
meaningful to us. To suppose differently is to suppose that
the world is naturally meaningful in one particular way, and
that if we grope around long enough for the right words in
the right language, we will discover this meaning. I have
argued against this above, but it is worthwhile pointing out
in this context that, whatever language we come up with, it

will still be a language, a system which mediates the world

we experience.



124

And so, when we are dealing with the world, rather
than with a context the world contains, the answer to the
question, "How do I go about checking that my belief is
true?" is just: "I cannot." Again: there is no rule book I
can consult. All I have to guide me is my own experience
and the experience of others. But after I have said that I
strongly believe something, and that I have grounds for this
belief, I have fully described the whole of my experience.
There is no experience I could have that could lead me to
say, "And it is aiso true;" I could have only the sort of
experience that would lead me to believe more strongly. 1
cannot "step outside" of my experience and see that things
are actually as I suspected them to be (on the basis of my
experience).

One way out of this dilemma is to assume a pragmatic
attitude towards knowledge about the world. One can say,
"This is a convircing way of looking at the world. There
are no contradictions here. This vay may turn out to be
wrong, but it will certainly do for now." However, there is
a2 further and unsettling problem about adopting such an
attitude. That is: if the only thing that counts as
evidence for my belief is my experience, what are we to do
with people who experience the world, or claim to experience
the world, in a way radically different from the way we do?

What happens, for instance, when we pit a mystic

against an empiricist? How can we decide between the
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language of science and the language of religion? Since, in
this case, all that counts as evidence for our beliefs is
our experience of the world, then it is gratuitous to
privilege the experience of the one over that of the other.
It should not be said that the empiricist talks only
of the everyday world, the world that can be examined,
named, tested, and so on, whereas the mystic talks about
things transcendental, about things which everyday
experience does not afford the general public. For one
thing, the experience of God is a part of the mystic’s
everyday experience. This experience cannot just be
discounted. To discount it, in fact, is to commit a
fallacious appeal to ignorance: because the empiricist
doesn’'t experience something, it therefore doesn’t exist, or
isn’t true. Secondly, there are many things which initially
seem outlandish and marvelous, and which we nevertheless end
up incorporating as perfectly normal into our lives. Hume
himself says:
The Indian prince who refused to believe the first
relations concerning the effects of frost reasoned
justly, and it naturally required very strong testimony
to engage his assent to facts that arose from a state of
nature with which he was unacquainted, and which bore so
little analogy to those events of which he had had
constant and uniform experience. Though they were not
conifary to his experience, they were not conformable to
it'
Several pages earlier, he says, "A wise man,

therefore, proportions his belief to the evidence."3® But

the problem here is that the empiricist has precisely no
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evidence that the mystic is wrong, except that the mystic’s
experiences do not form a part of the empiricist’s relative
paucity of experiences. One’'s experience can never be rich

enough to refute the existence of something one has not

experienced. One may say, "I do not believe..." or, "I feel
that it is ridiculous to believe..." but not, "This isn’t
true."

Finally, it is not possible to rescue the empiricist
position with reference to the fourth condition for
knowledge listed above. The mystic may just claim that some
people are in touch with God, and others not. Therefore, it
is absurd to stipulate as a condition for knowledge that
everyone else should be able to attain the same "knowledge"
the mystic has.

To sum up, then: the correspondence theory of truth is
seriously flawed. It assumes there is a reality that we can
know; it assumes that all knowledge claims are analogous to
claimg that merely name objects and describe them; it
assumes that there is some way of checking on whether or not
there is, indeed, a correspondence between a knowledge claim
and the world; and it assumes that everyone will experience
the world in the same way, and see the same correspondences.

Finally, then, the poverty of empiricism lies is this.
However much we should like it to, it does not fulfil its
promise: it does not lead to knowledge of the world as it

really is. (This being so, it is futile to hope that it
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could ever lead to knowledge of the self as it really is.)
It is undeniable, however, that we continue to desire this
knowledge. It is this desire that impels us to make
metaphysical claims. These are the focus of the next

chapter.



CHAPTER 4

THE LURE OF METAPHYSICS

Schopenhauer writes:
By metaphysics I understand all knowledge that pretends
to transcend the possibility of experience, thus to
transcend nature or the given phenomenal appearance of
things, in order to give an explanation of that by
which, in some sense or other, this experience or nature
is conditioned; or, to speak in popular language, of
that which is behind nature, and makes it possible.'
Metaphysics seeks to explain how things really are; in fact,
it wants to explain how things must be in order for us to
have the experiences that we do. It seeks to reveal the
secrets behind the world--behind the world that we actually
do experience--and the secrets behind this experience.?

In order to avoid becoming embroiled in arguments with
specific metaphysical claims that have been made about the
self, I am going to restrict my examples in this chapter to
metaphysical claims made about how the world is, the world,
in other words, "outside" of the Cartesian ego.

My contention is that metaphysical claims, conccrning
such matters as "being as such," or first principles, are
just not meaningful. This is because they purport to be

about something that has not been made meaningful, and, in

principle, cannot be made meaningful. That metaphysical
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claims are not meaningful can be shown in a perfectly
straightforward way. For instance, if someone should claim
either that the world consists entirely of material
substance or entirely of ideas, it would be appropriate to
respond: "as opposed to what?" That is: we would seek to
define the words ‘material substance’ and ‘ideas’--we would
seek a context in which to make these words meaningful. We
might say, "I see what you mean by the word ‘idea’ when you
oppose it to something material. However, to say that
everything consists of ideas is precisely to remove the
claim from any possible context."

The context invoked by such a metaphysical claim,
then, is really a pseudo-context. That is: a claim about
how everything really is can make sense only within the
pseudo~context of multiple universes. I would have to
suppose that in this world, everything consists of ideas, as
opposed to some other world, where material substance does
indeed exist. This pseudo-context is invoked by the claim,
but it is also simultaneously denied by it (because
everything consists of ideas). The attempt to make
meaningful--to create a context--fails because the claim is
about the world, which, as I have noted above, contains
contexts, but cannot itself be a context.? (To be a
context, it would have to be part of something larger, which

the world by definition cannot be.) Hence the claim is just
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not meaningful. As such, of course, it makes no sense at
all to say that we "know" it.*

To "eliminate" metaphysics, then, is easy. What is
often more difficult is to identify metaphysics as
metaphysics. That is because the line between metaphysical
and interpretive claims is often blurry. An interpretive
claim, one that makes the world meaningful in a particular
way, may easily become a metaphysical one, one that claims
that this is how the world is. A scientific interpretive
claim, for instance, may seem so obviously right--and our
desire that it be right is such--that we take it to be the
"correct interpretation" of the world. That is the point at
which we step out of science and into metaphysics.

There are three things I want to do in this chapter,
then. First, I will attempt to show the difference between
interpretive and metaphysical claims. Secondly, I will
expand upon claims I have made cursorily in previous
chapters about our desire for knowledge, the desire that
impels us to break the bonds of language in our attempt to
know something about the world. Thirdly, I will consider

the extent to which science may be regarded as metaphysical.
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Interpretive versus Metaphysical Claims
To illustrate how eas!ly interpretation may become
metaphysics, I want to look briefly at Leibniz’s Monadology,
and specifically at three central claims he makes there.
First, he makes the claim that the universe is explicable.
"There is nothing uncultured, sterile or dead in the
universe, no chaos, no discrder."® What I want to focus on
in this sentr:nce is the idea that the universe is ordered.
I1f somethirg is ordered, then we can at least try to explain
it.
Secondly, he claims that everything in the universe is

connected:

This connection of all created things with every single

one of them and their adaptation to every single one, as

well as the connection and adaptation of every single

thing to all others, has the result that every single

substance stands in relations which express all th~

others. Whence every single substance is a perpet al

living mirror of the universe.®
Finally, he claims that all the interconnected monads in the
universe constitute a harmonious whole. In the following
passage, he is talking specifically about the union of body
and soul, but, as he says, his claim pertains to the
universe as a whole:

These principles have enabled me to propose a natural

explanation for the union or conformity of the soul and

the organized body. The soul follows its own laws, and

so does the body. They meet by virtue of the

pre-established harmony prevailing among all substances,

since they all are representations of one and the same
universe.



In other words, Leibniz’'s proposal is that we regard the
world as consisting of ordered, harmoniously interconnected
elements. There is a reason for these distinctions in
Leibniz, but for my purposes, they are a little redundant.
If something is ordered, then it must contain elements, and
these must be connected to each other. Furthermore, if
something is ordered, then the connections must persist
through time. In the following few pages, therefore, I will
be paying much more attention to the notion of ‘order’ than
to those of ‘interconnectedness’ and ‘pre-established
harmony’ .

"The universe is ordered."” There is a context within
which this sentence, as an interpretive claim, makes sense.
It makes sense if I am not talking about the world, but only
about my strategy in trying to gain knowledge of it. The
possibility is then open that my assumption of orcer will
fail, and that I will not be able to make sense of some part
of the world.® My strategy in the pursuit of knowledge--to
shape and define and contextualize the world--will remain my
strategy, but may not work.

To claim that the universe is ordered, in this sense,
seems fundamental to the whole enterprise of making the
world meaningful. (It is the genus of which "The future
will be like the past" is a species.) It seems, to be
blunt, that such a claim is the sine qua non of systematic

inquiry, of coherent knowledge. It is, by definition,
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impossible to systematize char-: if chaos is found to be
anything other than completely random, it is no longer
chaos. The basic premise of systematic inquiry is that
whatever is being investigated must be found to be ordered
in some way.

To return to an example used in the last chapter, if I
am watching a game and trying to guess what the rules are, I
must assume that the game actually does have rules, or there
will be no point to my guessing. Central aspects of the
activity of interpreting, then, are finding an order, making
systematic, and making coherent. Before trying to show how
the claim, "The universe is ordered," fails as a
metapnysical claim, I will therefore briefly discuss both
the coherence theory of truth and the notion of ‘systems’.

A simple statement of the coherence theory of truth is
all that is required here: a sentence is true if it is
consistent with a set of other sentences known to be true.
It is false when holding it to be true would result in a
contradiction within this set. Now, what is striking about
the coherence theory is the way in which it is commonly
criticized: the concept of ‘truth’ it leaves us with is just
too distant from the way we normally think about truth. So:
it is argued that a set of sentences can be consistent but
false; or that more than one set of consistent sentences can
explain the same facts, but that the sets can be mutually

inconsistent; or that what makes the sentence, "The sun is
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hot," true is not that it is consistent with any particular
set of sentences, but that the sun is hot.

These ways of arguing are interesting in that they
tacitly assume the correctness of the correspondence theory
of truth. So, a story may be consistent, but not correspond
with what really happened (and so be false); different
theories may 2vplain the facts, but only one theory can draw
a correct picture of how the world is (and so the others are
wrong); and what makes my observation sentence "true" is a
particular state of affairs in the world.’

There is certainly a sense in which all these
criticisms are good ones. Part of what we mean when we use
the word “true’ is that there is some sort of connection
between what we say and how the world is. But, as I
mentioned earlier, this connection makes sense only on two
conditions: first, it makes sense only within the context of
a language, and second, it makes sense only with reference
to sentences that name and describe. For sentences that
explain or evaluate, on the other hand, the coherence theory
of truth may be the more appropriate one,!°

What is immediately obvious about the coherence theory
in this regard is that it divorces a system of "true"
sentences from the world. Whether they are true (in the
correspondence sense of the term) is just irrelevant. It is

also irrelevant that two (or many) different systems of
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sentences can account for the same facts. All that matters
is the internal consistency of the system.

Now, if it is true that for something to have meaning,
it must be part of a system, then any attempt to make the
world meaningful must also be an attempt to experience it
through some kind of a system, or to systematize it. Our
most common approach to the world is through ordinary
language, but there are many other languages (systems)
through which we can approach it. And just as ordinary
language gives us the illusion that we are talking about how
the world actually is--that it just is divided into houses
and trees and giraffes--so do other systems give us this
illusion, especially if they are internally consistent
systems.

Arithmetic, for everyday purposes anyway, is an
internally consistent system that we apply to the world in
certain contexts.!! If what I am concerned to do is add,
subtract, multiply and divide numbers, I will always get the
same answer when I do so (provided I have followed the rules
properly). But outsiie of the context of arithmetic, there
are no numbers in the world--there are just things that,
from within the arithmetical context, we can count. Also,
in order for my arithmetic mediation of the world to work,
these things must be counted in an abstract way. The only
way to add one pen and one pencil is to convert them both

into "writing instruments," or something similar.
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To adopt a system such as arithmetic is to give a
shape to the world. To show the extent to which we see the
world through the system of arithmetic, it is necessary only
to consider a culture that does not contain an extensive
number system. The Brazilian Yanomami Indians, for
instance, have a number system that "does not go beyond
two."!? Now: I just see a triangle as having three sides
and a square as having four. But if my number system didn’t
include these numbers, obviously I wouldn’t experience
triangles and squares in the same way. Triangles and
squares are become meaningful to me through that part of the
language of mathematics that I know.

Now arithmetic, like logic, can be described as being
devoid of empirical content, as being neither falsifiable
nor verifiable with reference to experience. Therefore, it
is a system that can survive its divorce from the world and
be proclaimed true simply with regard to its coherence.
However, other sorts of systems, like physics, suffer when
their only claim to truth is coherence. Physics would like
to be able to say something about the world.

This shows the main danger in the coherence theory of
truth. It is very difficult to rid oneself of the notion
that truth involves some sort of correspondence.

Observation sentences in physics are thought to be true if
they correspond with some state of affairs in the world.

Explanations are true if they cohere with other explanations
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(and observation sentences). However, it is very easy to
slip into thinking of explanations as being trxue in the
sense that observation sentences are. It is easy to think
of explanations or hypotheses as being confirmable or
refutable with reference to observation sentences. However,
this is only correct if one thinks of confirmation as "not
yet incoherent," and refucation as "shown to be incoherent.”
As was mentioned last chapter, there is no way in principle
that an explanatory sentence could ever be confirmed or
refuted--shown to be true or false, in the correspondence
sense of the term.

I am not, of course, saying that any scientist would
claim that a particular explanation was "true" in this
sense. Too many scientific theories have failed for anyone
to seriously claim that. What I am saying is that insofar
as science pretends to discover an ordered universe, instead
of conceding that it is simply ordering it; insofar as it
pretends to discover meaning rather than admit it is making
meaning; insofar as it tries to move beyond coherence into
correspondence--to that extent is it metaphysical.

To demonstrate the problem with the notion that there
is, in a metaphysical sense, order in the universe, I will
give a second example from Brian Skyrms’'s Choice and Chance:

To illustrate, suppose a certain small country takes a
census every 10 years, and has taken three so far. The
population was 11 million at the time of the first

census, 12 million at the second census, and 13 million
at the third...
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Suppose now you are asked to predict the population
of this country at the time of the fourth census, that
is, in the year 30. You would have to look for a
regularity that could be projected into the future. 1In
the absence of any further information, you would
probably proceed as follows: First you would notice that
the points representing the first three census all fall
on [a] straight line [on a graph]...

This projection would lead you to the prediction
that the population at the time of the fourth census
will be 14 million...

But it is obvious that there are quite a few other
regularities to be found in the data which you did not
choose to project... There are indeed an infinite
number of curves that pass through all the points and
thus an infinite number of regularities in the data.
Whatever prediction you wish to make, a regularity can
be found whose projection will license that
prediction.?®?

There are many different "orders" that can be found in
(assigned to) the world. The metaphysical presumption is
that we may be akle to find the "right" order.!

The impossibility of doing so is easily seen with
reference, say, to the differences between the language of
physics and the language of literary criticism. In the
language of physics, it is impossible to talk about the
nobility of a tragic heroine, for instance. In the language
of literary criticism, there is no such thing as a quark.
And yet, at least in the context of physics, the word
‘quark’ means something, as does the nobility of tragic
heroines in literature. But the latter does not even exist
in the world of physics, and the former is similarly absent
from the world of drama. Shall I say that one language

correctly describes what order there is in the world, and
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that the other misses the mark? If so, on what basis would
I choose between them?!?
Leibniz saw this dilemma clearly.
If we had some exact language (like the one called
Adamitic by some) or at least a kind of truly
philosophical writing, in which the ideas were reduced
to a kind of alphabet of human thought, then all that

follows rationally from what is given could be found by
a kind of calculus, just as arithmetical or geometrical

problems are solved.

Such a language would amount to a Cabala of mystical
vocables or to the arithmetic of Pythagorean numbers or
to thﬁ Characteristic language of magi, that is, of the
wise.

One might with some justice claim that this is the dream
that has driven western philosophy, as well as many other
disciplines. It is something I mentioned briefly in the
last chapter, that is, the dream of finding the "right"
language, the one which truly describes how the world really
is. We tend to forget how foreign the world of the past is
to us: the world has been a place where gods mated with
mortals, where angels populated each of the planetary
spheres above the moon. It has been a place--and to some,
still is--where divine justice is seen on a daily basis.
But perhaps beliefs such as these can be dismissed out of
haad as "unscientific."

For two centuries, from Newton onward, it had been a

well entrenched tenet that something called the ether

pervaded all of what we think of as empty space. The

great physicist Lorentz (1853-1928) had hypothesized
that the ether itself was stationary.!!
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For two centuries, there was a scientific story about ether.
Today, the universe is place that began fifteen billion
years ago, at which time it was no bigger than the size of a
pea. To assume that one has finally "gotten it right"--or
that one . at least making progress--seems to be the ever-
attendant presumption of modernity.

The problem with the idea of a universal language is
just: as a language, it would forever frustrate our attempts
to go beyond it and get to the world it purported to
describe. The idea behind a universal language contains the
vital mistake of supposing that language is something
separate from our experience, and is a tool we use in
describing what this experience is.

Another way of seeing the mistake in the metaphysical
assumption that the universe is ordered is with reference to
a distinction I made in the last chapter, that of local
versus global contexts. We are always free to talk about
order, provided we give our claims a particular context. I
can talk about the order in a garden, and contrast this with
the seeming chaos of a forest. I can talk about the order
exhibited in a new suburb, contrasting this with the
twisting, seemingly incoherent streets in the city’'s core.
There are orderly thoughts, and those which are too tangled
to make sense.

What is important in all these cases is that I can ask

the question: "What would a state of disorder be?" What
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would count, that is, as a breakdown in the order 1
perceive. (It goes without saying that this "perceived"
order is experienced from within language.) But this is
precisely a gquestion I can never ask about the world. Just
as I cannot go from my experience of the world to a position
where I claim that things could not be the way they are
without a divine orderer, so I cannot from my experience of
the world deduce that it is indeed ordered. That is: I
cannot, from my experience of order in particular contexts,
make a blind leap to the position that the world, which now
exists in no context whatsoever, is in "reality" an orderly
and systematic place. For what would I contrast this
orderly world with in order to make such an assertion?
**Universes’, as C.S. Peirce remarked, ‘are not as plentiful
as blackberries.’"!8

It is easy to see how such arguments apply to the
claims that all the elements of the world are interconnected
and exist in a pre-established harmony. We can demonstrate
interconnectedness and harmoniousness in particular
contexts, but once we try to apply the same notions to the
univ: .se, once we try to escape the contexts our language
provides us with and talk about "reality," we inevitably
fail. We either fail to make any sense at all, because we
are trying to talk, in language, about something which is
beyond language, or in our very act of talking, we mediate

the world again, mistakenly thinking that we have gotten to
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the core of things, whereas we have just dressed the world

up in a different disquise.

The Desire to Know
The idea now absorbs us, that the ideal ‘must’ be found
in reality. Meanwhile we do not as yet see how it
occurs there, nor do we understand the nature of this
"must". We think it must be in reality; for we think we
already see it there.!®
Although we cannot know the world as it really is, we
nevertheless retain our desire to know. Ethical inquiry is
a particularly good example of this. G.E. Moore, in his
preface to Principia Ethica, says that ethics tries to
answer two questions. "These two questions may be
expressed, the first in the form: What kind of things ought
to exist for their own sakes? the second in the form: What
kind of actions ought we to perform?"?°
That is: we try to establish rules for our behaviour,
and we try to give the reasons that underwrite these
rules.?! However, ethics cannot end there. If it is
concerned with what we should value and what we should do,
since we never do anything outside of a particular context,
ethics must also concern itself with individual actions.
The rules must be applied.
This is where the ethical project often runs into
trouble. The rules it establishes are not up to the task of

regulating everyday life in any adequate way. Why is this?

It is because the rules reflect the artificially simple
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world in which they were constructed, a world where
circumstances do not mitigate against generalization. The
certainty available to the ethical inquirer is not available
to the judge.

The result is what is called ‘situational ethics’, an
ethics where it is thought that each situation should be
judged on its own merit, and where the general rules are
regarded simply as guidelines. But to admit that the rules
are merely quidelines is to allow that in any individual
case, they may be broken. And a rule that may be broken,
given the circumstances, is no rule at all. (This can be
seen from the example of cbsolete laws, which are in no case
enforced.) Situational ethics is in fact the destruction of
the ethical project.

Even if we recognize the dilemma that ethical inquiry
involves us in, even if we see that we are constructing an
abstract system of rules which is doomea to failure as soon
as we begin to apply it to particular circumstances in the
world, we still continue to do ethics. Why is this? My
contention is that, even though we find it impossible to
construct an ethical system, we still strongly desire to
construct one.

I think the same may be said concerning our knowledge
of the world. We are often frustrated in our attempt to
gain knowledge, but we still think the truth is there

somewhere, even if we haven’t found it yet. We still want
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access to reality. And so we are very open to whatever
possibility science affords us to know the world.

When science makes a "discovery," we want to believe
that it has at last found out how the world really is. We
start to make the world meaningful through the systems of
science, and then mistake the systems for the world itself.
We feel as though someone has switched on a light in a dark
room. We forget that there are many different sorts of
lighting, and that lightbulbs eventually burn out.

