

Oh Melancholy Soul

Matthew Weiss


Is it possible that all thoughts are implied in any given thought? A more specific question: is it proper to read into the line, oh melancholy soul, a self-consciousness of the line's literariness? I guess the question has something to do with the oldness of the line, or maybe its everyday-ness (as in, its appearance in a thousand poems, none of which immediately spring to mind), its non-specific familiarity, its repetitiousness. Which at the same time is basically its unfamiliarity, its distance from how we normally conduct ourselves in speech. Do we ever actually say, oh melancholy soul? I've heard people say they want to die. I've heard people say that their ego is bursting forth too much from some dark abyss--well, they didn't say that--but one suspects, I don't know why, that people... well, right now I don't know what I originally suspected, if people say oh melancholy soul, or not!


I think that people sometimes suspect that in the past people did say, oh melancholy soul. Or maybe people suspect that poets at least said it, though I'm not sure if they mean poets said it in real life or in poems. On that note, I want to say: sometimes people seem to imply that even if someone wrote, oh melancholy soul, they probably would have said something more casual in another circumstance, that oh melancholy soul is basically a formal construction. But then again I'm not sure where I got that idea from.  


I suppose we don't often say oh, and by oh I mean O! At least, today we say oh when now we understand something or realize a thing. That is, we say, oh, I'm tired, or oh, not right now, which are answers to questions like: how are you, or can you do this for me? So we respond, oh, well, as if we'd just realized, or have in fact realized, that we were tired or busy at just that moment. We say oh shit sometimes, but that seems like a set-piece, complete in itself, like oh-shit, with a hyphen. I can imagine someone saying, oh, look at that! when something has just come into view, something they want us to look at. But of course, that's exactly what oh melancholy soul is doing. It says, oh you, you just reminded me, you're right, oh it hurts, it really does. So maybe these days we do say oh just like they said oh back when they said oh melancholy soul. And when we say it, it just as often marks the pretense of immediacy as it did back then.


Even still, it does seem pretty strange to say, or even read, something like oh melancholy soul. People might argue, not on historical grounds exactly, but more on theoretical grounds, that oh melancholy soul strikes us the wrong way because: how could an actual, real life moment (oh!) even appear in a poem, which is basically a crystallized work? 


This actually brings me back to my original thought, which was: is it possible that all thoughts are implied in any given thought? Or, more specifically: could every thought be equally self-conscious? That sounds crazy. What do I mean? Well, I'll explain it like this. How do we distinguish between good and bad writing? I'm sure there are many ways we do this, but one way might be: if we identify what the work is saying with the author completely, that is, if we literally believe that the author wrote this "in earnest," or if the thought expressed were "serious," in the sense that if questioned, the author would say pretty much the same thing as the poem says, but in different words, as if the poem were a product of the development of a personal theory, that is, if the poem seems like it gives us a pretty good picture of the author, and in fact the poem makes us feel like we know everything we need to know about the author, and therefore we feel like we can dismiss the author, since we understand the thought completely, as if we'd had that thought but no longer have it, but still, we get it, and so hardly need the author around anymore for just for that reason--then the work is bad. The good work is the self-conscious work, in just the sense that the author remains mysterious, and the poem is the expression of the thought (I use that word thought carelessly, but you know what I mean) as a thought, without pretending to be everything, or at least, without exhausting the author, as if the author could do other things too, or as if the author were just showing us a piece of themselves, or letting us have a glimpse, with the promise of more, that is, rather than being a step behind us, the author seems to be a step ahead of us--then that's good writing. 