This process is identical to what happens when we
learn how to name things in language. The process of naming
deludes us into thinking we have knowledge of the world--it
encourages a sort of naive realism. As we grow up, we learn
the names of things: this is what they are. And there is a
certain magic in being able to name something--the magic of
discovery. We visit a zoo and say: "Oh, this is a giraffe!"
Before we had only heard the word; now we have seen the real
thing. Or we ask, "What is this?" and someone says, "It’'s
called a marmoset," as though marmosets really did occupy a
permanent rung on the great chain of being. We learn names
like novices at a vast buffet dinner: a chei has
meticulously prep~red each dish for us, but has forgotten to
put out name-tags.

Wittgenstein says, "Naming is so far not a move in the
language-game--any more than putting a piece in its place on

the board is a move in chess."?? However, naming is already
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a very good indication of what directions a possible
language~-game can take. To name something is already to
declare that "naming" makes sense, that giving a name is a
possible activity. If I put a piece on a chessboard, I have
not yet made a move in a chess game, but I have declared
this is a legitimate piece--as can be seen if I try to place
an orange on the chessboard. Tc name is to legitimize the
function of naming, which is to talk about a changing world
with unchanging nouns.

Science just another language through which the
world becomes transparently what it is. The stories it

tells are ones we find very easy to believe.

Science and Metaphysics

"To explain the phenomena of the physical world is one
of the primary objectives of the natural sciences."?
Science "is concerned to develop a conception of the world
that has a clear, logical bearing on our experience and is
thus capable of objective test."? Science seeks to know
what is, and how this changes into something else. We
should accept its findings because they are "objective."

"Sciertific explanations must, for this reason, meet
two systematic requirements, which will be called the
requirement of explanatory relevance and the requirement of
testability."? They will be deemed "objective" if they meet

these two criterii, that is, if the scientific theory is
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relevant to what it purports to explain, and if experiments
can be done to see whether its predictions in fact come
true. These, says Carl Hempel, the author of the above
quotes, are "only minimal conditions a scientific theory
must satisfy; a system that meets these requirements may yet
afford little illumination and may lack scientific
interest."?

What I will question here is whether any scientific
theory can meat even these minimal requirements. The main
problem revolves around the word ‘relevance’. To claim that
a scientific explanation has explanatory relevance is
clearly the same as saying that there is a bridge between
the system of science, on the one hand, and the world, on
the other. The system not only coheres, but corresponds (in
some sense).

The word “relevance’ is glossed over by many as though
its meaning were obvious. Wesley Salmon, for instance, says
in his book Logic that "The premises of a logically
incorrect argument do not have the proper relevance to the
conclusion."? The term ‘relevance’ remains undefined
throughout the entire book. Salmon clearly does not think
it needs to be defined.

Trudy Govier, to whose definition of ‘relevance’' I
will return later, makes a similar sort of assumption in her

book, A Practical Study of Argument:
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Suppose that B is the statement that plump people are as
heaithy as thin people. Now let A be the statement that
most plump people’s hearts are as healthy as the hearts

of thin people. Here we can see that A is positively

relevant to B.28

I think this is the reason that the word ‘relevance’
is so seldom defined. We can see that something is
relevant; we just somehow understand it as relevant. It
seems that we have no more difficulty in assessing relevance
than we do perceiving a contradiction. In both cases, we
just see it--this contradicts that, that is relevant to
this--and there doesn’t seem to be any further back to go,
so to speak. However, there are problens.

To cite but two examples: there are many people to
whom the movement of the heavenly bodies is relevant to what
sort of a person they are, and to what is likely to happen
to them during the day. It was once commonly thought that
each of the known planets (including the moon and the sun)
"presided" over particular hours in the day, and that if one
were going to start a war, for instance, it would be most
propitious to do so during the hour ruled by the planet
Mars.

To call notions such as these superstitions is at once
evasive and dismissive. It is dismissive because it
privilages our own current prejudices without warrant; why
should what is obvious to us today be more accurace than
that which was obvious in other centuries? It is evasive

because to call such notions superstitions is to do nothing
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more than claim that there is no relevance between planetary
movement and human behaviour.

The second example concerns mediaeval law:

Every object had its ordo, its own legal status,
defended its own honour and was answerable for its own
actions. Thus a sword which fell from the wall could be
brought to account in court, so could cockshafer grubs
which ravaged the fields (as in a trial at Basel as late
as 1478), so could rats (there was a great rat trial at
Autun around the middle of the sixteenth century), so
could toads, witches and bad neighbours.?

From our present perspective, it would seem
preposterous to put either a toad or a sword on trial. Some
of the reasons for this are as follows. First, we think of
crime as something that contravenes human law--law devised
by humans to regulate human behaviour. Under this law, the
only thing that can qualify as an agent--and therefore be
capable of perpetrating a crime--is a human being. This is,
in part, because only human beings are capable of knowing
what the law is. In other words, in the current legal
context, terms such as ‘agency’ and ‘knowledge’ are relevant
only to people, and irrelevant to toads and swords.

However, if we look at the world from within the
context of interconnectedness, that is, if we assume that
every part of the world may cause something to happen in
another part of the world, as long as there are sufficient
parts intervening between the two; if we further assume that

every object, living or not, occupies a particular place in

this interconnected world, and that if it upsets the pre-
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established harmony in the world, it is the thing
accountable; if we assume both these things, then it makes
sense to put toads on the witness stand. It is relevant to
do so.

On the other hand, it is relatively common in today’s
courts for a lawyer to enter an insanity plea for a client
accused of a serious crime such as murder. A verdict of
insanity effectively absolves the person of guilt, the
reasoning being that only people who can be deemed
responsible for their actions can be punished for them. 1In
other words, insanity, in today’s courts, is relevant to
innocence.

During the witch trials of the late middle ages, on
the other hand, a witch’s insanity would have been seen as
relevant to her guilt. A witch was thought mad precisely
because she had, of her own free will, succumbed to the
devil; her madness was a sign of her evil and her guilt.

(If it seems absurd either to put toads on trial or
condemn a witch because of her madness, reconsider our
contemporary plea of insanity. First, if the plea is
successful, there is a peculiar result: a crime has been
committed, but there is, at least for legal purposes, no
agent. It is not too much to say that--for legal purposes--
no one committed the crime (which nevertheless did occur).
Secondly, the arbiters of insanity, who are no longer

priests but doctors, are in many cases seriousiy divided
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over what does and does not constitute a mental disorder or
disease. This makes it very difficult to know what is meant
by the very word ‘insanity’. Now, if someone doesn’t know
what a word means, and yet persists in using this word,
wouldn’t we be tempted to dismiss whatever this person said
as irrelevant to the issue?)

The point I am trying to make here is that the
difference between what is and is not relevant is at least
problematic. Seeing relevance is not like seeing that two
sentences contradict each other. What is seen as relevant
can often be traced to cultural idiosyncrasies.

What then is relevance? Trudy Govier attempts to
define it--with reference to statements--as follows:
"Statement A is positively relevant to statemenc B if and
only if the truth of A counts in favor of the truth of B."3°
This, I think, begs the question. I have to know whether
one statement is relevant to another before I can say
whether it counts in favour of the truth of the latter
statement .

Consider the two sentences, "I haven’t eaten all day,"
and "I am hungry." Is the first relevant to the second?
This is something we would need to know before we could say
that the first counted in favour of the truth of the second.
I might be the sort of person who never eats during the day,
and gets hungry only late at night. My being hungry right

now might be an odd occurrence. I might say, "It’'s totally
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irrelevant that I haven't eaten 2ll day. I wonder why I'm
hungry now?" On the other hand, I might be the sort of
person who eats three regular meals a day. Knowing this, we
might say that the first sentence was relevant to the
second, and therefore also counted in favour of the truth of
the second.

Again, what is relevance? The problem is in the
phrasing of the question. Relevance is not an absolute:
something that is relevant to you may not be relevant to me.
You could, for instance, be saying something in a language I
don’t understand. Or you could be talking, in my language,
about a subject I am unfamiliar with. A precondition of
relevance then, of my being able to see two things as
relevant, is that they are meaningful to me.

To see something as relevant, then, is to see it as
somehow connected to something else in terms of the meaning
that both have. Something can be relevant, therefore, only
within the context of a given language, and only within the
context of a given culture. Our language is the foundation
of the possibility of relevance, and our culture tells us
what is currently thought to be relevant. And here; I
think, is a better definition of relevance: something is
relevant if we perceive it as standing in a meaningful
relationship to something else. A belief is relevant if we
see it as meaningfully related to something other belief we

have, and which makes us either more or less likely to hold
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this belief. (I think this tallies with what we often mean
by saying something is irrelevant; we mean that it should
not make us more likely to hold a view contrary to the one
we do hold.)

The relationship between relevance and meaning is more
clearly seen if we examine relevance with respect to
context. Something someone says can be described as
irrelevant if it does not pertain to the rest of what is
being talked about. So if we are talking about freedom and
determinism, and someone says, "Freedom is a fundamental
human right," I will be right tc¢ say that this comment is
irrelevant. But it is only irrelevant given the context of
our discussion. Similarly, a sentence is only made relevant
by a particular context. The sentence, "The mind is not a
ghost enclosed in a machine," is made relevant by a
discussion of the mind/body problem, but is a completely
inappropriate response to someone who has just said, "I
can’t make up my mind what I should do."

A stronger example: suppose I were reading a mystery,
and was to ask, "Do you think it’s relevant that the dog did
nothing in the night-time?" Your response wculd depend
entirely on whether you had read the story or not. If you
hadn’t, you would have no context into which to place my
gquestion. Another precondition, therefore, of two things
being relevant to each other is that we know the context in

which they either are, or are not, potentially relevant.
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I have been loosely alternating between relevance
between sentences and relevance between things or events.
That is beccause I don’t see any substantial difference
between the two. * . may say that what I am now saying is
irrelevant to what I have said before, or you may say that a
particular event (which I am making an event) is irrelevant
to other events I have described before. Speaking is making
meaningful, and what is spoken about is made meaningful.
Therefore I feel that the same concept of relevance is
applicable to both sentences and things or events.

However, the main point I want to make about relevance
is this: if, for something to be relevant, it must be
experienced as meaningfully connected to something else
within a particular context--to make meaningful is to place
within a system, to create a context--then what can we mean
when we ask, in a general way, whether something in the
world is relevant to something else?

This question, in the context of physics, is as
follows: are "the phenomena of the physical world"
meaningful? If they are not--if they are not
meaningful--then not only will our explanation of them not
be relevant, but we won't be able to explain them at all.
If they are meaningful, on the other hand, they will only
be so for physicists within the language of physics, and
given the context in which they are being studied. Science

may then claim explanatory relevance, but not of the
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"phenomena of the physical world," in the sense used above
by Hempel.

However, if science cannot make the sort of global
claims it wishes to make about relevance, it must at least
be conceded that the second condition for scientific
theories, that they be testable, is one that is easily met.
On the other hand, it is good to remember what the word
‘testable’ means. It certainly never means ‘confirmable’.
It does mean ‘refutable’ (in the sense mentioned above--of
being shown to be incoherent) and if we are lucky, it means,
‘it works for now’. This is, of course, sometimes to say a
great deal. Theories are things we can make predictions
upon.

However, and again, this falls well short of the
knowledge claims that science wants to make. The position
is made worse by the fact that there is no reason, in
principle, why an indefinite number of scientific theories
may not all receive confirming evidence at the same time.
This is:

often illustrated by reference to the Copernican
heliocentric conception of the solar system, which was
considerably simpler than the geocentric one it came to
supersede, namely, Ptolemy’s ingenious and accurate, but
"gorgeously complicated system of main circles and sub-
circles, with different radii, speeds, tilts, and
different amounts and directions of eccentricity."%
Strictly speaking, then, classical physics should not claim

that the earth revolves around the sun; it should really

make only the lesser claim that the paradigm of the earth
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revolving around the sun is more elegant or simpler than the
Ptolemaic system.’® However, classical physics does want to
say that yes, the earth really goes round the sun.

But the fact remains that many competing systems may
all receive "confirming" evidence at the same time.

The gradual elimination of some among the conceivable
alternative hypotheses or theories can never, it is
true, narrow the field of competitors to the point where
only one of them is left; hence we can never establish
with certainty that a given theory is true, that the
entities it posits are real. But to say that is not to
disclose a peculiar flaw in our claims about theoretical
entities, but to note a pervasive characteristic of all
empirical knowiedge.>*

To sum up: science, insofar as it pretends to unlock
the secrets of the real world, is metaphysics. A self-
conscious science should realize that its claims are
interpretive, and that its knowledge claims are acceptable
only from a pragmatic point of view. Any pretense science

has to ultimate knowledge is mystification, not

illumination.

Conclusion

It is not at all the purpose of the above to argue
that we should stop doing science, or refrain from any other
type of systematic thinking. It is simply to put the
project of systematic thought in perspective. In short, it
never delivers what it promises. It promises the truth

about the real world, and it delivers only a version of the
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world--one, certainly, that can have positive practical
implications.

The matter can be said simply: systematizing is indeed
a way to acquire knowledge, but this knowledge is always
knowledge within the context of the system. To say the same
thing a little differently: to affirm that things in the
universe are interconnected--to say that there is a system--
is to do nothing more than reaffirm our desire to know. It
is this desire that fools us; we feel we are making progress
towards knowledge of the world, and yet every step we take
in that direction constitutes a further mediation of it. We
mistake the system we construct for the world itself
(confusing explanans with explanandum).

What we wish above all to do is to stand outside the
systems we have inherited and those we have built. We want
to ask the physicist: are we "really" just collections of
atoms? Our desire to know is such that we don’t see the
simplistic nature of the question. O0f course we are more
than just atoms--but only if the context is something other
than physics. (We have moral precepts, political
inclinations, personal tastes in music and literature, and
so on.) We then want to ask: isn’t there some ultimate
context where we can say what we really are? But this is
clearly impossible, because a context limits. In order to
live in this "ultimate context" we would have to exist

acontextually. But this would be a place outside of
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language and meaning, the first of which creates contexts,
and the second of which is dependent upon them.

In philosophy in particular, we wish to stand outside
contexts and systems--this defines the progress of
philosophical thought. Each new thought is like a new skin
on an onion. What has gone before is compromised and
rejected, or incorporated and superseded. The new thought
thinks of itself as the final thought, the thought which
stands outside the systems it can clearly identify as faulty
metaphysics. It finds the ways in which these systems are
faulty.

The desire for knowledge is always with us. That is
the lure of metapnysics. We want to see the world as
explicable, the things in it as interconnected and
harmoniously interacting. And we continue to search for a
system until we find one that satisfies us.

But being satisfied, we will also be deluded. We
cannot determine what the world and the self look like
outside of a system or language that gives them meaning,
even if it is our ultimate desire to do so. We desire to
stand outside, but we can never stand outside. Because to
stand outside a system would be to stare vacantly at a vast

and unmeaningful space.
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THE SELF

(THE OBJECT OF KNOWLEDGE)



CHAPTER 5

THE SELF: LANGUAGE, SOCIETY AND MEMORY

The¢ inevitable conclusion of the foregoing must be
this: the self, as an object of knowledge, must be mediated
the way the world is--by my language. This is not to say
that the self does not exist, or even that we are not in
immediate contact with ourselves. However, when we try to
make ourselves meaningful to ourselves, interpret the self--
talk about the self--we do so in language. Whatever the
self is beyond this is something we cannot talk about.

"But this is very paradoxical! You seem to want to
talk about the self--the word is in the title of this
chapter, after all. Not only that, but you seem to want to
talk about it as it really is. At the very least, yocu want
to talk about how things really are: we only have access to
our selves by making them meaningful in language. But
doesn’t everyt' (ng you have said so far contradict this?"

There is indeed a paradox, and it is one from which it
is impossible to escape. I desire to know about the self,
and yet I know that I can only interpret it in a particular
way, and that this interpretation will be only one of many,
none of which can be said to correspond to what the self
really is. My desire to know impels me to inquire as to
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what sort of a thing the self is--will impel me to the point
where, in fact, I am satisfied that I do know how the self
is. However, I also know that, in the end, the self 1I
create will be an illusion.

"But, knowing this, is there any real point in going
on?" Yes, there is a point. First, my interpretation of
the self may prove to be more coherent than other
interpretations. Secondly, it may show the way in which
some other interpretations are incoherent. And finally,
perhaps what is true is not so important as what is believed
to be 1rue.

Before returning to the self, however, I should ask
another question: if my meaningful experience is of a
mediated world, one mediated by language, then is my
experience of language also a mediated one? As odd as this
may at first sound, I have to answer that our experience of
language is indeed mediated by language. How else, in fact,
could my language become meaningful?

The main way in which my language gains meaning for me
is with reference to other words. That is, a new word is
introduced to me in terms of a more elementary language I
already speak. I may learn the word ‘sofa’ because someone
tells me it means ‘couch’. This learning may take place in
many ways: looking up a word in a dictionary, listening to

others talk, being corrected in my usage by someone,
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guessing or reasoning given the context of the word, and so
on.

Learning a language is not a simple single process of
building upon previously learned blocks; we approach
language from as many perspectives as we approach the world
with our various languages of science, art, philosophy, and
so on. I would like to say, language becomes meaningful in
a language, which again becomes meaningful in a language,

and so forth.

But this poses a problem. Should there nct be some
basic language? If I learn the meaning of some words with
reference to previously learned ones, I must first know what
the latte. words mean. How else would the cycle of meaning
begin? Dictionaries are notoriously circular in their
definitions. If we did not know the meaning of a single
word in a language, we could read a dictionary through and
be none the wiser. We seem to need the notion of ostensive
definition--how else could language become meaningful in the
first place if it were not for the possibility of showing
what it was one meant by something? If you want to know
what a table is, I will simply get a table and show it to
you.

If this were the case, then it would represent a
tremendous counterexample to what I have been claiming so
far. Ostensive definition would, after all, make some

aspect of the world meaningful with reference to the world
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itself. 1If ostensive definition were possible--if I could
show you the meaning of a word by pointing to something in
the world--then it would be arguable that in some sense the
meaning of an ostensively defined word would have to be the
thing it named.

What is wrong with this idea, with the whole notion of
ostensive definition? As Wittgenstein says, "the meaning of
a name is sometimes explained by pointing to its bearer."!
However, it is important to note what is implied in the word
‘explained’. It is not that the bearer is the meaning of
the word, or that the meaning of a word will be clear once
we have pointed to the bearer. "When Mr. N.N. dies one says
that the bearer of the name dies, not that the meaning dies.
And it would be nonsensical to say that, for if the name
ceased to have meaning it would make no sense to say ‘“Mr.
N.N. is dead.’"?

How then is the meaning of a word sometimes explained
by ostensive definition? Suppose that I want to illustrate
the difference between a mug and a cup to some children. I
might place the two side by side, and say, "Look, a mug is
much bigger than a cup." But in order to understand the
difference, they will already have to understand a lot.

They will have to understand that I am using a common noun
(i.e., that this is not the only mug in the world), and that
by using the word ‘a’, what I am showing them is only an

example of what mugs look like--that they may come in many
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different shapes, sizes, colours, and so forth. Only if
they already understand this will my ostensive definition
help explain to them what a mug is.

That is: all I can do is give an example--and my
example must be understood as an example, or else my
pointing will have failed.® But I cannot demonstrate the
meaning of a particular word by pointing to anything. In
the example above, I might have been contrasting a mug with
a fork, and I might then have said, "This is a dish, and
this is a utensil.” Or I might have been trying to show why
a mug should not be used as a paintpot: "This is tableware,
and this jar is better as a paintpot." Whenever I say,
"This is a..." I am doing so in some context, and that
context must be recognized before my definition can be
understood.

Finally, we say that people know the meaning of a
name-word when they can successfully identify other objects
of the same name. All I can do, in giving my example, is
point to this or that; I cannot show them how to go on.

Ostensive definition, then, if we mean by this the
giving of the meaning of a word, is impossible. It may help
to define a word, it may help to explain the meaning, but it
cannot give us the meaning. And this means that we cannot
talk about a basic, ostensively defined language upon which

the rest of our language is founded, and in terms of which

it is defined.
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"But mustn’t there be a foundation? We can’t define
words in terms of other words unless we already know what
the latter mean. Logically, there has to be something to
base these definitions on."

It is important to understand what is being asked
here. We certainly want there to be a foundation, and we do
not see how there could not be a foundation--but we do not
know what it is. That is because we are in effect asking
how meaning originates. But this is an impossible question,
and any attempt to make the prelinguistic mind meaningful
will undermine itself. The question about the origin of
meaning amounts to this: we are asking that the something
that is prior to meaning be made meaningful--be made into
some thing--and at the same time continue to be an
unmeaningful something. We are asking that it be included
in a system and stand outside that system. We can have it
either way, but not both. It is as if we were staring into
a dark tunnel, and trying to see what the tunnel looked like
inside. We could shine a light in to examine it, but we
wouldn‘t get what we wanted. What we want is to see what
the tunnel looks like in the dark. (Another way of putting
this is as follows: those who are developing a language are
as yet incapable of telling us how they are doing it, and
when they have enough grasp of language to do so, they must

do so iIn language.)
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If we abandon the attempt to find out how meaning
originates, it is much easier to view our knowledge of
language as one mediated by language. The concept of
*definition’ includes the sort of mediation I have in mind.
When I define a word, I not only say (explicitly) what the
word means, but also (implicitly) what it doesn’t mean. If
I say, "Blue is a colour," I am also saying that I cannot
use the word ‘blue’ to refer to either an object or a sound,
for instance. But this is only to say that the meaning a
word has depends on the meaning of other words in the system
of language.

"You persist in talking about language as though it is
a system." That is something forced upon me by grammar and
considerations of style. I do not, of course, know that
language is a system. However, I must assume it is, in that
if I attempt to analyze language, I must be systematic in my
endeavour. It may be worthwhile to pursue this line of
thought a little further.

The philosophy of language is a dramatic demonstration
of how language can be mediated by language. When I begin
to talk about language, I must do so in language. However,
this can be confusing, and so it is common to introduce
notions such as ‘hierarchy of languages’ or ‘metalanguages’.
These are words that are still part of language, although in

our attempt to make language systematic--see it as a system
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--we see them as somehow standing outside language. (Or we
believe that we do.)*

The vocabularies of grammar and semantics, and the
other branches of linguistics, give us a particular way of
looking at language, for instance. And although words such
as ‘language’, ‘sentence’, ‘word’, ‘meaning’, and so on, are
so commonly used as to seem inextricably part of language,
insofar as they are used to refer to language, it can seem
better to think of them as belonging to a metalanguage, a
sort of second language through which first language becomes
explicable.

"But this metalanguage, this pseudo-language--is it

also mediated for us?" Irnofar as it is described in
language, yes it is. The language with which I examine
language will still be mediated for me. I can stand back to

look at language, but I cannot stand outside language.

"But where then do we stop? Does not the logic of
this argument imply that this language, too, is mediated by
something, and do we not then get involved in an infinite,
and infinitely mediated, regress? It seems that we can then
construct another language, a third language, to talk about
the second one that is purportedly talking about the first.
Might not these languages multiply to infinity? Mustn’'t we
stop somewhere?"

We stop constructing languages to talk about other

languages precisely at the point when we have created the
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illusion that the language we are now using is the one which
gives us direct access to language as it is. We stop when
we have so thoroughly made sense that it no longer occurs to
us to doubt. We stop when we feel the language we are
speaking is the right language, when there seems nowhere
else to go.

Although it is true this could involve an infinite
regress, in practice, because we are so prone to thinking
that we have understood things correctly, we rapidly create
the illusion that the language we are using is the "correct"
one. It is so much our desire to get there that it is quite
easy to think we have already arrived.

Howe:ver, no matter how far we were to perform a
regression, we would never in fact get to this correct
language. "Our language," writes Wittgenstein,

can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of little streets
and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with
additions from various periods; and this surrounded by a
multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets
and uniform houses.’
It can be seen this way, certainly, and this even seems to
me a good way of seeing it. But language has also been seen
as a collection of names, and there are many other ways in
which language can be viewed. The better one will be that
which can account for more--but that does not mean that it
is the proper way of looking at language. There is no

proper way, because to admit that there was would be to

admit that one could see language as it is.
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Thought and Language

How is it, then, that our knowledge of tne self is
knowledge of a mediated object? One approach to this is
through the traditional opposition of thought and language.
What is the relationship between thinking and speaking?

The British economist John Maynard Keynes was once asked
whether he thought in words or pictures. "I think in
thoughts, " was his reply. He was right to resist the
suggestion that the "things we think in" are either
words or pictures, for as we have seen, "mental images
are not just like pictures in the head, and "verbal"
thinking is not just like talking to yourself. But
saying one thinks in thoughts is really no improvement.
It just postpones the question, for a thought is just
whateve_: happens when we think--a topic about which
there is no settled agreement.®
There is no doubt that we think, and no doubt that we talk,
but the relationship between these two things is fuzzy. (1
should add that by ‘thought’ here, I mean to include
*emotion’. I do not mean that the two are the same, but
only that what is said of the one, in this context, can also
be said of the other. I also mean the term ‘emction’ to
include such things as Plato’s ‘spirit’, Hume's ‘passion’,
Freud’s ‘libido’, and so on.)

The following example will, I hope, clarify this
relationship. I open the front door of my house, and as I
step outside, I notice it is raining. I step back inside,
grab an umbrella, and then proceed out. Now, when I did
this I evidently thought something; this something prompted

me to go back into the house and get an umbrella. There was

some sort of reasoning going on in my head. If you asked me
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what I was thinking, I might respond, "Well, I noticed it

was raining and decided to get an umbrella." If you then

said, "No that’s not what I mean. Try “o tell me what the
thoughts were--exactly as you had them," I might represent
them in the following way: "Oh--it’s raining--I’l1 get an

umbrella." But I certainly did not think the words, "Oh--
it’s raining--I’'11 get an umbrella." My thought was not a
sort of high-speed sentence. In fact, I didn‘t think any

words at all.

Indeed, I can’'t say what the thought was. What I can
do is represent my thoughts to myself in my language. I can
try to make them meaningful, as I do the rest of the things
in the world, by framing them in words. And this seems to
be the key to understanding the relationship between
thoughts and words or sentences: the things I feel and think
are somethings to me until I can organize them in my
language and make them meaningful to me. I do indeed have
thoughts-~and whether these occur in words or images is, for
the moment, just beside the point--but until I can express
them, they can have no meaning for me.

This may seem a very odd claim: my own thoughts, those
things with which I think myself most intimately acquainted,
are not meaningful to me until I represent them in language.
I hope a few examples will make it sound less odd.

Hume says:

when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I
always stumble on some particular perception or other,
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of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or
pleasure. I never can catch myself without a
perception, and never can observe any thing but the
perception.’

I would like to take this one step further. I would like to
"catch" that perception, that thing I am thinking and that I
refer to as a thought. Think of a cet. Is it not already a
cat in your mind? Think of what you did yesterday: are you
not already making it into a story?

Perhaps more convincing is what happens when I blank
my mind and try to see what is there. I close my eyes and
try not to think of anything--I wait for something to
"appear." I will see fleeting images--I may try to make
even these images meaningful by calling them ‘patterns’, or
‘stars’, or ‘patches of colour’. However, I might just as
easily characterize these images as being random, or
unmeaningful. It is a little like trying to pick out
objects in a dimly lit room. I can certainly see something
in the half-light, but if I try to say what that something
is, I am really only guessing.

Then, perhaps, I will begin to see something I
recognize, something I see as a street, with trees and lawns
and people walking. It is as if I had been waiting for
whatever was going on in my mind to make sense. When it
does start to make sense, I seize upon what I am thinking,

and I say, "That’s it! That’s what that isl" I am again

seeing it and making it meaningful through my language--
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mediating the thought, in fact. Again, this is somewhat
like what happens when my eyes adjust to the darkness, and
what had previously been intractable shapes suddenly become
chairs and tables, and so on. Both types of visual
experience, then. are mediated by language.

There are many common experiences that are not
meaningf. ., in the sense that we either cannot or do not
make them meaningful in language. Sometimes we have
emotions that we think no language can mediate for us. The
grief is excessive, the love is too strong: we feel there
are no words that can capture what we are feeling. For
instance, when King Lear comes onto the stage carrying
Cordelia’s dead body, he shouts (wails, intones, speaks):
"Howl, howl, howl, howl." On one interpretation, at least,
this can be seen as Shakespeare’s admission that there is no
language that can adequately express the grief Lear feels at
this point in the play. There is nothing within language
which can make Lear’s grief meaningful.

Artistic inspiration is another thing that is
difficult to put into words. What is the experience of a
painter who is inspired to "see" what the final painting
should lcok like?

She looked at the steps; they were empty; she looked at
her canvas; it was blurred. With a sudden intensity, as
if she saw it clear for a second, she drew a line there,
in the centre. It was done: it was finished. Yes, she

thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, I
have had my vision.?
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What, though, is a vision? It is perhaps a grand version of
much more common occurrences called ‘flashes of insight’, or
‘sudden realizations’, or what have you. But how can we
characterize these things in words? We say, "It suddenly
came to me," as though it was a letter in the mail. We
resort to obvious metaphor. This is only to say, however,
that things happen to us that we don’t really understand--
or, at least, that we have the greatest of difficulty making
them meaningful in language.

One very common example of experiencing something
unmeaningful has to do with music. When we listen to
someone talk in our language, we experience the words as the
words they are, that is, we experience them as being
meaningful. However, people who have not studied music
don’t experience a note, a chord, a melody or a rhythm as
being meaningful.’

Of course, a piece of mu; ic can become meaningful. If
we come to know the piece, we will, as I mentioned in
chapter two, come to hear the piece as the particular piece
it is. (We may, and often do, associate such a piece with
others we know, but this is not necessary.)!®

What the above examples show is that I can have all
kinds of experiences where there is nothing mediating
between me and the experience I am having. What these
experiences have in common is that they all somehow elude

definition. I want to say, "You have to have the experience
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yourself. I cannot tell you about it." (And often, when
someone is trying to tell us about such an experience--love,
terror, exhilaration--we say, "I know what you mean,"
although this is an odd sort of knowledge, this knowrledge
that can’t be put into words.) The thoughts that I have
while I have these experiences are somehow beyond my grasp,
beyond language.

On the other hand, many of the tk~ughts we have can be
made meaningful in language. One way of seeing this is by
looking at what happens when other people speak our minds,
as it were. It often heppens, for instance, that someone
may give expression to something I am "thinking." Say I am
sitting at a table. I am slightly uncomfortable without
realizing why, and someone says, "I didn’t think it would be
quite so noisy in here." This may crystallize for me what
it is I was "thinking." Before, I was aware only of being
vaguely uncomfortable; now, I can identify the reason I am
feeling uncomfortable; now I realize what my thought is. 1In
fact, I might say that this sense of the word ‘realize’,
that is, tc suddenly understand, is better understood with
reference to another sense of the word, which is ‘to make
real’.

Again: perhaps I am listening to someone talk, and am
being progressively wnore and more swayed by the argument.

In the end, I am convinced, and I say to myself, "That is

what I've always thought." Of course, since I have only
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just heard these thoughts expressed, 1 cannot have "always
thought" them. However, something I was thinking about has
now been expressed adequately, and I confuse my thoughts
with the expression of them I have just heard. In fact, my
thoughts have been made meaningful to me by the person
speaking.

A similar example: I say something that makes little
sense, someone corrects me, and I exclaim, "But that's
exactly what I meant!" What I ought to say is, "If I had
been clear on what I meant to say, I wouldn’t have said it
the way I did." 1I was trying to make some thought
meaningful, but I failed to do so. Someone else has now
done the job for me, clarified my thoughts and expressed
them. But I feel that all along this is what I meant.

This is e:1 well and good, but there remains a
problem, that is: in order to represent something--a
thought--meaningfully, mustn’t I somehow already know what
the thought "means"? Surely I must know what I am thinking
vefore I can express this in some way!

Why, though? I am not saying that we cannot "speak"
silently to ourselves; we can and often dou think in words.
I would say: these are thoughts that are already mediated
for me by my language. The point is that often our thinking
does not occur in words. And what am I to make of these
thoughts? They are not nothing, and yet I cannot say what

they are. I ceau say that something occurred to me, and I
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can try to "put it in words.” But until I do put it in
words, what is it that I have? When I experience something
as a particular thing, it is because that thing is mediated
by language; therefore, it seems legitimate to suggest that
this too is what happens when we recognize our thoughts.

What, in any case, would it mean to know what thought
I was having? If I could not put it into words; what
meaning could it have for me? And if I must put it into
words, I don’t see what objection there could be to saying
that my thoughts are medicted by my language, and that they
are therefore unmeaningful before they are so mediated.

However, if this is accepted, then we must conclude
that our knowledge of ourselves is also mediated. It is
certainly our desire to know ourselves; but the more we try
to get beyond the mediating influence of language, the more
we become defined in terms of our language. Our very desire
has this result: what we most desire to be (knowledgeable
about ourselves) is what we can never be, and that is

because the effort itself alienates us from ourselves.

The Publicness of Language

Another, and perhaps easier way of showing that our
experience of ourselves is a mediated one is to look at one
very important aspect of language, that is, that it is
public.

This is not to say that a private language, in one

sense anyway, is impossible. A particular group--teenagers,
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physicists--may indeed speak a language that at times seems
very private to that group. Two people may develop a
languvage understood only by each other. {Parents may spell
words in front of their children.) One person may have a
private code. Also, languages are invented (I am thinking
of computer languages), and may be invented by a single
person.

It is important to note, however, that in all the
cases just mentioned the private language in question would
be definable in terms of an ordinary or public language.

The words of this language are available to all; there is no
word so erudite that I can’t learn it, no word so esoteric
as to baffle definition.!

This is, in fact, a basic presupposition we all make
when we use language: that any word, in principle at least,
is capable of being understood. 1Imagine if I were to say,
"This word will never have any meaning for you--only I can
understand it." How could I distinguish between this word
and some other that I held to be nonsensical? (Obviously I
couldn’t, since thke only way to show the differerize would be
to show that my word had meaning, whereas the ronsense word
didn't. But this is precisely what I have claimed I cannot
do.) Since I cannot cistinguish between the two, my word
must also be nonsensical.

This argument is also an answer of sorts to another

notion of "private" language, the "language which describes
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my inner experiences and which only I myself can
understand."!? This type of private language is an
impossibility, not only for the reasons noted by
Wittgenstein, but because it presupposes that a language can
exist that is meaningful only to one person, and the
meanings of which can never be understood by anyone else.
That is: this language would be wholly constituted by words
that were indistinguishable from nonsense.
The idea of this sort of private language stems from
an assumption about the self that is common in western
philosophy: that there is a private world to which I, and
only I, have access, and that is the world of my own
experience. If, however, these experiences and thoughts are
not meaningful outsid: of the context of a language in which
they are made meaningful, this private world is not
something we can say anything about.
This sheds light on the problem of whether the
"contents" cf my experience can ever be known to be the same
as the contents of someone else’s experience.
The essential thing about private experience is really
not that each person possesses his own exemplar, but
that nobody knows whether other people also have this or
something else. The assumption would thus be possible--
though unverifiable--that one section of mankind had one
sensation of red and another section another.!3

Or, as Locke said, "this could never be known, because one

man’'s mind could not pass into another man’s body to

perceive what appearances were produced by those organs."!"
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According to the present argument, the contents of my
experience are unmeaningful until they are expressed in
language, and so I could not in principle ever compare them
with the contents of anyone else’s experience. However, if
these contents become meaningful in a public language, I see
no reason tc deny that our experiences are the same,
provided we both speak the same language. (For the extent
to which this is possible, see chapter one.)

It is not too much to say, in fact, that those things
which are considered most private, a person’s emotions, are
learned. I learn what it is I am feeling when I learn
language. "You learned the concept ‘pain‘’ when you learned
language."!® Again, it is not that before I learned
language, I felt nothing, but I could not understand (or
say) what these feelings were. Furthermore, those emotions
which are not named in a language, whose existence is not
ratified by language, remain confused and intractable.

This is not to say that the name of ans particular
feeling is more than a convenient taqg for what is often a
complex of feelings,; or that such feelings are univalent.
There are many different feelings that I can identify, for
instance, as part of the feeling of pride. I might feel
elation, determination, light-headedness, rebelliousness,
and so on. Furthermore, a feeling such as pride may have
both positive and negative overtones. However, since the

word exists, I may at least learn to identify a cluster of
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feelings as something I may refer to as ‘pride’. I am not
so lucky when it comes to other sorts of feelings. So, if a
person has won a competition, say, he or she might feel
proud at having won, but realize that & certain amount of
what we call ‘luck’ was also present in the win. The person
may feel proud and humble at the same time. This is a
common enough occurrence, and yet there is no word in
English to reflect this mixture of feelings.

To avoid confusion, from now on I will refer to these
"feelings" as ‘reactions’. There are many reactions we
have, but for which we simply have no outlet, because there
is no means of expressing them. I would like to say: a
reaction (oxr set of reactions) becomes an emotion once it is
given a place in a lanquage. However, this is itself highly
problematic, because then I would have given a name
(‘reaction’) to something which is not in itself meaningful,
and I might easily slip into thinking that, by examining
people minutely, I might come up with some sort of logic of
reactions. But in the sense in which I am using the term,
‘reactions’ are something about which I can say nothing. To
talk about them at all would be to make them meaningful in a
particular way--make them into emotions.

It is perhaps trivial to note that emotional systems
also change, and may vary from society to society. The word
‘love’, for instance, has enjoyed a multitude of different

meanings. There are the love of wisdom in Plato’s
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Symposium, the love of God (Judaism), the love of humanity
(Christianity), the love of humans (the court of love), the
love of sex (libertinism), and the love of love (G.E.
Moore), to mention just a few. One may say the same thing
about honour, pity, and so on. This is really only to say
that different languages reflect the values held by
different societies.

There is an important conclusion to be drawn from
this, that is: different languages, different "forms of
life," do indeed divide up our emotional spectrum
differently, and what we feel, what is meaningful to us
emotionally, will be a function of which language we speak.
There is no set of emotions which is endemic to human
beings. Our very emotions, those things most private, are
only possible because of we speak a public language.

What I am driving towards is the idea that our private
selves--if what is meant by this is the private selves of
our "private experience'--are in fact publicly constituted
selves. This follows as an immediate consequence of
language both being public and mediating between my
"experience" and my view of myself. The type of self we
have is therefore dependent both upon living with & language
and living within a society.!®

This idea may go some way towards solving the problem
as to whether animals have souls, or are automata, or in

more modern terms, have any sense of self. There is an
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almost trivial sense in which animals often appear to have a
sense of self. A cat, a dog, a monkey~-even a rat--will
respond to a name and will look into a person’s eyes when
addressed. I want to say: just as we look into a person’'s
eyes (rather than at the mouth, which seems an equally
obvious place to look) when we are addressed. However, I
cannot even say that something so natural as looking into
another’s eyes is "natural," because in some cultures this
is construed as a sign of disrespect and in others, if it is
a woman looking into a man’s eyes, a sign of sexual
aggressiveness and impropriety.

Animals often do seem to have a sense of self: they
respond to being petted, for instance. However, to go
further than this--to say they like, or enjoy, being
petted--is irresponsibly anthropomorphic. We have no idea
at all what sorts of things animals feel. We may of course
say that animals have pseudo-emotional reactions (in the
sense of the term I mentioned above), but to call these
emotions would be tacitly to assert that these reactions had
been organized and codified in a language, which is clearly
incorrect. To "like" or '"enjoy" something, to understand
your feelings in these terms and express them in this way,
you must be human, equipped with the full range of emotjions
in which your language has organized your reactions. Words
such as ‘like’ and ‘enjoy’ make sense only with reference to

all the other emotional categories we use to describe our
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reactions to things. (To say that animals have "negative"
and "positive" reactions achieves nothing. How would we
define these terms if not with reference to the emotional
system we know?)

However, if our sense of self depends upon our living
with a language and within a society, if these are the ways
in which my sense of self is constituted, then it is clear
that to attribute selfhoocd to animals is itself an
anthropomorphic act. We cannot experience what it would be
like to live without language and without society. (We can
experience other beings who live without language, or appear
to socialize with each other, but we can do no more than
guess at what sort of experiences they have, or what this
"socializing" means to them.) Therefore, we can say nothing
at all about what an animal’s "self" might be like. The
very question as to whether animals have a soul or are
merely automata contains a hidden anthropomorphic
assumption. (Could animals think about themselves in these
terms?)

To say that the selves we have are publicly
constituted is not in any sense to claim that we are purely
public beings; although the only way we can describe our
experiences is through language, what happens to each of us
(what we describe) is different. The result of this is what

can be called ‘“personality’.
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The growth of a personality can be seen as a process
of self-definition. ('This is not to say that a personality
is the same as a self. However, it is customary to speak of
the development of personality as "self-definition," and
that is the usage I am adopting here.)

Self-definition is essentially the project of placing
ourselves in a particular relation to the world. This
project of self-definition is one in which we make ourselves
meaningful to ourselves.

At birth, we are not nothing; we are not tabulae
rasae. At least we may claim to have certain capacities, or
a certain potential which distinguishes us from other
animals.!” On the other hand, although there are many
things we can become, we are not yet any of them. It is as
pointless to wonder whether there are certain things which
we innately are (or know), as it is to ask for the origin of
meaning (see above, p. 164). At birth, we are not nothing;
we ere something, but this something is as yet undefined,
unmeaningful. We are not born with language.

From birth, our behaviour is manipulated. Without a
doubt, the grandest manipulation is that we are encouraged
to adopt a language. To be taught a language is to be
taught that the world is to be seen in a particular way,
that some things are important and some not. When we are
taught a language, we are taught, "This is the way things

are."
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As children learn language, and as they become
progressively more involved in complex social relationships,
they learn that, in most situations, there is a certain form
of behaviour which is expected of them, and they learn what
this behaviour is. Some of what they do is praised, some
ignored, some punished. They also discover that they have
particular wishes and needs, and these complicate their
social interactions. They adopt a multiplicity of different
roles. They learn to see themselves in a wide variety of
ways. In fact, they learn to tell many different stories
about who they are.

These stories do not at first have to overlap or
connect. It is quite common, for instance, for parents to
discover that their children behave utterly "out of
character" when t.uey are in school or on the playground.

The adult requirements of candor and consistency are often
not met by children who, new to a social environment, first
try only to master the rules, and leave understanding them
for a later date. Furthermore, stories can easily be
abandoned. Every child has the experience of discarding an
old story--perhaps pretending to be a mother or a father in
a game--as childish. The formulation and revision, the
adopting, discarding and reshaping of the many stories we
tell--and are told--about who we are, is what is referred to

as ‘growing up’.
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I noted before that personality is not the same as the
self. However, what the self is will not be meaningful
until it is placed into a story--until it becomes a
personality. (Nevertheless, there have been many attempts
to talk about the self; some of these will be discussed in
the next chapter.) And because personality is then all we
ever have, it is worthwhile comparing the notion of
‘personality’ described here to the ‘self’ with which I
originally began.

What I would like to suggest is that, instead of
viewing the self as a sort of object, we think of it as a
story. It is a story that we tell ourselves about
ourselves, and that others tell about us. There are, I
think, advantages in this approach. First, we do not think
of stories as having physical locations. Secondly, we may
continue to think of the self as a "unity in time." The
unity will lie in the varying degrees of coherence we bring
to the aggregate of stories we tell about ourselves. We
will almost always achieve some coherence; rarely will we
achieve total coherence. But this doesn’t matter, as far as
the notion of ‘unity’ is concerned. What matters is that we
will perceive all these stories as relevant to one
another--as being meaningfully connected. Finally, we can
solve (or dissolve) the problem of personal identity by

claiming that what we are--our "immutable essence"--can
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never be known, because when it is made meaningful, it is

mediated through a story.

Memory
Before going on to consider some philosophical

attempts to describe what a self is, I want to examine
briefly what has always been a key concept in the theory of
the self, that is, memory. I will criticize the notion of
memory that Hume made explicit in his distinction between
impressions and ideas, that is, that our memories are in
some sense copies of what we experience. I will then
suggest that memory be viewed as something which is in large
part narrative.

When we reflect on our past sentiments, our thought is a

faithful mirror and copies its object truly, but the

colors which it employs are faint and dull in comparison

of those in which cur original perceptions were

clothed.!®

I take this to represent in brief the basic model of

what memory is for western philosophy. It might also be
called the common sense view of memory. The human mind is
like a videotape recorder; it may play back what has been
perceived. It is like a computer; it may store data for
subsequent recall. There is first the experience, and then
there is the memory of it. Experiences and memories have a
one-to-one relationship.

This model of memory is so ingrained in our thought

that, even when memory is studied--which is not all that



187
often, except in psychology--the model is assumed.!” The
only difference between remembering an experience and having
the exp=rience itself, says Hume, lies in the relatively
larger degree of vividness of the latter over the former.

Quite simply, this model of memory is a bad model.
First, it cannot account for a number of legitimate ways in
which we use the word ‘remember’. Secondly, even if we
apply the model only to visual memories--and these memories
are clearly the paradigm around which the model was built--
it can be shown to ke inadequate. I will look at visual
memories first.

"Do you remember what the waterfall looked like?"
What is being asked here? FEvidently, we are being asked if
we can "bring to mind" a mental image of a given waterfall.
This strikes me as about the simplest sort of memory the
video-camera model can be asked to accommodate. Yet there
are great problems in trying to tie a mental image of the
waterfall to our experience of it. Unless we saw it for
only a split second, in one sort of light, and from a single
perspective, what part of our experience shall we associate
with our mental image? I can close my eyes and picture a
waterfall, but will the water falling in this picture bear
any relation to the water I actually saw falling?

The case gets worse: "Do you remember her face?" Is

my mental image here from a particular angle, or several, or
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all angles? Are the eyes open or closed, is the face
smiling, talking, listening, crying?

At the very least, in both these cases we would want
to say that the mental image we had was not tied to any
particular experience, but was sort of an amalgam. This can
be seen by the sort of test we might devise ir order to
ascertain that someone was remembering corr=zctly (which is
to say, remenmbering). If I wantad to see if you really did
remember what somecne’s face looked like, I might present
you with a selection of photographs, and see if you picked
out the right one. Here, the question, "Do you remember her
face?" is equivalent to, "Do you recognize her face?"

It is clearly not equivalent to, "Can you reproduce
her face?" whether this means "in your mind" or on paper.
That is because, if you did indeed pick the right
photograph, I would be inclined to say that you did
remember, whether you had a mental image or anot.

So right away there are two problems with the video-
camera model of memory. Evidently, many of our nemories
have been constructed from a number of different
experiences, and therefore cannot be said to mirror any one
of them. Secondly, even when it is not possible to conjuue
up a visual memory, we still may be said to remember
something.

However, there are also many other types of visual

memories that it would make no sense to tie to individual
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experiences. For instance, there is the type of visual

memory I will provisi »au:i term ‘block’ or ‘diachronic
image’ memory. This .+ of memory, I think, constitutes a
large proportion o’ wh:. we ‘ormally think of as visual
memories.

A block memory is something like the memory I have of
a house I have lived in, buildings I have worked in,
familiar parks, and so forth. I will use a house as my
example. My memory of the house will not be related to any
particular time, as though one day I had toured my house
paying very close attention to its contents so that I might
have a memory of them. Rather, my memory of this house will
be a rich and composite picture built over time. The house
will go from being an alien environment to an utterly
familiar one. When I eventually leave the house, my memory
of it will be a very complex one.

0f course, even to call this a visual memory is a
little simplistic. My visual memory will be inextricably
intertwined with my narrative memory of the house (of which,
more later). Remembering a particular room will trigger the
memory of an event, which in turn will cause me to remember
a detail of the room I had forgotten. But my visual memory
in this case is certainly not tied to any particular and
single experience.

Another type of memory may trigger visual memory, but

cannot be tied to any particular experience: this is
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something I will call genre memory.?® Memories of similar
events often seem to cluster together, and so when we
"remember" them, we are actually uniting a variety of
experiences in a single memory. An example of this would be
teaching or attending a particular course over a period of
months. The various classes tend to blend tugether into a
single memory, which is of "that class." Discounted in this
composite memory would be absent students, different seating
arrangements of students, different weather, different
subject matter from class to class, and a host of other
things. Included in the memory might be unusual
events--someone bringing a dog to class as part of its
training programme--but typical events would probably
constitute a large part of the memory: the student who was
doggedly unclear and tangential; the group of students who
worked well together; the students who dressed theatrically,
and so on. Such assessments would evolve during the term,
and in the end, my memory would be full of typical, rather
than actual, behaviour.

Another example would be: going for similar walks
every night during one summer, where every individual walk
might contribute to, and then become, part of the generic
walk. There will, no doubt, be particular instances which
stand out, but these will only make sense within the context

of the genre memory itself.
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A final example: ask someone to think of a mountain,
or lake, or what have you. Which mountain or lake will the
person think of? Will it be a particular mountain that was
seen on a particular day, a certain lake that one brings to
mind? Isn’t it more likely that the image is a timeless
composite, a genre image?

Enough has been said to at least cast into doubt the
video-camera model of memory. However, as I said above,
there are many types of memory that don’t fit the model at
all. It is a legitimate question to ask, "Do you remember
when the Magna Carta was signed?" Or, "Do you remember what
foods Martin won’t eat?" Here, the test described above
won’'t work as a test of memory. In the case of the Magna
Carta, someone with a knowledge of British history could
remember, for instance, that the document was signed in the
early thirteenth century, but not remember the exact date.
If I were to give this person a set of five dates (1215,
1315, 1415, 1515, and 1615), he or she would inevitably get
the right answer. On the other hand, if the dates read:
1207, 1212, 1215, 1229, and 1242, the answer would be a
simple guess. In either case, we wouldn’t want to claim
that the person remembered the date.

Similarly, if I know that a number of my friends do
not eat red meat, and that some don’t eat seafood, and that
some won’t touch an idiosyncratic collection of vegetables,

and I don’t know which category Martin fits into, I can’t be
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said to remember what Martin doesn’t eat. I may guess, and
my guess may be an educated one, and I may even be right--
but we don’t, on that account, want to say I remembered.

The test for this type of memory seems to involve

being able to produce an answer. "What date was the Magna
Carta signed?" "1215." "What foods doesn’'t Martin like?"
"Peas, turnips, scallops and pork." Here, if I can say the

answer, then I may be said to remember. If not, I am
guessing.

The point is this: here, we are not even interested in
tracing a memory to a visual experience. In the case of the
Magna Carta, many school children, or highschool children
have read that the year they are to associate with its
signing is 1215. But is their memory directly tied to this
first reading of the date? The second? No, the experiernce
on which their ability is based will have been forgotten.
(Indeed, until one has some sense of history, there is very
little to choose from between the dates 1215 and 1512.) But
the date will be repeated ov-2:ir and over again, until 1215 iws
just seen as the date the document was signed.

Still less is the video-camera model of memory able to
accommodate a question such as, "Do you remember how to get
there?" I mean in the case where someone has memorized a
set of instructions. “Do you remember how to operate the
computer system?" Here, the concern is whether or not

someone can remember a procedure. In both cases, we are
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asking whether the person can remember an ordered sequence.
Now, it is clear that the person’s ability to remember the
sequence may be related, amongst other things, to how that
sequence was initially presented. 1In giving a set of
instructions, I might present them orally, or write them
vertically--or horizontally--on a piece of paper, or prepare
a stack of index cards, each containing a single
instruction. That is: I can make it harder or easier for
the person to remember. However, the method of presentation
doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the eventual
memory. The person is trying to remember the elements of
the sequence (‘left’, ‘up the hill’, “turn right at the
light’, and so on) and the order in which they occur.

It is the same when someone is trying to memorize a
procedure, except that now the person will assume that the
instructions are relevantly ordered (meaningfully connected
in just this way). 1In presenting the instructions, I assume
that the person will pay attention to the meaning of the
instructions, and try to see how they are related to each
other. The last thing I would want the person to do is pay
attention to the tone of my voice, or the font in which the
instructions were printed, and so on.?%

Many other examples could be adduced to show that
memory is not just a hugely complex video-recording of
sensory experience. However, I want to skip to the main

point. "Do you remember the time we went to Mexico?" Here
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we are being asked to tell a story (recount a historyj.
That is: we are being asked to select the salient events
from the trip (by being salient, they became events), and
arrange them into a coherent whole. Both our ability and
our propensity to do this (that we can make some things
meaningful, and desire to do so), I will call narrative
memory .

I think this is probably the most important type of
memory we have. Simply put, narrative memory produces the
stories people tell themselves about themselves. Consider a
simple story, the story of what I have done so far today: "I
got up early, went to the bank, met Jennifer for lunch, read
a little at the library in the afternoon, and then went
home." I have singled out what I think are the key events
of the day, and put them in a coherent form. I could flesh
it out and make it a longer story. I might have to make it
more coherent--if the person I am talking to doesn’t know
who Jennifer is, say--but it generally meets certain
expectations of coherence. 1If, on the other hand, I had
ended this sentence with the phrase, "and then I tried to
get home,"” my story would become incocherent. "Go on," one
would want to say, "finish the story."

We do not only tell stories about individual days, but
about our lives: who we are and what we have done. These
stories are attempts to render our lives coherent in a way

which is meaningful to our present. I think it very
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unlikely that we should remember anything about what
happened ten years ago, if ten years ago we had not
encapsulated our days in a story, and related that story to
what at that point was our present. And if we did remember
something, in the sense of having a visual image of it, how
would we tell if that memory was of something that happened
ten years ago, or eleven, or eight? Often, it is only
because we can relate such an image to a story in which some
events come before others, and which form a semi-coherent
whole, that we can make sense of the visual image. (We may
do the same thing with old and unlabelled photographs.

"What is this?" we ask, unable to understand what the
picture is of. "Oh, that’s when we went to Vancouver three
years ago. We were stuck in a horrendous traffic jam, and
you decided to take snapshots of the buildings around us
while we waited for traffic to clear. Charles was with us.
Don’t you remember?" Often, the answer to such a question
will be, "Yes, now I remember.")

Narrative memory not only organizes visual memory--it
can also trigger it. I may draw a blank, so to speak, when
asked to remember something. "Don'’t you remember how
beautiful the mountains were? Remember, we had left the car
and were hiking. John and Virginia were with us. It was
late afternoon, the sun was setting, and the mist was
rolling in." And then there it is, that lost visual image,

prodded back into existence by a short story.
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However, a narrative memory need not have any visual
memories attached to it, nor need it trigger any. Often, if
the story is an old one, or if it had a negative impact on
us, or if it is mundane,; or for a host of other
psychological reasons which I needn’t elucidate, it will
persist in memory just as a particular story. Our memory
will then just be that such-and-such happened in a
particular way, before some things and af“ter others.

I am not trying to say that we don’t have visual
memories which are related to particular incidents. Indeed,
these count amongst our most vivid memories, and this is
perhaps why they occupy the place they do in the common
sense model of memory. These seem to be associated with
incidents in our lives which are unusual, which stand out.
However, and more importantly, this notion of narrative
memory goes some way towards explaining how it is possible
to forget certain events in our lives. From our present
perspective, some incidents are not deemed important, they
are not included in the current story, they become
irrelevant, and are finally without meaning and hence
forgotten.

Memory is a difficult subject, and I have only touched
on it here. However, I hope to have shown the inadequacy of
the idea that memory is somehow a copy of experience. The
reason for wanting to do so is that I want to promote a very

different idea of memory, and that is, as I said above, that
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it has an important narrative function. We create of
ourselves a particular self constituted by language and
society: we continually are in the act of creating a history
of who we are. We add what is important, discard what
ceases to be so. And the resultant history, although it
Ccreates a self twice mediated (seeing ourselves in a role
and in a story), is what we come to believe we really are.
It is the way in which we create of ourselves a unity that
persists through time. We do not know our "selves;" we know
only the story. However, the story can seem so real to us

that we end up accepting it as real.

Conclusion

In western philosophy, religion and culture, there has
been a succession of different attempts to talk about what
it is to be a human being. Many are so cc.melling--they so
thoroughly create the illusion that this is indeed what the
self really is--that we readily accept them as being
descriptive of people, rather than seeing that they are
simply models with relatively greater and lesser explanatory
power, given particular contexts. That these different
models are compelling can be seen from the fact that it is
quite easy for people to identify themselves with a number
of different models, even though there are vast differences,

and sometimes even contradictions, between them.



138

It is quite easy to pelieve, for instance, in Plato’s
tripartite soul? which is divided into rational, spirited
and appetitive elements. Although it is hardex, I can also
make sense of the soul of the Phaedo, which, except for the
fact that it is reincarnated, is quite similar to the
Christian version of what a soul is.?

Every seeker after wisdom knows that up to the time when
philosophy takes it over his soul is a helpless
prisoner, chained hand and foot in the body, compelled
to view reality not directly but only through its prison
bars, and wallowing in utter ignorance.?
The soul, upon the death of the body, escapes to "a place
that is, like itself, glorious, pure, and invisible--~the
true Hades or unseen world--into the presence of the good
and wise God."?® What is this body which the soul is
impr.soned in? "Nothing seems real to it but those physical
things which can be touched and seen and eaten and drunk and
used for sexual enjoyment."26

Here are two quite different and contradictory
versions of what a soul is. With regard to the first, Plato
insists that all three parts of the soul must remain
balanced and in harmony for the soul to be just. That, of
course, must include the appetites. However, in the second,
it is clear that the appetites belong to the body and will
disappear after the death of the body, leaving the soul in a

purer state. The appet‘tes do not belong to the soul in the

Phaedo model.
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The point, however, is that it is very easy to believe
in both the one and the other at the same time, because both
seem to describe and explain a large chunk of human
experience. The first pictures the soul as inhabiting an
organic machine which needs an internal driver without whom
ir won’t operate at all. This notion seems amply arcued for
by the fact that, when my soul is not functioning (if I am
asleep or otherwise unconscious), my body doesn’t seem to do
anything (at best, it breathes on its own).

The Phaedo version of the soul, on the other hand,
pictures it as being trapped in a den of iniquity. This
notion can make sense with reference to ethical concerns. 1T
talk about not being able to control my desires, as though
these desires were somehow alien to me, as though my body
were a disease infecting my mind.

What I want to discuss in the following chapter is a
number of such dominant theories of what it is to be a
human being, to have a self. I will fiisi discuss the
theory, and then show what aspects of experience it is meant
to account for, and what aspects of experience it leaves out
ertirely. Having performed this last task will demonstrate
convincingly that what we are dealing with is not the self

itself, but only a model.



CHAPITER 6

MODELLING: HISTORICAL MODELS OF THE SELF

In western thought, there have been many, many models
of what it is to ke a human being. 1In this chapter I look
at five of the more important ones, found in the writings of
Plato, Descartes, Hume, Kant and Freud. Each claims to be a
description of the self as it really is; I will try to show
that each is in fact no more than a model.’

There are many other models it would be possible to
discuss. There is, for instance, the Christian model of soul
and body. There is the. model I discussed above (in chapter
three, pp. 94-95) that sees a person as an amalgam of reason
and experience. There is the medieval conception of human
beings as entities situated midway between angels and
animals. There is the popular division of human beings into
"a head and a heart," a division mirrored in distinctions
between reason and emotion, and thinking and feeling.?

I do not plan to investigate any of these other models
in this chapter, but will concentrate only on the five
mentioned above. It is not my desire to write a
compreheiisive history; I only want to illustrate the sorts

of things that go wrong when we try to talk about the self.
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Neither shall any of the individual sections below deal
comprehensively with the philosophies under discussion. 1In
fact, I will pursue matters as briefly as possible, because
my only purpose is to show that these ways of viewing the
self do not describe how we are, but only create highly
compelling models of how we are. That is: it is very easy
to mistake these models for the thing * desire to be
knowledgeable about--the self.

There is, I believe, a general reason why these
versions of the self are only models: when we make something
meaningful, we see it from a particular perspective; when we
know what an object is, we have shaped it in a particular
way, within some context. Given this, any attempt to
describe the self will always see it in one way, place it in
one context rather than another. It will therefore always
leave something out (fail to account for part of our
experience, and so render it meaningless), and hence be a
model rather than a "description." If this is true, then
all other versions of the self can be criticized in a
similar way.

Of the five models described below, the first four
come from philosophy and the fifth from psychology. It is
not surprising, therefore, that the first four tend to
regard human beings in the context of their ability to know,
while the last regards human beings in the context of their

emotional processes.
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Models
Plato

I have already briefly mentioned Plato’s description
of the "soul" as tripartite; here I will try to show that,
rather than describing a soul, he is creating only a model
of one. In Book IV of the Republic, Socrates® defines the
soul as having three components. The first is the class of
desires, and the "most conspicuous members of that class are
what we call thirst and hunger."‘ However, this part of the
soul is more fully defined as that with which a person
"loves, hungers, thirsts, and feels the flutter and
titillation of other desires, the irrational and
appetitive."’

The second component is reason. It is instructive
that Socrates introduces reason as the faculty by which we
regulate desires. It is true that he claims that this part
of the soul also "reckons and reasons the rational,"® and,
later in the Republic--and in the other dialogues--reason is
seen as the means of gaining wisdom; however, its function
vis a vis the appetites is restricted to controlling desire.

Finally, there is the third part of the soul, "the
thumos, or principle of high spirit, that with which we feel
anger."’ This is operative "when his desires constrain a
man contrary to his reason [so] that he reviles himself and
is angry with that within which masters him."® The thumos

is that which engenders nobiiity of soul, that which enables
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people to be brave. In part it is willpower, or that which
enables (or forces) us to do what we don't want to do, and
helps us refrain from doing what we do want to do. In part
it is like conscience, in part like pride. 1In part it is
what makes us feel joyful and vital and exuberant. It has
been translated many ways, as ‘spirit’ and ‘heart’ and
*soul’. To avoid confusion, I will use the untranslated
word "thumos."

Reason and thumos:
will preside over the appetitive part which is the mass
of the soul in each of us and the most insatiate by
nature of wealth. They will keep watch upon it, lest,
by being filled and infected with the so-called
pleasures associated with the body and so waxing big and
strong, it may not keep tc its own work but may
undertake to enslave and rule over the classes which it
is not fitting that it should, and so overturn the
entire life of all.®
This, then is Plato’s plcture of the self in Book IV
of the Republic. First, the self is the soul, and it is a
soul in conflict, resident in an alien body. Secondly, the
body feels pleasure and pain, and the largest part of the
soul, the appetitive part, seeks to give the body pleasure
and avoid bodily pain. Reason and thumos, on the other
hand, seek to control the appetites and pursue "true"
pleasure, that is, knowledge of the true, the good and the
beautiful.
In many ways, this is a persuasive notion of what the

self is, in that it accounts for so much. First, T do have

certain experiences that I can make meaningful as needs (or
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desires, lacks, or appetites). It is possible to question
whether all these experiences should be included within a
single group--whether they are similar enough to all be
called ‘appetites’. However, when they are considered as a
group, the group is sufficiently different from the other
two parts of the soul Plato mentions; therefore, it is easy
to gloss over the differences between different appetites,
and affirm that one part of the soul is, indeed, appetitive.

Secondly, once I have identified appetites in the way
Plato does, I can also say that I sometimes experience a
conflict between what I want (my appetites) and something I
don‘t want but foresee as a consequence of my actions, or
between what I want and what I think I should want. Again,
it is possible to question whether this sort of abstract
thinking-~abstract’ in that I am either thinking beyond the
present, or thinking about the appetite, rather than just
acting on it--is sufficiently similar to what I do when I
construct a mathematical procf, or weigh an argument, to
warrant grouping these things together. However, all such
activities are fairly easily distinguishable from appetitive
desire, and so we can reach the conclusion that this second
part of the soul can be called ‘rational’. (It should be
pointed out, however, that under a different interpretation,
sexual desire and the desire for knowledge might easily be
grouped together. 1In fact, it is arguable that Plato does

precisely this in the Symposium.)
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Finally, there are experiences where, in the "battle"
between reason and appetite, a third force seems to come
into play--a sort of determination or will to stick to one’s
principles rather than be swayed by one’s appetites. It is
probably not quite so obvious to us now as it was to Plato
that this should count as a distinct, third part of the
soul. However, there are clearly experiences that can be
made meaningful with reference to ‘thumos’.

If there were not much to be said for this model, it
would not have received the attention it has. However,
there are obvious things wrong with it. What is wrong is
that it accounts for only some of our experience. That is
what makes it a model.

The first thing wrong with this version of the self is
that, in order for it to make sense, we must perceive
ourselves and our actions as being firmly embedded in an
ethical context. What we are, and what we do, must always
be either good or bad. (My appetites are in constant play,
and reason must determine whether to accommodate them or
not.) There is, of course, ample evidence that Plato not
only thought just that, but also thought that the whole
universe was ethically ordered.!®

To make the latter claim is evidently to invoke the
sort of pseudo-context I mentioned in chapter four (see pp.
129-130). I would have to suppose that there was another

universe I could experience that was not ethically ordered,
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and that I could compare this other universe with our one,
in order to see that ours was, indeed, ethically ordered.
However, there is only one universe, and so the claim fails
to make sense.

The former claim, that human beings must always be
perceived as within an ethical context, fails for similar
reasons. That is: the use of the value judgments "this is
good" and "this is bad" presupposes the existence of an
ethically neutral context, or a context in which value
judgments are not made. To think pictorially: imagine
arranging all possible actions on a line, with those we
judged the worst at the extreme left. Moving right along
the line, the actions would gradually become less
blameworthy. At the far right of the line would be those
actions we judged the best. The point is: with respect to
what would we judge any action either good ox bad? Clearly,
I wouldn’t consider murder bad on the grounds that saving
another person’s life was good. That is: I wouldn’t declare
something bad with reference to something else that was
good, or vice versa. To return to the line: I would
consider everything to the left of the line bad with
reference to the mid-point in the line. The mid-point would
be ethically neutral; it would be neither good nor bad. And
it would be with reference to this that the good and the bad

were defined.
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There are, of course, many cases where this analogy
will not work. If the country I live in guarantees me the
right of free speech, then either T can speak freely (which
is good), or I can be deprived of my right (which is bad)--
and there is no third alternative. However, this paradigm
ought not to be extended to all cases. Often, good and evil
are defined in terms of a norm, a sort of standard
behaviour. Good and evil are deviations from this norm, one
being better than, and the other worse than whatever the
standard behaviour is. So if one is nursing another person
back to health, one may do a good job of nursing (perhaps
bringing more compassion to the job than is normal) or a bad
job (perhaps doing what is required but handling the patient
roughly). To say that nursing someone is itself good is
confuse contexts. To nurse someone is, of course, good if
we are contrasting this with neglecting the person entirely.
However, within the original context, nursing is neither
good nor bad. (Otherwise, how could one nurse badly?)

Because so many of our concerns are ethical ones, it
is tempting to see all actions as fitting somehow within an
ethical framework.!! However, once that assumption is
abandoned, it is easy to find types of actions that are
ethically neutral. A concrete--if one-sided--example of
this is the law. The law defines what is to count as a
crime in a particular society. For instance, the law may

dictate that I should drive within a certain speed limit.
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If I drive either too slowly or toc fast, I am breaking the
law, doing something bad. What the law does nct say is that
if I drive within the speed limit I am doing something good.
As vell, there are a great many things about which the law
says nothing at all. For instance, the law does not say
anything about how fast I should walk.

There are also actions about which ethics says
nothing: singing a song, eating dinner, taking a walk, and
so on. But if there are actionz that are ethically neutral,
then it does not make sense to accept as the self a model
that relies on the notion that we are, willingly or not,
moral agents in all our actions. Much of what we are will
simply not be reflected in the model.!? wWhat place is there
in Plato’s model for our ability to imagine, for instance?
And yet we do imagine things.?

The second thing wrong with Plato’s model is that it
unjustifiably places more importance on knowledge than it
does on desire--it values the soul and denigrates the body.
"True" pleasures are intellectual pleasures; the only
consequence of bodily pleasures is that they distract us,
lead us astray in our search for true pleasures.'* And
because bodily pleasures are so strong, they often lead us
to mistake them for true pleasures.!’

Why are the pleasures of the soul--knowledge of truth,
beauty, goodness--more to be valued than those of the

body?'®* Plato never directly answers this question: he does
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not say why knowledge is important, but merely assumes that
it is. (This is not a difficult assumption to make,
especially in philosophy.) He does, however, have an
elaborate, indirect answer. The world consists of the
eternal and the temporal, the invisible and the visible.
Only the eternal, invisible world can be known, because it
does not change. The temporal, visible world is in a
constant state of flux, and about this world we may have
only opinions.!
Because knowledge is assumed to be valuable, and
because we can have knowledge only of the eternal, the
eternal is seen as more valuable than the temporal. That is
why love is described in the Symposium as "a lover of
wisdom"!® and a "passion for immortality."!" Our longing is
for knowledge, and our knowledge can be only of something
that lacts forever. This is why the character Diotima can
say:
Those whose procreancy is of the body turn to woman as
the object of their love, and raise a family, in the
blessed hope that by doing so they will keep their
memory green, ‘through time and through eternity.’ But
those whose procreancy is of the spirit rather than of
the flesh--and they are not unknown, Socrates--conceive
and bear the things of the spirit. and what are they?
you ask. Wisdom and all her sister virtues.?®

This is also why Diotima says that the lover "must grasp

that the beauties of the body are ncthing to the beauties of

the soul."?! Reason, that which is capabie of knowing all
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of this, is clearly more to be valued than the appetitive
part of the soul.

The question, of course, is: "How can Plato know any
of this? On what grounds do his claims rest?" There is
only one answer to these questions: Plato must know the
good. If he knows the good, that which gives "the power of
knowing to the knower,"‘? he will know that the eternal is
more valuable than the temporal, that soul is more valuable
than body, that reason is more valuable than desire.
However, to be the object Plato wants it to be, the good
must stand beyond any possible attempt to make it
meaningful, and so must remain essentially meaningless for
him. He cannot know it.

If he cannot know the good, tunen he cannot know that
the soul is composed the way he thinks it is, and in
particular carmnot say that reason is the faculty by means of
which we understand goodness. And this is the point I have
been driving towards: I find it very difficult to think of
ethical judgments that are devoid of any sort of emotional
content. How is it possible to value something, and yet not
find it desirable? 1In the myth of the charioteer in the
Phaedrus, reason and thumos at least cooperate,? but in the
tripartite soul, it is reason alone that comes to "know" the
good. This, I think, does not fit most of our experience of
what it means to distinguish between what is good and what

is not.
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Therefore, by banishing love, desire and "the
irrational" to the appetitive part of the soul, and by
restricting our knowledge of goodness to the rational part,
Plato constructs a soul that cannot account for the
emotional content of ethical judgments. Here again, we must
conclude that what Plato presents is not the soul itself,

but only a model of it.

Descartes

My aim here is not to discuss the mind/body problem,
but to show that the mind/body picture of human beings is
just one model amongst many. In many ways it is a good
modei, tallying with what we experience--in fact, unlike the
tripartite soul, the mind/body distinction is so deeply
ingrained in our culture that it seems absurd even to
question it. "Of course, I have a mind and a body; the
distinction between the mental and the physical--between the
mind and the body--is just basic." This version of the self
is indeed a compelling one. Nevertheless, the mind/body
picture is in some ways a bad model: no one, for instance,
has ever catisfactorily shown how the two communicate. The
point is this, though: if it is simply a model, it can be
rejected as such, insofar as it claims to describe the
reality of how human beings are constituted.

Descartes’s aim in the Meditations can be summarized
as follows: he wants to demonstrate that the world is as it

appears to be, and he wants to account for the possibility
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of error in experience. It is this possibility of error
which motivates the entire Meditations.?* First, he
resolves to doubt everything, but finds he cannot doubt his
owr: existerce. Then he claims to have proven the existence
of God. Because God is incapable of deceit, Descartes can
then claim that the world he perceives not only exists, but
exists as he perceives it to exist, provided he can show how
he is sometimes capable of being mistaken about the world,
which he does. The world, at the end of Descartes’s
writings then, is the same as he found it before his
meditations began. The cost of all this is the mind/bcdy
problem.
Because it is so well-known, I will not go into the

problem in detail. It originates this way in Descartes:

I will reject, that is, whatever admits of the least

doubt... I suppose, therefore, that whatever things I

see are 11llusions; I believe that none of the things my

lying memory represents to have happened really did so;

I have no senses; body, shape, extension, motion, place

are chimeras. What then is true? Perhaps only this one

thing, that nothing is certain.?

Having doubted this much, Descartes can at least prove

one thing to himself:

Thus I have now weighed all considerations enough and

more than enough; and must conclude that this

proposition ‘I am’, ‘I exist’, whenever I utter it or

conceive it in my mind, is necessarily true.®

But if he exists, what sort of being is he? He is "a

conscious being (cogitans),"? or, in better-known
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"2 This is what

terminology, he is "a thing which thinks.
leads to the division of a person into a mind and a body.

However, there is a major and unstated assumption in
all of this: that people should be regarded, not as thinking
things, but as knowing things. Descartes’s main questions
all concern knowledge. My opinions have been wrong in the
past, he says. Can I know that the world is as it appears?
What can I know about this world? What can I know with
certainty about myself? Can I know that God exists?

That these are good questions, there is no doubt. But
Descartes is taking one particular aspect of what it is to
be human and seeing the whole person in that context.
Clearly, the context in which he wishes to discuss people’s
experience is the context of epistemology. And equally
clearly, this gives a very limited view of human beings.

Say I wish to talk not about the mechanism of knowing,
but concent.rate on our capacity for feeling. I want to talk
about peoplie as “feeling things’. First, there is not much
room in the mind/body Jichotomy for feelings.

What then am I? A conscious being (res cogitans). What
is that? A being that doubts, understands, asserts,
denies, is willing, is unwilling; furtner that has sense
and imagination.?
That is: a being that either does or does not see something
clearly and distinctly (doubts and understands); a being

that makes judgments (asserts and denies); a being that can

either assert of deny (is willing or is unwilling);” and a
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being that perceives the world, and can rearrange these
perceptions in its head (has sense and imagination).

What, one wants to ask, of emotion, passion, desire,
sexual desire, and so on? To fasten on the first term,
there seems nothing Descartes can do with our various
emotions. They cannot belong to the body: the body is "a
machine fitted together and made up of bones, sinews,
muscles, veins, blood, and skin."¥ To see emotions as
belonging to the body would trivialize, for instance,
something like the love of Gou. Can emotions belong to the
mind, though???

The connection between emotions and bodily reactions
is almost too obvious to mention. 1 cannot become enraged,
or cry, or love, without also experiencing something in my
body. If I see someone in despair, the way he or she looks
to me is part and parcel of what I mean by despair. Imagine
looking at someone who appeared bright and lively, and who
said, "Actually, I'm in the depths of despair." The point
is that I cannot imagine separating a bodily reaction from a
particular emotion, because making this connection is how I
learned the meaning of words associated with emotions in the
first place. I carnot laugh if I have no lips, and do we
really want to say that I can find something deliriously
funny, and not laugh? How, therefore, can we legitimately

separate mind and body?
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Furthermore, let’s say I wished to view people as
"feeling things." What sense would it then make to have
only mind and body as categories? In this case, if I wanted
to categorize, to systematize, to make sense out of "feeling
things," I think I would at least want the categories of
mind, body, and "heart." I might even want to say that this
heart ruled both mind and body, and that only when the heart
was not active was the mind was left tou its own devices--to
do philosophy, for instance--while the body continued as
usual.

It might be said at this juncture that knowing is a
great part of what we are concerned to do, but it is only a
part. I might also say that, for many people, especially
for those who do not do philosophy, feeling is more
important than knowing. The point, though, is that in
dividing a person into a mind and a body, Descartes creates
a model that satisfies certain epistemological cravings
(while creating a few epistemological problems). However,
that it is nothing more than a model is shown by the fact
that it cannot properly account for the emctional side of
human existence. In other words, we are not just
"naturally" divided into minds and bodies; minds and bodies
are simply the product of one attempt to make the self

meaningful. There is, therefore, no mind/body problem.?3
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Hume

Since I have already argued fairly extensively against
Hume'’s model of the self (the mind as video-camera, p. 186
ff.), I will be brief here. Hume claims:

We may divide all the perceptions of the mind into two
classes or species, which are distinguished by their
different degrees of force and vivacity. The less
forcible are commonly denominated "thoughts" or "ideas."
The other species want a name in our language, and in
most others; I suppose, because it was not requisite for
any but philosophical purposes to rank them under a
general term or appellation. Let us, therefore, use a
little freedom and call them "impressions," employing
that word in a sense somewhat different from the usual.
By the term "impression," <hen, I mean all our more
lively perceptions, when we hear, or see, or feel, or
love, or hate, or desire, or will.3

The relationship between impressions and ideas is that
"all our ideas or more feeble perceptions are copies of our

impressions, or more lively sorts."’ The contents of our
minds, then, comprise (or ought to comprise) present
experience and memories, memories being pale copies of past
present-experiences, so to speak.

As with other models of the self that have gained
philosophical and popular currency, Hume’s model does have a
great deal of plausibility. It depends on a basic
distinction between past and present: here are my present
impressions; there are my past ideas. Furthermore, because
we can distinguish between accurate and inaccurate memories,
the idea that memory is a copy of experience is an
attractive one (it is as though an accurate memory were an
overlay that one could place over reality and see the

congruency of the fit). And certainly, the Humean model is
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one we reqularly use. The reason for according special
status to eyewitness testimony in court cases, for example,
can be traced to the Humean model of the video-camera
mind.3¢
I will show that this version of the mind is a model
by looking at what Hume was trying to accomplish when he
restricted thought to impressions and ideas, that is, cut
the metaphysics out of philosophy:
If we take in our hand any volume--of divinity or school
metaphysics, for instance--lets us ask, Does it contain
any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number?
No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning
concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it
then to the flames, for it can contain nothing but
sophistry and illusion.?¥

However, as I mentioned in chapcer three, Hume’s knife is

toc broad. The mechanism of experience he introduces cuts

out not only metaphysics, but a great deal else as well.

Under the Humean model, for instance, what would my
thinking consist of? If we restrict the range of "ideas" or
memories to those which are best accommodated by Hume’s
mechanism--visual memories--thinking would have to occur in
pictures, or at least in copies of impressions. But what
would this thinking in pictures be like?

It would be like looking at a picture of something,
while at the same time trying not to think of what the thing
in the picture was. This is a worthwhile experiment: "Look

at a picture. Stare at it, but don’t think. Don’t make it

into anything. Don’t see it as something. Surrender
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yourself to the picture." For instance, try to imagine the
look of happiness on a face. Now: try not to see a face;
try not to see the smile we associate with happiness.
Concentrate on the picture--let it absorb you so that other
thought is excluded. And then ask yourself: what am I
looking at? (It is like snapping out of a daydream.)

This seems to be the point. The picture doesn’t mean
anything by itself. The picture, no matter how vivid, just
is what it is--a picture--until I make it meaningful as
something, and relate it (perhaps) to other pictures. A
picture is not something already meaningful, and it is not
something that can establish its own meaning. A picture may
transfix us, but it cannot tell us what it is or how it
relates to anything else. For this, we need language.

As soon as we answer the question, "What is this
picture a picture of?" we have moved beyond the picture.

And we must move beyond the picture or else it simply won’t
mean anything to us. It could be anything, but it is not
yet any thing, and so we can’t say anything sbout it. (This
is what happens when the answer to the question, "What is
this picture a picture of?" is, "I don’t know.")

"But perhaps we think pictorially and make the
pictures meaningful in language?" This is again trying to
say what a thought is like before it is made meaningful. We

can’t know what it is betore it is meaningful, and once it
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is meaningful, it is no longer what it is (in the sense that
we want it to be: the thing itself).

This, then, is the problem at the heart of Hume's
model of the mind. Thinking in pictures would be
meaningless thought; it wouldn’t be what we normally
identified as thought at all. And this is true even if we
were to allow, for the sake of the argument, that all
memories are like pictures, and that these pictures are
copies of experience, both of which notions I have arqgued

against.

KantC

In his Critique of Pure Reason, Immanuel Kant
constructs what is, more clearly than any of the other
notions of the self discussed in this chapter, a
diagrammatic model of human beings. However, it is clear
that Kant does not think of what he is doing as creating a
model (in the sense of one amongst many); rather, he is
constructing the model of what it is to be human.

That all our knowledge begins with experience there
can be no doubt. For how should the faculty of
knowledge be called into activity, if not by objects
which affect our senses, and which either produce
representations by themselves, or rouse the activity of
our understanding to compare, to connect, or to separate
them; and thus to convert the raw material of our
sensuous impressions into a knowledge of objects, which
we call experience? In respect of time, therefore, no
knowledge within us is antecedent to experience, but all
knowledge begins with it.

But although all our knowledge begins with
experience, it does not follow that it arises from
experience. For it is quite possible that even our
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empirical experience is a compound of that which we
receive through impressions, and of that which our own
faculty of knowledge (incited by sensuous impressions),
supplies from iiself, a supplement which we do not
distinguish from that raw materiai, until long practice
has roused our attention and rendered us capable of
separating one from the other.%®

The problem can be stated in more contemporary terms.
How do we see, and what do we see?

Light passes through the lens to the retina at the back
of the eyeball... Two distinct types of photoreceptors
have been identified: rods and cones... Rods, which in
the primate retina number about 120 to 130 million, are
heavily concentrated in the peripheral region of the
retina. Cones, which number about 6 to 8 million, are
primarily concentrated in A small pit or indentation
less than 1 mm across called the fovea.?*

But this is not our experience; we do not experience
millions of separate rays of light--we experience objects.
The question for Kant is, "How does this happen?" How does
one get from the sensory input to an experience of objects?
"The spontanz2ity of our thought requires that what is
manifold in the pure intuition should first be in a certain
way examined, received, and connected, in order to produce a
knowledge of it. This act I call synthesis."*°

The understanding, Kant says, is an active participant
in our experience. "There arise exactly so many pure
concepts of the understanding which refer a priori to
objects of intuition in general, as there were in our table
logical functions in all possible judgments, because those

functions completely exhaust the understanding, and




221
comprehend every one of its faculties."* After giving his
table of the categories of the understanding, Kant says:

This then is a list of all original pure concepts of
synthesis, which belong to the understanding a priori,
and for which alone it is called pure understanding; for
it is by them alone that it can understand something in
the“panifold of intuition, that is, think an object in
it'
Kant extends this analysis to his notion of the self.
Consciousness is unified, he claims.
No knowledge can take place in us, no conjunction or
unity of one kind of knowledge with another, without
that unity of consciousness which precedes all data of
intuition, and without reference to which no
representation of objects is possible. This pure,
original, and unchangeable consciousness I shall call
transcendental apperception.
However, this self is not something we can have any
intuition of. "I, as intelligence and thinking subject,
know myself as an object thought so far as being given to
myself in intuition also, but like other phenomena, not as I

am to the understanding, but only as I appear to myself."“
Unity of consciousness is logically necessary to account for
the unity of our experience, but we can never experience
this unity.

Here, there is evidently a problem. If my experience
of myself is only ever phenomenal--as I present myself to
myself, or am presented to myself--how is it possible to
say, for instance:

General logic is built up on a plan that coincides
accurately with the division of the higher faculties of

knowled?e. These are, Understanding, Judgment, and
Reason.”
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The question needs asking: whai are these higher facuilties
of knowledge? If "we know our own self as a phenomenon
only, and not as it is by itself, "% the faculties of
understanding, judgment and reason must belong to the
phenomenal presentation, and not to the self itself, which
is unknown. However, if this is true, what does Kant mean
when he claims there is a faculty of understanding to which
the phenomenal self is presented? Must not this faculty
belong to the noumenal self, about which nothing can be
known?

I am not trying to demean the Kantian analysis, to
which I obviously owe a great deal--though my debt to the
other philosophers mentioned here is undoubtedly equally
great. However, I think that Kant was convinced that his
model of human beings was the correct model. It is only
this conviction--based on the conviction that there is
something real that we can know--that could have led him
ignore this apparent contradiction in his theorizing. 1If
Kant can know himself only insofar as he is "given to
[himself] in intuition," what is he referring to when he
says he cannot know himself "as [he is] to the
understanding"? Again: what is this "understanding"? Must
it not belong to a system that both stands outside and
conditions what it is possible to know? But how, then, can

we know anything about it? Kant seems to be saying both,



223
"this is how we are," and, "because this is how we are, we
cannot know how we are."

However, all of this is only to suggest that there is
something wrong with Kant’s model, and not to show that it
is a model. To show this, I will use basically the same
argument I used above with reference to Descartes. For
Kant, human beings are "knowing things." He is concerned in
the Critique of Pure Reason to know the world and the self.
In the other two Critiques, he is concerned to know what is
good and what is beautiful, or whether it is possible co
make valid ethical and aesthetic judgments. Under Kant'’'s
model, emotions are reduced, more or less, to pleasure and
displeasure.®’ There is no way to distinguish, for
instance, between anger and terror. It is difficult to see
how the Kantian person could be the hero in a love story.

This is just to say that there are things we do that
fall outside the contexts of epistemology, ethics and
aesthetics. So while Kant may have constructed a
tremendously elaborate and insightful epistemological model
of the self, he did not do more than this. He did not
describe the self.

Freud

The Freudian model of the human mind, one composed of
an id, an ego, and a super-ego, is one that has had a great
deal of influence in the twentieth century. That is my

reason for including a discussion of it here. Freud’s
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model is laid out along these lines. "In each individual
there is a coherent organization of mental processes; and we
call this his ego."*® The id, by contrast, is a repository
of "unknown and uncontrollable forces."’ The relationship
between the two is as follows:

The ego is that part of the id which has been modified
by the direct influence of the external world... The
ego seeks to bring the influence of the external world
to bear upon the id and its tendencies, and endeavours
to substitute the reality principle for the pleasure
principle which reigns unrestrictedly in the id. For
the ego, perception plays the part which in the id falls
to instinct. The ego represents what may be called
reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which
contains the passions.®

It is clear that the id is the more basic of the two;
the ego only exists as a modified part of the id. And Freud
affirms this: "We shall now look upon an individual as a
psychical id, unknown and unconscious, upon whose surface
rests the ego, developed from its nucleus in the Pcpt. (sic)
system."?’? The idea seems to be that we come into the world
already desiring many things, and that we eventually come to
learn that we can’t have them all.

The super-ego is what adds morality to ihe mix of ego
and id. Not only cannot individuals fulfil all their
desires, they also must not.

Its relation to the ego is not exhausted by the precept:
*You ought to be like this (like your father).’ It also
comprises the prohibition: ‘You may not be like this

(like your father)--that is, you may not do all that he
does; some things are his prerogative.’>?



So, people develop, "under the influence of authority,
religious teaching, schooling and reading, "> a moral
sense. This moral sense manifests itself "in the form of
conscience or perhaps of an unconscious sense of gquilt.">

The whole person, then, is a little like two children
taking a large and powerful dog for a walk. One child is
concerned only with the dog’s safety, and will attempt to
rein it in if there is heavy traffic around, but will let it
run free if they come to a park. The second child has a
rule-book it doesn’t understand; but it will scold the first
child if the dog does something against the rules.

There are some ways in which Freud'’s version cf the
self is an extremely attractive one. "Nothing is more usual
in philosophy, and even in common life," says Hume, "than to
talk of the combat of passion and reason, to give the
preference to reason, and to assert that men are only so far
virtuous as they conform themselves to its dictates."®
Reason, however, "is, and ought only to be the slave of the
passions, and can never pretend to ary other office than to
serve and obey them."’® Freud’s self, in a similar vein,
seeks to make meaningful the experience of feeling compelled
to do something, being driven by forces one does not
understand. It seems to expose the rational self as myth,
and this can have the same effect as removing a straight-

jacket.
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There are many ways, of course, to show this model has
faults.’” However, my concern is to show that it is a
model, that Freud has not finally gotten to the truth about
human beings. And this is fairly easily seen. Freud’s
model contains the opposite prejudice to that contained in
the Platonic model discussed above. That is: people are
once again being seen as a mixture of appetite and reason.
Freud is merely affirming that the appetitive portion is the
essential person--that desire, and most importantly sexual
desire, is that which defines human beings.

There are, however, contexts other than the sexual
one. I may wonder if it is possible to know anything about
the self, for instance. I may do epistemology.

The rejoinder that I do philosophy only because I am
repressing sexual urges is a self-defeating one on many
counts. First, I do not feel the repressed desire. What
sort of a desire can this be, this desire that I do not
feel? "But that is the nature of repression." Yes, but I
can legitimately say I have repressed certain feelings only
because later on I discover I have been repressing them.
Certainly, it is the case that some people repress their
sexual desire, but to extrapolate from these cases and
conclude, on the basis of no evidence, that this is a
general condition seems irresponsible. "You do not feel the

repression, but it is there nonetheless.” This is like
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saying that you know what’s inside a dark room that neither
of us can see into.

Secondly, when faced with the claim that all actions
are traceable to the pleasure-seeking id, I would be
justified in asking for a definition, a context in which to
place the claim. I can understand that some of my actions
may be motivated by pride, some by pleasure, some by
dislike, and so on. But that is only because I may contrast
the one with the others. On the other hand, the claim, "All
action stems from the id,"” is the same sort of claim as,
"All objects consist of ideas." That is: both are
metaphysical claims, and both are unmeaningful.

Thirdly, the argument is a self-guaranteeing one. It
is of the following sort: "All children are unintelligent.
Children who think they are intelligent are simply deluding
themselves, thereby showing how unintelligent they really
are." The problem with such arguments is that they are only
pseudo-arguments. The "proof" of the argument is simply a
more elaborate statement of the original claim.

Finally, if I do philosophy only because of repressed
sexual urges, then precisely the same thing may be said of
Freud. Why, then, is Freud a special case? Why should
anyone say that Freud alone stood outside his repressed
sexuality and saw the truth about how human beings are?

Wouldn’t his theory also be just the result of his repressed

sexuality?
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It is far easier to say: the epistemological context
is different from the scxual one. But if this is true, then
there are huge areas of human experience for which the
Freudian version of the self is not a good account. It,

too, is a model.

Conclusion

As I said in the beginning of this chapter, I think
any attempt to describe the self will result only in the
construction of a model. The reason for this can be seen
most clearly, perhaps, by examining what a theory of the
self tries to do. It tries to offer an overall account of
human experience. It doesn’t want a self that is
meaningful in this context or that; it searches for a self
that is meaningful is all contevts--a self that is beyond
context. A theory of the self, then, demands precisely what
it cannot have: 1t demands to know what cannot be known.

It must be admitted, however, that some models of the
self are very compelling. They are compelling not only
because they can seem to account for so much, but also
because contexts are often so transparent. For instance,
within the context of our present culture, a week has seven
days. This fact about the length of the week seems so
obviously true that it is easy to ignore the context. 1In
fact, to add, "within the context of our present culture,"”
seems pedantic and redundant. Pedantic it is; but the week

has not always had seven days. (A month for Plato was
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divided into three periods of ten days each.) It is when
the context has become transparent--as it has for us in the
case of the length of the week--that it is possible to
assume there is no context. One of the things I have tried
to do in this chapter is put the models I have discussed
back in their various contexts.

It is also true that some models of the se¢lf are very
valuable. They help us make sense of our experience, or
even create a context in which certain types of experience
can become meaningful. My only concern in this chapter has
been to show neither the value nor the compelling nature of
any particular model should lead us to believe that it
represents the self as it really is.

It is interesting to note that, unless we are
specifically talking about the self, we never do accept cne
model as being an accurate representation of how we are. 1In
practice, we hold many models of the self--however
contradictory these models may in fact be--and depending on
the context, talk about ourselves in terms of one or another
of them. We may even represent ourselves to ourselves using
many different models at the same time.

Say I am reading a novel. I am sitting in a chair,
and I am absorbed in the story. That is: my body is sitting
in a chair, and my mind is absorbed in the story. I am
reading the page slowly because I am finding it difficult to

make out the words in the dim light. That is: I am having
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certain sensations, .ut my understanding is having
difficulty organizing these into words. While I am reading,
I am suddenly struck by something in the story that is very
cad. That is: I am reasoning my way through the story,

when suddenly my emotions take over.

How, though, is it possible to put mind and body,
sensation and understanding, and reason and emotion into any
sort of coherent model? What this example seems to point to
is that, far from there being one definit:ve model of what
the self is, the concept of the self seems to be
multivalent. Our culture gives us many notions of what it
is to be human, and we use those which seems most useful in
the particular situation we find vurselves in. Since, as I
have argued, a model establishes a context, it is to be
expected that there will some contexts where that model is
found to be irrelevant. (This has been the main thrust of
my argument that the pictures of the self I have discussed
are models, and not descriptions.) We may then adopt
another model which is more suited to the mew context. We
do this very easily, in fact.

If the self is multivalent, then it is easy to see how
some arguments may become ambiguous. For instance, John
Stuart Mill claims in On Liberty that there is a single
principle that should:

govern absolutely the dealings of society with the
individual in the way of compulsion and control... That

principle is, that the sole end of which mankind are
warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering
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with the liberty of action of any of their number, is
self-protection.?®

Now, this principle will have widely different applications
depending upon which model of the self one has in mind. For
instance, the self could be conceived of as a soul and a
body, the first created by God, and the second being
constantly tempted by the devil. If it were possible for
the devil to inhabit human beings, any person that the devil
had taken over could be regarded as a menace to the
community. It would follow that the community had the right
to protect itself from this menace. The medieval witch-
hunts can be thus be justified, on this interpretation of
what a self is.

On the other hand, many arguments can be made clearer
by examining what sort of model of human beings we are
currently endorsing in our argument. For instance, the
argument about whether abortion is ethically defensible
sometimes takes the following shape. One side claims that a
human being exists from the moment of ccnception, and the
other claims whatever it is that exists doesn’t turn into a
human being until some time later. If the self is seen as a
soul and a body--the soul being the life that God has
infused into the body--then it is clear that human beings
do, indeed, exist from the moment of their conception. It
makes no sense to say that the body grows a soul as it

matures physically.
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However, if human beings are regarded from a
biological perspective, where in order to be human one must
have a body, with internal organs and a brain, then it is
clear that whatever exists at conception is not a human
being, and will not become one until some time later.

What this shows is that the argument about abortion,
if it is presented in this way, is not capable of solution.
To solve it, one would evidently have to know which model to
choose, which was the right model. 1In fact, one would have
to know what a self is.

I have two final brief comments to make, the first
about feminism, and the second about structuralism. First,
all the models I have discussed--indeed, all the models in
western culture that I could discuss--are the products of
male minds situated in patriarchal societies. This,
however, does not make them either bad models or sexist
models. Those of Plato, Descartes, Hume and Kant seem as
easily applicable to women as to men. Even Freud’s model,
until he describes the development of the super-ego, need
not be seen as describing one sex rather than both.

Indeed, the sexism in western scocieties seems better
explained in two ways. First, although each model has been
seen as applying to human beings cf each sex, the "good"
parts of the model (reason, soul, mind) have been seen as
more the property of men, while the worse parts (appetites,

body) have been seen as the property of women. Secondly,
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the models have often been seen as ideals to which both
sexes could strive, but that only men would ever reach.
This, rather than making women inferior selves, meant that
they didn’t really have a self at all. They could then be
regarded failed men, or as being congenitally incapable of
attaining ‘true’ adulthood. Thus, Schopenhauer:

The nobler and more perfect a thing is, the later
and slower it is in arriving at maturity. A man reaches
the maturity of his reasoning powers and mental
faculties hardly before the age of twenty-eight; a woman
at eighteen. And then, too, in the case of woman, it is
only reason of a sort--very niggard in its dimensions.
That is why women remain children their whole life long;
never seeing anything but what is quite close to them,
cleaving to the present moment, taking appearance for
reality, and preferring trifles to matters of the first
importance.?

However, even if the models are not in themselves
sexist, but only become so in particular societies, it is
nevertheless possible that in a matriarchy, a different set
of models might have been created. I do not, of course,
wish to speculate about this, but mention it only to give
another reason for viewing the models discussed as models.

My final point is a related one: we should not delude
ourselves into thinking that an exhaustive contrasting of
models will reveal something "real" about what human beings
are. This is the premise of structuralism: that all human
behaviour is basically the same, and that differences are
traceable to different cultural conditioning. Structuralism

then tries to identify cross-culturally similar behaviour,

which it terms ‘universal’, and then, in a giant leap,
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‘natural’. By ‘“natural’, structuralism means ‘pre-
cultural’, or the way human beings are before they succumb
to cultural influences: the way human beings really are.
However, to revert to an example I gave earlier: this is
like comparing a series of gardens, and deducing from these
what untended nature would look like. Structuralism may
reveal much, buf the end result of structuralism, a
composite picture, as it were, of what human beings really

are, would necessarily remain just another model.



PART FOUR

RELATED CONSIDERATIONS



CHAPTER 7

THE INTERPRETATION OF LITERATURE:
REWORKING THE READER-RESPONSE THEORY OF STANLEY FISH

Because I have made such extensive use of the notions
‘interpretation’ and ‘story’ in the thesis thus far, I will
concentrate in this chapter on what is involved in the
interpretation of stories. This is all the more appropriate
because many literary theorists have recently taken a
parallel but opposite path to the one I have pursued here;
that is, they have moved from a theory of literature and
interpretation to some sort of theory of meaning, or
knowledge, or both. Of these theories, the particular one I
will be examining in this chapter is that of Stanley Fish, a
contemporary theoretician whose position is in many ways
close to my own. Accordingly, I will first outline a
general theory of literature which is consistent with what I
have said thus far, and then examine Fish’s reader-response
theory, to show in what ways I think Fish’s theory is
deficient and how it may be remedied.

The main question I will be trying to answer is the
following one: to what extent can any literary
interpretation be thought of as correct? That is: can one

interpretation be said to have more merit, or be more valid,
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than any other? This may seem like an odd question, because
our interpretation of texts--like our experience of the
world--is often a transparent activity: we don't feel as
though we are interpreting at all. Or better: we often act
-S though there is a simple binary opposition between not
understanding a text at all, and interpreting it correctly.
If we understand it, then our interpretation is the right
one. However, it is also true that our interpretations
often conflict with the interpretations of others. I may
"understand” a text in a way that is strikingly different
from the way someone else understands it. But surely we
can‘t both be right? And if we can’t both be right, what am
I to say about this transparency of understanding, and how
am I to judge between the two interpretations? E.D. Hirsch
puts the problem in strong terms:

How can a ccnisensus be reached with regard to a text’s

meaning when every known interpretation of every text

has always been different in some respect from every

other interpretation of the text?!

There is one problem to be dealt with, however, before

I can propose any sort of answer to this question. This
lies in the definition of the word ‘literature’ itself--the
thing that is to be interpreted. In the process of
attempting to define what literature is, I will also try to
elucidate something that, while implicit in traditional

definitions of literature, has only recently been dealt with

explicitly, that is, the relationship between authors, the
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texts they produce, and the readers who read those texts.
So, I will try to answer such questions as these: is the
text an object? 1Is the text an object that, as E.D. Hirsch
says, "contains determinate meanings," and that it is the
critics’ business simply to understand? (Is the text like a
cash register: we can ail see it contains some money, but
are there experts who know the currency well and are skilled
at counting, and who can tell us precisely how many nickels,
dimes and dollars the cash register contains, and thus
provide us with an exact total?) To what extent should our
interpretation of a text rely on what the author’s point is
in writing the text? Finally, what part, if any, do we as
readers play in making the text what it is?

The easiest point of entry into these matters is, in
fact, the traditional definitions of literature themselves.
The two definitions that have exerted the most influence are
those of Aristotle and Horace. We may provisionally view
Aristotle’s definition as a descriptive one (poetry is the
imitation of a possible action), whereas Horace'’s definition
is clearly normative (poetry both pleases and instructs).
Now, whether or not we accept that Aristotle’s definition is
indeed a descriptive one, there is no doubt that in the
hands of many subsequent thinkers, it has tended to become
normative.? If the poet does not imitate, or does not
imitate an action, or imitates an action that isn’t

"possible," then the result is not poetry.
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There is a problem, however, with normative

definitions: they are exclusionary. A normative definition,
by setting a standard, will exclude literature that doesn’t
measure up to chat standard. The problem with descriptive
definitions is that they can only describe whatever types of
literature already exist; if new literary forms arise, the
definition must either be discarded (as no longer
arplicable) or become normative (exclude the new forms).
The result of this is that part of what we commonly take to
be literature will, if we adhere to the definition, be found
not to be literature.

We may begin to resolve this problem if we shift our
focus away from why we refer to certain things as
literature, and concentrate instead on what we do, in fact,
refer to as literature. That is: I am not going to try to
define literature in terms of some quality it seems to
possess, but rather in terms of the sorts of things people,
in a given society, make meaningful to themselves as
literature.

We learn what literature is by listening to how other
people--probably our school teachers--use the term. It is
possible for most people to grossly divide literature into

} and do so without ever having read

novels, poems and plays,
either a novel or a poem, and without having either seen or
read a play. Indeed, when we first learn the meaning of

these words, we are most liiely to learn them in contexts
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that have nothing to do with literary concerns. Take the
novel, for example. Some of the key things we learn about
novels--that we use to identify novels as novels--are as
follows. First, novels are printed in books. Like other
books, those containing novels are sold commercially.
However, they are generally not sold in pharmacies--unless
they are recently published best-sellers--we find them
mainly in bookstores. They will generally be of a certain
size--—easily distinguished from atlases and art books, for
instance--and will cost a certain amount (quite a bit less
than most other books found in bookstores).

As to the content of works of literature, we learn
that most poems are about individual experiences, and the
author’'s impressions of, or feelings and thoughts about,
those experiences, whereas plays and novels are most likely
to contain a story. We also learn that the word
‘literature’ often has certain implicit connotations: it is
something we are to take seriously. Often, ‘literature’
means ‘good literature’.

On this level, then, literature is something printed
in books, something in which an author tells a story or
recounts an experience, and something that many people hold
in esteem. This is a very bare-bones definition, and put in
this way, it seems quite trivial. Nevertheless, I think it
is a good place to start, for two reasons. First, I think

this is a fair description of the way (in this century) we
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learn what the word “literature’ means; knowing only this
much, I can distinguish between literature and science, and
between literature and athletics, say--although not between
literature and history. Secondly, the definition has the
advantage of not referring to anything in literature that
makes it literature.

And I think this is a crucial point, because if we try
to define literature with reference to something in texts
that makes them literature or works of art, we are bound to
fail. That is because there is nothing in a text except a
certain arrangement of words. There is no "euphony, rhythm,
and metre," no imagery, metaphors, symbols or myths.® There
is no irony; there is no literariness. There are only:
words.

(Indeed, even to say that there are words in the text
is misleading, because it implies that a text is some kind
of an object that the words can be in, as lead is in a
pencil, or marbles are in a bag. The words, perhaps, are in
a book--we can open a book--&ut we should say that the text
consists of words.® A text is much more analogous to a
piece of music than it is to a statue. We can look at a
statue, but we can’t look at a text. (We can look at
printed words, but this is quite different from reading
words. A copy-editor will look at words for broken
characters, appropriate fonts, and so on.) If a text were

an object, it would be an odd sort of object. Where would
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it be? 1In the book? However, it is difficult to get round
speaking of the text as if it were an object, and so I will
continue to refer to what can be in the text.)

I think we must say there are words in the text. They
are not merely printed representations of words. It is true
that children will often attempt to read words phonetically,
but part of what we call ‘knowing how to read’ is getting
past this, and recognizing words as words. The relationship
between written and spoken words is not relevant here. What
is in,ortant is that I both hear (the spoken) and read (the
written) words as the words they are. When I see a word
included in a painting, I novertheless recognize it as a
word. The apparently random letters optometrists use in
measuring vision, however, I see only as letters.

This remains true whether or not a language has a
standard orthography. 1In fact, my ability to correct the
spelling of ‘recieve’ depends upon my ability to recognize
the incorrectly spelled word as an incorrect spelling of
‘receive’. The word does not become meaningless simply
because it is incorrectly spelled. I also have no
difficulty in making the adjustment from American to British
orthography. I still recognize the words as the words they
are.

Furthermore, it doesn’t matter if the words are
separated from each other when printed. If I read a long

series of letters such as ‘themeaningofaword’ I will seek to



243
separate it into words, and once I have done so, the series
will become meaningful to me in terms of the words it
contains.®

The reason for belabouring this point is that I think
it is important to stress that some aspect of the text may
be said to be meaningful, given that we know the language of
the text. In this way, our experience when reading is
significantly different from our experience of the world
through a language. We do indeed recognize words as the
words they are, but we also recognize them as already
meaningful. This point will become important when I begin
to discuss interpretation later on in this chapter.

However, beyond being able to say that the words in a
text are meaningful, I don’t see what more we can attribute
to the text. This can be seen by what may be called a
‘naive reading’ of a particular text. By ‘naive reading’, 1
mean the reading of a literary text by someone unacquainted
with literature and the language of literary criticism, as
well as the necessary history and philosophy that critics
would consider a backdrop for a good interpretation of the
text. (This is not to say that any reader can be utterly
unacquainted all these things. Children can be aware of
things such as rhythm and rhyme long before they have read
anything. But the notion of someone who is not at all
acquainted with literature is not necessary to the point I

am making.)
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It is possible to read a sonnet without noticing that
it has fourteen lines, or knowing whether it is a Petrarchan
or Shakespearean sonnet, or dividing it into an octave and a
sestet, and so on. It is possible to read:

"You are old, father William," the young man
said,
"And your hair has become very white;
And yet you incessantly stand on your head--
Do you think, at your age, it is right?"
without knowing that Lewis Carroll is parodying a poem by
Robert Southey.’ We can read Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities
without any prior knowledge of the French revolution, and
Pope’'s An Essay on Man without ever having thought about the
problem of evil. Indeed, if in order to be able to read
something, we had to acquire a certain amount of background
knowledge, we would never be able to read anything at all,
because it is precisely by reading that we acquire this
knowledge.

"But a naive reading is not a good reading--to read
Joyce'’s Ulysses without seeing his allusions to Homer’s
Odyssey is really to misread Ulysses. It is as good as not
having read the book." Do I have to know what kind of car
someone owns to understand the sentence, "I drove my car to
work"? Clearly not: I do not have to understand everything
in order to understand something. 1 may miss a lot if I

read Ulysses without relating it to the Odyssey, but I will

still get something out of it.
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If a naive reading is possible, I don’t see how a text
can ever be said to contain more than simply words. This is
because, if someone insists that there is, in a given text,
a particular allusion, or reference, or literary convention,
we can always ask: "For whom is it there? 1Is it there for
naive readers, or is it there only for readers who bring
their knowledge of other texts to their reading of this
one?"

"It is the author’s intention that I understand the
words of a text in a particular way, that is, as allusions
and references and so forth." This point has some merit,
but I will take it up only later in this chapter. For the
moment I will merely remark that, if a text contains only
words, then we can try to infer from these words what the
author’s intentions were, but we can’t say that they are
somehow in the text, between the lines, as it were. There
is nothing between the lines.

Now, it is of course true that we can make the text
meaningful in a vast assortment of ways. Barbara Herrnstein
Smith, in her book On the Margins of Discourse, puts the
matter in the following way:

It seems clear, for example, that no matter how vague or
naive our literary theories, or how problematic our
explicit definitions, we do make functional
discriminations between, say, bicgraphies and novels,
and between the transcriptiors of actual utterances and
the scripts of plays, through the very manner in which

we experience and interpret them, and the sort of value
and implications they have for us. In other words, we
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take them as different kinds of things and, accordingly,
take them differently.®

We see the characteristic printing conventions that govern
poetry, plays and novels, and we take the things we are
reading to be poetry, plays and novels. We read a poem and
notice that in each pair of lines the last words rhyme, and
we see this poem as being composed of heroic couplets. We
read a story the central character of which is a detective,
and we take the novel to be a murder mystery. That is:
using the language of literary criticism, we make the words
of the text meaningful as a genre, or see them as poetic
devices, or as adhering to literary conventions. We see the
text through this language, and it is accordingly more or
less meaningful according to how familiar we are with this
language.’

However, as I mentioned in chapter two, there is also
a more general way in which we approach literature that has
nothing to do with the language of literary criticism, and
that is: it is not history. Our expectations of history are
different from our expectations of literature. We expect
the historian to address the question, "What happened?" and
make this meaningful in a coherent fashion. (In fact, we
expect the resulting story to be so coherent that it
convinces us that the historian has answered the question:

we take the story as history.)
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On the other hand, we expect the poet!® not to answer
this question. No matter how realistic or representational
the literature is, we expect it never to be an answer to the
question, "What happened?" But is there something we do
expect the poet to do, and expect literature to be?

Certainly: we expect the poet to present a text that
we can interpret--we expect literature to be readable. We
expect, therefore, that what the poet does is to make
something meaningful. Further: we expect that the resulting
text will be relevant to us (that we will be able to make it
meaningful to ourselves--to our own lives.) That is: we
expect the text not to be utter nonsense, and we expect that
the context that is invoked in us as we read is a context
that we can relate to our own experience. Finally, we
expect that we will find our reading a valuable experience,
that the poet will be addressing those aspects of our lives
that we deem important, central, or valuable.! (It will be
noted that this is really only an explication of the naive
approach I took to literature above--~that literature is in
books, about life, and to be taken seriously.)

If these are our expectations, then in order to
produce something we perceive as literature, the poet must
live up to them. Poets, then, must make meaningful a part
of their experience that they consider will be relevant and

valuable to those who read the texts they create.
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Within this frarework, it is possible to accommodate
(at least) the two great treatises on which all but
twentieth-century poetics are based. Aristotle believed
that the distinctive form taken by the poet’s endeavour to
make meaningful was coherent imitation. He also believed
that what would be relevant to people lay exclusively within
the realm of the possible. Horace believed that a text
would be relevant to us, and that we would (or should) value
it, if it were both pleasing and instructive. It is also
possible to accommodate Longinus, who believed that the
greatest poets were those whose excellence of style made
experience meaningful so dramatically that we could not help
but see their poetry as relevant, and therefore value it.!?
However, it is not only possible but essential to

avoid the exclusionary nature of the definitions of
literature contained within these treatises. It is
difficult to see, for instance, how A.A. Milne’s poemn,
"Disobedience" could be accounted sublime:

James James

Morrison Morrison

Weatherby George Dupree

Took great

Care of his mother,

Though he was only three!?
or how Lewis Carroll’s "Jabberwocky" could be thought of as
instructive.!* It is also difficult to see how the opening

lines of E.B. White’s short story, "“The Door," could be

viewed as a coherent imitation:
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Everything (he kept saying) is something it isn’t.
And everybody is always somewhere else. Maybe it was
the city, being in the city, that made him feel how
queer everything was and that it was something else.
Maybe (he kept thinking) it was the names of the things.
The names were tex and frequently koid. Or they were
flex and oid, or they were duroid (sani) or flexsan
(duro), but everything was glass (but not quite glass)
and the thing that you touched (the surface, washable,
Crease-resistant) was rubber, only it wasn’t quite
rubber and you didn’t quite touch it but almost.!?
However, it would be strange to conclude that none of the
above~-mentioned works should be called literature just on
the grounds that they didn’t meet the classical criteria for
what constitutes literature. Longinus says we should value
what is sublime, but I can also value what is charmingly
childish. Horace thinks we should value what is pleasing
and instructive, but quasi-nonsense, while not very
instructive, can be relevant and valuable to us as well. It
is true that we can make something meaningful by imitating
it ir a coherent fashion. But we can also try to make chaos
meaningi1il by creating a chaotic text.

Indeed, to specify the way in which something is to be
made meaningful, or to say how it should be relevant, or to
dictate what we should value, is to do nothing more than
make recommendations about what should and should not count
as literature, or what literature should be esteemed as
good, and what condemned as bad. As such, they belong to

the field of literary criticism rather than literary theory,

which should concern itself only with what literature
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is--one aspect of this being that it is thought of as
"good"~-and not with which literature is good.

To return to what our expectations of poets are: I
said that we expect them to make meaningful a part of their
experience that will be both relevant and valuable to us.

Is this expectation something that should guide us in our
interpretation of their texts? 1Is it not a "sensible belief
that a text means what its author meant,"!® or, to put the
matter less ambiguously, that our interpretation of a text
should constitute an attempt to infer from the words of the
text what the author wanted us to understand by them?

I think the answer to this must be a qualified ‘yes’.
A large part of what we do when we read is try to figure out
what the author’s point is, what the author is "getting at.'
For instance, we begin to read Death in Venice by Thomas
Mann, and in the third paragraph we find the lead character
Aschenbach encountering an unnamed stranger, whose
appearance Mann describes as "not quite usual."!” The
fourth paragraph is almost entirely devoted to a description
of this stranger’s physical appea:ance, and then in the
fifth paragraph, the stranger seems to disappear from the
story. A question that may occur to us, then, is: "why does
Mann devote so much space to describing a person Aschenbach
meets by chance, and who seemingly plays no part in the

story? wl8
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That. is: I suppose either that Thomas Mann is a bad
writer, or that there must be a reason for his wanting to
include these descriptive details. I don’t know why they
are included here, but, if I do not think Mann is a bad
writer, I suppose that later in the story I will learn both
why they are, and what relevance they have to the other
parts of the story. I will suppose that Mann included these
descriptive detail with a purpose in mind, and that it is my
business to discover that purpose.

I am not trying to say that the appeal to what is
called ‘authorial intention’ will ever result in a valid
interpretation of a text. I am saying, however, the idea of
authorial intention might be said to guide our reading. It
is certainly a useful way of refuting outlandish
interpretations of a particular text. So, if someone were
to interpret Tess of the D'Urbervilles as an attempt by
Hardy to explain the causes of World War I, it would be
sufficient to point out that Tess was published twenty years
before the outbreak of the war, and that Hardy could not
possibly have intended us to understand the book in that
way. It does seem possible to interpret the book as being,
at least in part, about what Hardy calls "the ache of
modernism, " the incipient recognition by society that its
institutions--marriage, the family, the church and so on--
were outmoded. It would be possible, as well, to claim that

the crumbling of these institutions contributed in some way
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to the eventual outbreak of war. However, it would not be
possible to claim that Hardy was writing about the causes of
the war, because of the anachronism involved. Therefore, if
we allow any scope at all to authorial intention, we can say
that Tess is not about the causes of the war--because Hardy
could not have intended it to be--and that any
interpretation that says it is, is merely incorrect.!?

There is a better way of arguing in favour of
authorial intention as a principle to follow in
interpretation. Suppcse we were able to sit with the author
of a text, and go through it line by line, and ask questions
such as, "What was the point of saying this?" and "Are you
trying to establish a connection between these things?" and
80 on. Suppose we could sit with the author until we were
entirely satisfied that we understood every point the author
was trying to make.

What basis would we then have for saying, "No, you're
wrong. The text is actually about something quite
different. Don’‘t you see?" The absurdity of this position
can be seen from the question, "Don‘t you see?"” If we have
understood what the author is trying to say, and the author
is satisfied that we have indeed understood, then how could
we ever persuade him or her that the text was actually about
something else? It would certainly be possible for us to
coherently construe the words sc they conveyed something the

author was not trying to convey. However, the text would
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then become our text, and the author would be justified in
claiming, with Martial:

That book you recite, O Fidentinus, is mine. But your
vile recitation begins to make it your own.?

Following this question period with the author, I
think we would be able to comment only on whether the words
in the text conveyed (to us) either more or less than what
the author wanted to convey. The following is an example of
an author conveying less than he would have liked:

The most famous incident linking Chandler to the
film of The Big Sleep is his reply to a telegram sent by
[Howard] Hawks asking who killed Owen Taylor, the
Sternwood chauffeur who ends up in the family limousine
under ten feet of water at the end of a pier. Chandler
checked the text, thought about it, and wired back: "I
don’t know."2!

One of our expectations of a detective novel is that
whatever appears to be mysterious will eventually be
explained by the author. 1In The Big Sleep, the death of
Owen Taylor remains unexplained. (Would it not be odd if a
critic were to exclaim, "I know who killed Owen Taylor"?)
In this case, then, we could justifiably fault the author.

However, should we ever say that the text contains
more than the author thinks it does? This seems to leave
the door open to virtually any sort of interpretation. We
could then interpret Alice in Wonderland as being about the
dangers of drug abuse, or the irrational quality of dreams,

and so on. But we would be seeing more than Carroll wanted

us to see in his text, and it would become our text. It is
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these sorts of interpretation that can happily be ruled out
with regard to authorial intention.?

Having said this, however, it must be admitted that
there are many problems with appealing to what the author
wanted to say in a text. First, as is often pointed out, we
usually have no record whatsoever of what the author wanted
to say. Therefore, in most cases we must remain at the
conjectural level when we speak of authorial intention. We
will never have the sort of conversation suggested above.
(0Of course, there are good guesses and bad guesses. I will
return to this below.)

Secondly, even if a critic suggests that the author’s
intention is "displayed" in a particular text, this
assertion is shown to be false by the critic’s actual
practice. No critic ever interprets a text simply with
reference to the text itself. Critics read widely, and
therefore cannot help but approach an individual text
through the many other texts they have read (both literary
and non-literary). Indeed, literary criticism presupposes a
corpus of literary texts that share family traits. When
critics “"see" a parody, it is only because they have seen
other parodies, and have read whatever the parody is a
parody of.

But thirdly, and most importantly, trying to unearth
the author’s intention in a literary work is made difficult

by the sorts of questions that literary texts try to answer.
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In historical texts, the question to be answered is, "What
happened?" 1In epistemological texts, the question is, "What
can be known?" If the authors of these sorts of texts are
clear, then what they intend to say is exactly what they do
say: their telling is identical with what they want to say.
Or better: to ask about their intentions at all misses the
point. (If someone says to me, "I’'ll be over in five
minutes," and the context makes it clear that the person
will arrive at my house in five minutes, then I will not
ask, "What do you mean?")

But what general question can literary texts be seen
as an answer to? And what match is there between what a
poet says and what a poet wants to say? I think there is a
single answer to both these questions.

I think the question to which literary texts are a
response is, "What is a person?" This is, of course, an
extremely vague question, but I think that only such a
question as this can account for the phantasmagoria of
responses that literature proposes. Such a question must
include a large family of more specific questions, such as,
"What am I experiencing, feeling, wondering, now?", "Is
there any pattern to my life?", "What is my relation to
others?", "How do others experience the world?", "What has
death to do with my life?" and so on.

No other way of making the world meaningful can ~nswer

questions like these. There are, indeed, specific reasons
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for this. History does not answer these gquestions, because
history strives to see the world as a sequence of unique,
rather than typical, events.? Philosophy, following Plato,
has been more interested in discussing matters abstractly
{"What is experiencing?" etc., as opposed to, "What am I
experiencing?"); the particularities of an individual’s
experience have had no releveance in a philosophy seeking
essences. Science (and, for the purposes of this argument,
I am including psychology and sociology) is, like
philosophy, more interested in individual traits that can be
extrapolated to a general population. For all these
disciplines, the concept ‘my iife’ is either too broad or
too narrow.

But there is a betcer and more general reason that
these disciplines do not deal with the questions that
literature attempts to answer. This can be seen by looking
at the themes most often found in literature. The epic is
about courage, nobility, fidelity. Tragedy is about loss
and d: spair. Comedy is about hope. Religious literature is
about wonder and faith. The novel is about love and sexual
desire.

This is, of course, to baldly caricature the literary
genres in question. However, the point I want to draw from
this is that these literary themes all have a common
concern: their concern is what is irrational. Now, by

‘irrational’ I mean only whatever cannot be reasoned about,
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which is to say talked about, which is to say made
meaningful, in any way that purports to explain that thing.
I cannot say why I love, or fear, or despair. I can name
these feelings, and I can even associate them with other
things. But I cannot say why I have the feelings I do. (I
can fear heights, and call this ‘acrophobia’, and even
loosely say that being on a high balcony "causes" this fear;
but I cannot say why being in a high place should induce
fear. In many people, it does not.) 1Indeed, to pe able to
say why I have the teelings I do, I would not only have to
know myself as I really am--and not simply in the way I make
myself meaningful to myself through language--but why I am
the way I am.?* But this is either a teleological question
or it is a question about causes. If it is teleological,
then it invokes the pseudo-context of multiple universes: I
am this way because I exist in this universe and not
another. If it is about causes, it invokes a pseudo-context
I will call ‘multiple experiences’: the question presupposes
that I can experience myself from a perspective utterly not
my own, that I can step outside of myself and experience
myself as an alien creature. But this would involve being
simultaneously both me and nct me, having an experience of
myself and not having an experiencing of myself. Hence,
whether the question is teleological or about causes, it

will lead to a meaningless response.
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"What am I experiencing, feeling, wondering, now?"
That is: which words can best express this experience--this
experience that is beyond words? How can I say this
experience in a way that will communicate it in all its
fullness to other people? "Is there any pattern to my
life?" "What is my relation to others?" "How do others
experience the world?" 1In part, these questions ask whether
there is anything outside of my life that will make me more
able to put my life in perspective, or give it meaning. (Is
there a system into which I fit? 1Is there a God? Are other
lives lilke mine?) "What has death to do with my life?"

"his question asks many things, amongst them: "Can life have
meaning if it culminates in death?" and "Can death be made
meaningful?"”

I don’‘t wish to contend that the subject-matter of
poetry is exclusively that which is irrational. (An obvious
counterexample to this claim would be the work of Alexander
Pope.) However, the vast majority of literary texts do
concern themselves with the irrational, and this leads me to
the following conclusion about poets: in general, they
attempt to talk about what cannot be talked about.

This does not mean that poets are either lunatics or
liars, although what Plato says about poetry as divine
madness is instructive.?® To speak as a poet is to speak as
a god. It is to say what human life consists of, amounts

to, really is. It is to speak the unspeakable. But this
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does not make poets lunatics. It merely demonstrates their
desire to make these things meaningful. Neither does it
make them liars. Certainly poets do not pretend, the way
historians do, that what they are saying is true. But this
is to consider the matter trivially. More important is the
fact that, as Aristotle noted, poets do not speak of
particular love, but love in general, not of individual
despair, but of what it is to despair. King Lear would not
speak to me if Lear’s tragedy was exhaustively defined by
Edmund and Cordelia. It is Lear’s tragedy, but it could be
anyone’'s tragedy. John Donne’s love is, assuredly and
idiosyncratically, John Donne’s love, but it could be
anyone’s love. No matter how concerned with individual
experience poets are, they must also be concerned with
making their poetry relevant to other people. Therein lies
poetry’s apparent "universality."

Because poets are so often trying to say what cannot
be said, they regularly employ a trick: they pretend to be
telling us something, while they are actually showing us
something.?® Of course, poets do sometimes engage in
straightforward telling; a poem may be merely descriptive.
However, and especially when the text is a story, the vast
majority of literary texts involve both telling and showing.

Now, if we want to talk about authorial intention, the
points an author wishes to make, clearly we are going to be

more concerned with what the author is trying to show us
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than what he or she is telling us. It may be interesting to
read through the various adventures of Tom Jones and Sophia
Western, and to find out at the end that Tom is really Miss
Bridget’s son, but we don't read Tom Jones for this. We
read it to find out what Fielding "has to say" about love
and sex, sincerity and duplicity, justice, and so on. But
the extent to which authors merely show us what their point
is, and do not explicitly tell us,? is also the extent to
which th=2ir intention must be inferred by us. In texts
where the author merely tells a story, and nowhere comments
on the story, the author’s intention is not in the text at
all, and must be entirely interred by the reader.

This brings me to the problem of interpretation. It
can be seen from the foregoing that literary interpretation
contains its own special problems. Therefore, I will look
at interpretation in general, and then at the interpretation
of non-literary texts (such as philosophies and histories),
and finally at the particular difficulties involved in the

intexpretation of literary texts.

Interpretation

The problem of interpretation begins with the problem
of what is involved in understanding sentences. This is a
complex issue, and one that is peripheral to the main
epistemological problems I have been discussing, and so I

will not attempt to analyze it in depth, but only in a way
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that is immediately relevant. Briefly: my understanding a
spoken sentence seems to involve three things. First, I
must understand the language the sentence is spoken in.
That is: I must understand the words, and I must have a
grasp of the grammar. Secondly, I must understand, to some
extent at least, the context in which the words are spoken.
That is: I must not only recognize what contexts are being
invoked, but "be familiar" with these contexts myself.
Thirdly, I must understand what the speaker intends to say.

There is, admittedly, a certain artificiality in this
analysis of understanding sentences, and so I will
acknowledge its weaknesses before pointing out its
strengths. It seems reasonable to claim that I will not
understand a sentence if I do not know the meaning of any of
the words in it. However, if I know only some of the words,
I may still be able to understand the sentence, and even
uiiderstand it completely. If I don’'t know what a dodo is, I
may still understand, "The dodo is extinct." Since the word
‘extinct’ is used mainly to refer to volcanoes and species
that have died out, and because we do not use the definite
article when referring to particular volcances, I can infer
that the word ‘dodo’ probably means some kind of animal. On
the other hand, if the sentence had been, "The dodo is an
extinct bird," I would have understood it completely, even
if I didn’t previously know the meaning of the term. (A

successful definition always has this effect: we understand
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the sentence completely without knowing beforehand what all
the words in the sentence mean.)

Furthermore, I may (in some sense) be said to
understand a sentence even if I don’t understand any of the
words in it. If someone is yelling at me in a language that
I don’t understand, has a facial expression I normally
associate with anger, and is pointing towards the door, I
may "understand" that this person wants me to leave. The
context--the person is talking to me, appears angry, is
pointing--may allow me to understand what the person wants.
However, it should be remembered that this context is also
consistent with the person saying, "Why isn’‘t that door
painted yet?!" and so my understanding in situations like
this is extremely liable to error.

I must have some rudimentary grasp of the grammar of
the language, but can often understand sentences that are
grammatically incomplete or flawed. To put this another
way: we take an extremely elastic approach to grammatical
rules. 1If, instead of, "I want some milk," a child says, "I
want milk," or "Want milk," or even, "Milk want," we will
understand what the child wishes to convey. If I am
speaking in a foreign language I don’t know well, I may
speak very badly, and yet still make myself understood. In
casual conversation, people often do not speak in
grammatically well-formed formulae, but we understand them

nevertheless.
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The term ‘context’ is a very useful one, but one that
has a wide variety of uses, and so to say that sentences are
spoken in a context, and that this determines how we are to
understand them, is to say something extremely vague. In
one sense, the context of a sentence may be said to be what,
in a general sense, is being talked about. That is: we
understand the sentence to be "about" some subject, or
topic. Any word that can stand as the grammatical subject
of a sentence can estaklish a context in this sense. (This
is not to say that the grammatical subject does establish
the context for a sentence. 1In the sentence, "I think it’s
going to rain," the context is the weather, not me.) The
context is delir. .ted by the number of ways in which the word
can be used. So, if I begin a sentence, "The clock...," I
can continue in many ways, but there are also many other
ways of continuing that are not normally open to me. I
would not normally talk about how it tasted, or how fast it
could fly, or whether it had a good memory. In this sense,
then, the context is just all the possibly relevant things
one can say about clocks.

I think it is possible to think of this sort of
context as the "general meaning" of particular words, that
is, what a word means prior to its use in a sentence.?®
This is, of course, a contentious point, and many people
would claim that a word has no meaning prior to its being

used in a sentence. So, in fact, claims Stanley Fish, whose



264
poetics I will be discussing shortly: "The obviousness of
the utterance’s meaning is not a function of the values its
words have in a linguistic system that is independent of
context."? However, the very fact that we can ask what a
given word means seems to refute this position. So, for
instance, suppose someone is doing an American-style
crossword puzzle for which one clue is ‘crown’. The answer
turns out to be ‘tiara’, a word the person is unfamiliar
with. The question, "What is a ‘tiara’?" makes sense
because of the many different ways in which the word ‘crown’
can be used. (It might be mentioned that the person here
has evidently decided that ‘tiara’ doesn’t sound enough like
a verb, and so has asked what a tiara is.) But the word has
clearly not been used in a sentence here. Furthermore, an
answer to the above question will likely not use the word
either, but only mention it: "A ‘tiara’ is a fancy headdress
that resembles a crown; the pope’s crown is called a
‘tiara‘."

As well, if I hear a sentence that contains a word 1I
don’t know, and 1 ask what the word means, I rarely want to
know what it means in this sentence. For instance, say I am
in a shop with someone who points to something and says,
"That kimono is expensive." If I ask what a ‘kimono’ is, it
is because I am not satisfied with an ostensive definition--
I can see that "that," the thing being pointed to, is called

a ‘kimono'’--and the word ‘expensive’ does not help in
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defining the word for me. The definition I am looking for
is one that will allow me to use the word properly in
sentences.

In fact, knowing the general meaning of a word is a
prerequisite for using it correctly in a sentence. If there
were no general meaning, I would have no reason to use one
word rather than another, and I would have no criterion for
being able to say that someone was misusing a word. If
someone were to talk about ‘an exhalation of larks’, we
wonrld be right to point out that a group of larks was called
an ‘exaltation’.

This first sort of context, then, is analogous to the
general meanings of words. It is the first thing we try to
establish when we try to understand a sentence. (Most
often, of course, we don’t consciously "try" either to
establish contexts or understand sentences. These are
things we just do.) We identify what .s being talked about.
So if someone says, "It’s lovely!" the first thing we do is
place the remark in a context (the person is talking about
the weather, the gift, the music, and so on). These might
be called ‘language contexts’--1 determine what is being
talked about in terms of the words of my language.

Before continuing, I would like to note that when we
are listening to (or reading) sentences, we usually identify
these sorts of contexts easily, and shift effortlessly from

one context to another, while simultaneously hearing (or
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reading) the words as words within the context we have
identified. (We may keep two or more contexts in mind at
the same time.) The following quote is taken from Katherine
Mansfield’s short story, "The Garden Party." I have
inserted the contextual shifts in square brackets.

And after all the weather [weather] was ideal. They
[people] could not have had a more perfect day for a
garden-party [party] if they had ordered it. Windless,
[weather] warm, the sky without a cloud. Only the blue
was veiled with a haze of light gold [beauty], as it is
sometimes in early summer [season]. The gardener
[gardener] had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns and
sweeping them, until the grass [garden] and the dark
flat rosettes where the dairy plants had been seemed to
shine. As for the roses [roses], you could not helyp
feeling they understood [garden sentient] that roses are
the only flowers that impress people [people impressed]
at garden-parties {[party]; the only flowers [roses] that
everybody [pecople] is certain of knowing. Hundreds
[roses], yes, literally hundreds, had come out in a
single night; the green bushes [bushes] bowed down as
though they had been visited by archangels [heaven].

Breaxfast [morning, meal] was not yet over before
men [men] came to put up the marquee [preparation].?3®

A second sort of context might be termed ‘artificial’
or ‘culturally constructed’. T1f, for instance, I am talking
about impressions and ideas, and someone thinks I am talking
about opinions and beliefs, I might say, "That is not the
context in which I am using the words; I am talking about
Hume’s philosophy." In one sense, artificial contexts are
strongly analogous to language contexts. The word ‘Hume'--
at least within the similarly artificial context of
philosophy--can invoke a context as clearly defined as does

the word ‘weather’. (This is not to say that either is
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clearly defined in that there are sharp divisions between
different contexts. However, while it is never easy to say
what can be included in a particular context, it is often
easy to say what can be excluded. If the context is ‘Hume’,
we may safely claim that comments like, "My impression was
that he was very sad," are irrelevant.)

On the other hand, artificial contexts are ones we
construct in order to reflect upon the world. When I first
tried to define ‘literature’ above, I invoked a language
context: this is what we mean when we use the word
“literature’. Then I attempted to construct an artificial
context to put the original context in perspective.
Behaviourism, Darwinism, classical physics—-in short, any
theory counts as an artificial context.

A third way in which we use the word is with reference
to when and where something was said, who said it, why and
how it was said. For instance, someone says, "Quadruplicity
drinks procrastination." We might want to put the remark in
perspective by saying that this is a philosophical example
of a nonsensical sentence--by saying what the sentence is:
it belongs to an artificial context. But we could then
place this in a further context by noting that it was said
by Bertrand Russell in order to illustrate a particular
point, that it was said in An Inquiry into Meaning and Truth
which was published in 1940." The sentence is thus

"located" in a later work by Russell, and is thus located at
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a particular point within the evolution of Anglo-American
philosophy, and so on.

This notion of ‘context’ is very similar to the common
one of "what comes before and goes after" a sentence. This
is no doubt what is often meant when it is claimed that the
context determines the meaning of a particular piece of
text. However, as I have tried to show, context is never as
simple a matter as that. ‘Within the context of Hamlet'’
could mean: given what happens in the story; given what
ideas are being discussed; given that the play was written
around 1603; given that it is a Shakespearean play; and so
on.

The third thing to be considered in our understanding
of sentences, after words and context, is the intention of
the speaker. There are two ways in which the word
*intention’ is commonly used in this regard, and these are
often confused. The first is when we ascribe deliberateness
to someone’s words. So we might say that someone intended
to bring up a point at a meeting--and whether or not the
person did bring it up, or forgot to mention it, or thought
better of it, is to some extent irrelevant. The point is:
there was a plan. The perxrson could have told us alout this
intention in advance.

On the other hand, sometimes people are not very clear
when they speak. (There may, of course, be other reasons we

don’t understand them.) Someone says, for instance, "I



269
thought of you a lot, swimming in the lake." From this
sentence, we can’'t tell who is swimming. Or: "As they say,
truth will out." Here, we don’'t know who "they" are, who is
being referred to. Or: "He that loveth not knoweth not God;
for God is love."’? Here, without further elaboration, it
is difficult to know whether God is identical with love, or
if loving is the primary thing God does (or feels), and so
on.

In cases such as these, we commonly ask the speaker,
"What do you mean?" or "What did you intend to say?"
However, it is possible that the speater didn’t consciously
or deliberately intend anything. As I mentioned above, if
what someone says is clear, if we understand what is being
said, then it usually does not even occur to us to ask what
the speaker’'s intention is. If I say, "G.E. Moore lived in
that house on the right when he was teaching at Cambridge,"
someone might ask, "V 0 is G.E. Moore?"--thereby showing
that he or she had understood the sentence--but the
question, "What do you mean?" seems a misplaced one.

"But it must have been your intention to inform me
that G.E. Moore lived in that house?" If I were a tour
guide in Cambridge, I might not have any such intention.
Those might just be the words that I said as we passed that
particular house in the tour bus. Indeed, I might not even

be able to speak English--I could have memorized the words
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without knowing what they meant. Could I then be said to
have an intention to inform you of something?

But this misses the point, which is: because it is our
habit to ask what a person’s intention is when we fail to
understand that person, should we, on that basis, impute an
intention to everything a person says?

(In the examples above, if we ask what the speaker
meant, we are not really ask' 3 about the speaker’s
intention; we are asking that the context be more clearly
defined. In the first example, the grammatical construction
makes it unclear as to who is doing the swimming. In the
second, we don’t know who the speaker is referring to. 1In
the third, we don’t understand the relationship between God
and love. In short, none of these sentences is clear
because the context--what is being spoken abovt--is
unclear.)

"But if we understand what a speaker says, then we
understand what the speaker intended to say." Should we
impute an intention to someone who is not aware of having
that intention? And I think this is a decisive point: if I
can distinguish between cases when I deliberately say
something, and cases when I am just speaking, it doesn’t
make sense to dissolve this distinction bv saying that I
always have some intention or other when I cpeak.?3?

With these provisos, then--specifically with respect

to the many ways in which we can use the word ‘context’ and
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the way in which we should not use the word ‘intention’--I
will reiterate that my understanding a sentence depends on
my understanding its words, its context, and the intention
of the speaker. Sometimes, the intention of the speaker
will not be a factor, and sometimes there will be a
complicated hierarchy or cluster of contexts that the
speaker invokes, and to which I must respond. However, I do
not think anything else needs to be taken into consideration
as far as sentence-meaning is concerned.

This is precisely why I have avoided the term
‘sentence-meaning’ thus far: I do not think there is
anvthing over and above words, contexts and intentions that
is sentence-meaning. Indeed, to talk about the meaning of a
sentence leads directly to some sort of confusion. 1Is it
like word-meaning? Does it mean something prior to its
being spoken? Do we use sentences the way we use words? Do
sentences belong to a sort o“ sentence-language by virtue of
which they have meaning? Clearly, the answer to all these
questions is "no." If a sentence were to mean something
prior to its being used, it would have to be some kind of a
prefabricated unit. But it is not, because we don’'t use
sentences; what we do is fabricate them.?* These may seem
like truistically true claims. Nevertheless, there have
been philosophical debates that hinge on the idea that
sentences have meanings that, like the meaning of words, may

remain unchanged through time.?
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Unlike a word, a sentence is a unique utterance. This
is easily seen with regard to spoken sentences, but there is
a certain temptation to regard written sentences, at least,
as being the same whenever we read them. However, one of
the things involved in our understanding a particular
sentence is our ability to invoke certain contexts as we
respond to it. If this ability can Le said to change--if
we learn, and the contexts we are able to invoke are
therefore different and more numerous--then clearly in one
respect, the sentence is different. It is only if we
divorce sent~nces from onr understanding of them (ignore one
of the factors that goes into determining the "meaning of a
sentence") that we are tempted to say that sentences
"persist" through time.

On the other hand, neither can we say that a sentence
has a meaning the way a speaker has a "meaning" or
intention. A sentence is not animate--it cannot intend
anything. It is best, then, not to think of sentences as
having a meaning, but only of the words they contain being
meaningful.

It is now possible to ask: can the words of a sentence
have a determinate meaning; is there any validity possible
in the interpretation of sentences? And I think the answer
must be, "Yes--to understand a sentence just is to validly
interpret it, and this is often to say that the words have

a sufficiently determinate meaning in the context of the
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sentence." I can, of course, misunderstand someone, but if
I am talking to someone, and we both agree that I do
understand what he or she is saying, then this seems
tantamount to saying that I am validly interpreting what is

being said. What sense would it make to doubt this?

Interpreting Non-Literary Texts
The interpretation of non-literary texts is strongly

analogous to what is involved in understanding sentences.
It is also, in one sense, quite different from what we do
when we try to make the world meaningful. The second point
can be quickly argued, and so I will discuss it first.

Before the world is understocd in some way, or in some
language, it is meaningless for us. Thus, the number of
ways in which we can make it meaningful is theoretically
infinite, and bounded only by the time, imagination and
persistence we devote to the task. However, a text consists
of words that are already meaningful, and so this places
certain rather obvious limits on our interpretive freedom.
For instunce:

Three hundred years ago, when the map makers began
to ink in details of the North American continent, there
seemed no more unlikely place on the face of the earth
to establish a new nation than the unwieldy land mass
which is now Canada.3®

Here, it would be merely incorrect to think that the author

was talking about pink lemonade or how much fun it is to

ride a bicycle. If our knowledge of English was slight, and
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we thought ‘face of the earth’ referred to some sort of
terrestrial equivalent of the "face" we can see on the moon,
this would at least be a possible misinterpretation.
However, we can rule out a vast number of interpretations
simply with reference to the meaning of the words in the
text. 7%his is something we cannot do when we theorize about
the world.

To return to the first point: interpreting a text is
analogous to understanding a sentence. There ave, however,
several major differences between the two. First of all, it
is seldom possible to ask the author of a text whether we
have understood it the way he or she wanted us to. As I
mentioned above, this relegates textual interpretation to
the level oif guesswork--we can never check that we have
interpreted the text correctly. Secondly, there will most
often be a linguistic, cultural and historical disparity
between readers and the text. (Even today’s local
newspaper, where it could be argued that author and reader
share the same linguistic, cultural and historical contexts,
quickly becomes yesterday’s newspaper. And yesterday’s news
often makes sense only if we see it as yesterday'’s uews.)

When we read--and here I mean read for understanding
and not read for appreciation, or fun, or what have you--we
do a number of things. Some we always do. Fnr instance, we
always try to match contexts with those invoked .y the words

of the text. That is: we always try to determine what is
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being talked about. (If we don‘t know the meaning of a
word, we will look it up, or settle for an imperfect
understanding of the sentence. The context in question is
the first type discussed above.) Secondly, we will always
try to determine what is being said, given this context.
(If I say, "The boat is large," I am talking about a boat
with reference to its size, and I am saying that the boat is
large.) Thirdly, I will always try to see the relevance of
subsequent sentences to the preceding ones. (If I then say,
"The lake is rough today, but we should make it across
easily," you will infer that that was why I said the boat
was large. However, this should not be confused with my
intention. My intention might heve been to make casual
conversation.)

Another thing we may do is notice how something is
said. I don’'t think this is an inevitable attendant of
reading. I think I can read a newspaper article without
noticing how it is written. However, it is certainly a
common part of reading, and bears directly on our
understanding of the text: I may think of the text as
difficult, or facile, or well-written, and so on. Often,
the way something is said will strike us because it seems to
perfectly formulate something we "already" thought.

I think that this fully describes one sort of reading,
or the reading we perform on one sort of text. If I am

reading a newspaper account of a disastrous rainfall, say, I
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will not seek a further context to put it in--I probably
won‘t be interested in when, where, or why the text was
written, or who wrote it. (If I am interested in these
things, it will be because I know the author, or because I
discover the rainfall now being written about happened two
years ago, or because the rainfall occurred in Florida and
the text was written in Moscow, and so on. However, in most
circumstances, I wouldn’t be interested in these further
contexts.) I will also not be interested in the intention
of the author; that is: I will not try to figure out wha+%
point the author is trying to make.

In this sort of reading, then, we don’t care about not
being able to talk to the author, and we don’t worry about
any disparity between our language, culture and historical
situation, and that of the text.

There are times, of course, when we do care about both
these things. Then we will try to infer what the author’s
point was by examining the text in terms of its own
linguistic, culturai and historical context. This will
result in a better understanding of how the text is relevant
to our present context.

So: we will try to determine if the words in the text
still have the meaning they have today. We will acquaint
ourselves with unfamiliar grammatical constructions. We
will try to determine who the text was written for, and what

prevailing philosophies, religions, and ideologies
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conditioned their reading. We will read about the life and
times of the author. In short, we will study history.?

Having thus placed the text in a number of different
contexts, we are in a much better position to interpret it
and to infer what the author’s point was. Our guess will
now be a good guess. However, it is important to remember
that our interpretation will be only as good as the history
it is based on. Seeing as history itself is not a record of
what happened, but only a particular way of making this
meaningful, an interpretation based on this history depends
on our continued acceptance of this history as history. Our
interpretation, then, is always a provisional one.

Furthermore, there is one thing our study of history
cannot tell us, and that is: how much of what we have
studied is relevant to the text? We may see much that is
relevant, but what we see as meaningfully related to the
text is not the issue. We want to know how much was
relevant to the author who wrote the text. We may see "an
obvious allusion" to an "important political event," but
what if the author was not, in fact, alluding to it at all?
Our interpretation is then no better than the interpretation
of Alice in Wonderland as a story about drug abuse.

However, it is true that an interpretation based on
the study of history is much better than one that does not
take historical background inico consideration. That is

because studying history does at least enable one to place a
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text in a ccatext. This constitutes an answer to the claim
that if "the text can say different things to different
readers... one reading is as valid or invalid as another."?®
Surely one of the things that makes one interpretation
better than another is just its ability to put the text in

perspective.

Interpreting Literary Texts

This argument can also be used against the possibility
of correctly interpreting literary texts, and therefore any
further argument might seem redundant. However, there are
some special difficulties attached to literary
interpretation, and so I will briefly mention these.

The sort of newspaper-reading I discussed above is
often not possible when reading literature.’® One reason
for this can be seen by asking first a historian, and then
a poet, "Why did you write this?" The historian will answer
with some more or less sophisticated version of, "It
happened." The fact that something happened is regarded as
its own justification for the writing of history. However,
this answer is not available to the poet. The poet’s answer
may be more along the lines of, "This is what is important
in (my) life. Let me show you."

If this is the case, then the point of the text will
have to be inferred, and will not automatically appear

through a reading of the text. If I read about a disastrous
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rainfall in a literary text, I will wonder: why is there a
rainfall? Wwhat, if anything, does it have to do with the
rest of the story? This means that there is no
straightforward answer to the question, "What does this
sentence mean?" because an answer often involves not only
understanding the words in the sentence, but the point of
the sentence. In literature, sentences will therefore often
not submit to a single interpretation, but seem to demand
two or more simultaneous interpretations, none of which can
be dismissed as peripheral, or secondary, or unimportant.

As well, in many literary texts, the author does not
have one point to make, but many. This means a literary
text is far more likely to be multi-layered, as it were,
than non-literary texts, which are often content to be
linear, making one point at a time. A sentence in
literature may be important to many of the different points
an author is making. If this is the case, then we must
attempt to understand it in a multiplicity of ways.

There is also an additional problem related to
studying history in order to place literary texts in a
context. Literary texts have a much greater tendency toward
what has been called ‘intertextuality’.

Just as poems are frequently fictional, plays and
stories regularly use the linguistic resources of
poetry. And all three of these forms regularly enrich
their contextual reference by pointing toward other
communicative acts, by quoting, alluding, parodying, and

otherwise generating a context that is entirely semiotic
and intertextual.®®
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To put the matter simplistically: the order in which
we read literary texts matters. To a large extent, we may
read different Listory texts out of date order, and to a
lesser extent, we may also do so with philosophy texts.
However, if we read Dante before we read Virgil, we will
miss something. One convention in literature that poets
often follow is to make allusions to other lj_erature.

However, by far the greatest additional difficulty
attached to literary interpretation involves the importance
of the experience we bring to the text. What is relevant to
us in a literary text is a much more personal thing than it
is either in history or philosophy. These simply declare
their relevance (albeit tacitly): it is important to know
what has happened, and it is important to care about truth,
goodness and beauty. We may either accept or reject these
claims, but we don’t have very much leeway in interpreting
themn.

In literature, on the other hand, poets try to show us
what they consider important, what they hope is valuable to
us. As well, by presenting the texts they do, they also
hope to persuade us that what they think of as relevant is
what we ought to think of as relevant. However, this is
often shown, instead of being said. Furthermore, to the
extent that literature is multi-layered, it presents us with

an array of choices. So literature not only does not
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declare how it is relevant to us, it may be relevant in a
variety of different ways.

Because of this, I may choose some aspect of the text
as more relevant to me--because of the personal experience I
bring to the text--and ignore other aspects that do not seem
as important. What I take from the text--what the text
shows me--may easily be a function of who I am, of how I
make my own life meaningful to myself. Whereas history and
philosophy tell me what to think, literature only invites me
to sit at the table. I must serve myself. And the menu is

not table d'héte but & la carte.

The Reader-Response Theory of Stanley Fish

It is possible to draw a line from the New Critics,
through ..D. Hirsch, to the literary theory of Stanley Fish.
Central to New Critical doctrine was the idea that literary
texts were "autonomous": they were to be regarded as
complete in themselves, and were to be interpreted, as far
as possible, without reference to extrinsic factors.

Students did not require "background" information about
the poet’s life and times in order toc respond to and be
articulate about the text. For many students, literary
work became vivid and immediate as they engaged "the
words on the page," usually the words of a lyric poem or
a short passage from a novel or play. But localizing
the "literary transaction," making it a matter of the
"close reader" and the text, led to a confining and
narrowing of the aims of criticism. The New Critics,
Brooks in particular, maintained that historical,
political, and social materials, though not primary,
were relevant to critical understanding. Inevitably,
however, as "close reading" lodged itself in the
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academy, knowledge about what was "outside" or
"external" to the text faded from view altogether.

I have already said much against this position, so I will
only restate its central problem: what is in the text--
beyond the words it contains--depends utterly on who is
reading the text. However, this is not the way in which the
opponents of New Criticism ergued against it. Rather, they
employed a sort of reductio ad absurdum argument.

The New Criticism appeared to say that each reader could
interpret the poem as he or she chose; any sincere
response to "the words on the page" was valid or at
least hard to discredit, even if historical evidence
seemed to demonstrate otherwise. The problem this
created for classroom practice was obvious: if the
literary transaction engaged just the reader and the
text, and if other material for interpretation was not
required, then how was the teacher to declare that one
reading was more correct than others?

That is: who had the authority to legislate between
competing interpretations, and what formed the basis this
authority?

E.D. Hirsch’s Validity in Interpretation was an
attempt to remedy this situation by focusing on the author,
and authorial intention. He argued that "‘background’
information about the poet’s life and times” was essential:

When critics deliberately banished the original author,
they themselves usurped his place, and this led
unerringly to some of our present-day theoretical
confusions. Where before there had been but one author,
there now arose a multiplicity of them, each carrying as
much authority as the next. To banish the original
author as the determiner of meaning was to reject the
only compelling normative principle that could lend
validity to an interpretation.®
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Hirsch occupies a curious half-way position between the New
Critics and Stanley Fish. He says, for instance:

what had not been 1oticed in the earliest enthusiasm for

going back to "what the text says" was that the text had

to represent somebody’s meaning--if not the author'’s,

then the critic’s.*
That is: he seems to want to say that the meaning in the
text--the real meaning--is the author’s meaning. In this
sense, he is close to the New Critics. However, he also
says that "a word sequence means nothing particular until
somebody either means something by it or understands
something from it, "% and that “there is nothing in the
nature of the text itself which requires the reader to set

"4  1n other

up the author’s meaning as his normative ideal.
words, the text means nothing un%il I begin to interpret it,
and I can interpret it any way I like. In this, he is much

closer to Stanley Fish.

Fish, instead of focusing on either the text or the
author, makes the reader the centre of his attention. Since
it is Fish’'s theory I want to discuss, I will begin to
elaborate upon it here, and not comment further on other
theories unless they are relevant to his.

Fish’s theory is as follows: a valid interpretation of
a text is possible only if that text contains "determinate
meanings."4 The question Fish asks is this: how do

meanings become determinate? The answer: they become

determinate within a context. Furthermore, sentences are
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never separable frum their contexi: "sentences emerge only
in situdations."® Even if the meaning of a sentence is
"obvious," and its context transparent, we should not on
that i1ccount claim that its meaning is independent of
context:

It is impossible even to think of a sentence
independently cf a context, and when we are asked to
consider a sentence for which no context has been
specified, we will automatically hear it in the context
in which it has been most often encountered.*’
What, then, is a context? Sentences are "embedded in...
some situation or other."%
One hears an utterance within, and not as preliminary to
determining, a knowledge of its purposes and concerns,
and that to so hear it is already to have assigned it a
shape and given it a meaning.®
The context of a sentence, then, is a situation in which we
hear a sentence. Given a particular situation, we already
have some knowledge as to why the sentence is being spoken,
and what the sentence is about.

It is a mistake, says Fish, to artificially divorce
context from meaning. "The identification of context and
the making of sense... occur simultaneously."’* To hear
something as meaningful is at the same time to invoke a
context in which that which is heard becomes meaningful.

And for Fish, it is precisely here that the whole
notion of validity in interpretation founders. If the

meaning of a sentence is inseparable from the context in

which it is heard, then because we are bound, as