Much has been made of poetry as the unmediated, un-self-conscious shout of the (melancholy?) soul. Sometimes self-consciousness in literature has been argued against on just these grounds. Oh melancholy soul is too removed from real life, it's been self-consciousnessed out of reality, become literarified, the echo of a once a real thought now turned into a mere reference, disguise, or front, as if the author were trying to hide a part of themselves away in order to be liked, substituting oh melancholy soul for what really is going on inside. But there's another way to look at it. What if when they said, oh melancholy soul, and then went on, it was the rest of the poem that was the experience, and oh melancholy soul was the name of it, standing at the front like a herald, the first ejaculation. And the poem was actually trying to restore meaning to the inert phrase, was trying to show us what we really mean when we use those words, or what was originally meant when those words were written for the first time. So that perhaps in every tired expression there is a self consciousness always hiding, that is, that the phrase stands for what it stands for even as it stands for itself. It sounds far-fetched, but is it possible that no one ever meant such a common phrase to stand on its own, that instead it was always a way of orienting the reader, letting them know what kind of moment was going to be commented upon, rather politely? Perhaps this politeness is what is contested, of course, when people are mad about reading things like oh melancholy soul... Though what could be a more impolite thing than oh melancholy soul to say loudly, for example, during dinner, especially if one meant it! One gets the feeling that in such a circumstance, oh melancholy soul wouldn't be taken any other way except as a joke, unless the speaker went on to elaborate; and perhaps that what those old poems were, elaborations; and since oh melancholy soul has passed into history, today's poems do the same thing, but are elaborations on different sorts of phrases. 


Then again, if one found a poem consisting entirely of oh melancholy soul, alone on a page, I at least would be inclined to like it. And further, it seems silly to say that oh melancholy soul is too self-conscious and removed from life, when in order to write the poem more true to life, one would have to delete the oh melancholy soul, and in fact, self-consciously obscure the very thought that gave rise to the rest of the poem. There, "good" editing masquerades as poetic impulsiveness and novelty. Is this really an objection? It also occurs to me that most writers, in their more honest moments, say that what they do is mostly editing.


One might also object to oh melancholy soul on grounds of something like its inherent abstractness. There's no punch, no image associated with either oh nor melancholy nor soul. Is that because melancholy is the sort of word that we learn from a imageless vocabulary sheet in middle school? Or because melancholy, in its original sense as a humor, is no longer part of our world? Or instead, is it because when we think of people talking about melancholy, earnestly, we are picturing someone glorying in what, we think, has got to be an ultimately self-imposed confinement? Are we suspicious of that type of person because we're a step ahead of them, or because we're not? It is often the case that we hate in others what we hate most in ourselves. I say often because I think that only sometimes that is the case, and it is more the case for some people as opposed to others. 


We're going in circles. Let me try again. I have heard melancholy described as a lovely word. Perhaps that's why we hate it. We hate things that are lovely, and by that I mean, we hate things that people say are lovely. We might like those same things, or at least, like them a little more, when they're described as fucking beautiful, for example. But then, who are those people who don't mind saying that melancholy is a lovely word? Perhaps they are a step ahead of us in understanding what was originally meant by it. I'm not sure whether it's more likely that they got ahead of us by thinking more about it than us and coming to some conclusion, or if they did so intuitively, without ever really going through an intermediate stage of getting all pissed off about people using the word, and then coming around to it. In fact, I'm not even sure what the difference is, since only rarely does one get the chance to know whether and why one is pissed off about something, since usually one simply changes the channel, or puts down the book, or decides not to see that person, since something about them strikes you the wrong way. I suppose if a person could be proved to have had a moment of being pissed off about the word lovely and then a moment of not being pissed off about the word lovely, then we might imagine that the word was used self-consciously. But would that be a self-conscious choice, or simply a letting go of concerns like that, or a getting bored with that anger, or a moving on to other things, or a forgetting, or an indifference? Maybe one day this person used the word lovely themselves, and said: that's not so bad, it really does mean what I want it to mean! Which is funny, since a person like would still come off as one of those idiots who say lovely or melancholy to the very sorts of people they themselves once were.


Finally that brings us to soul. Surely there was once an image associated with the word soul, but I myself would have to go look it up to find it what it was. Now, we don't believe in souls anymore. That's easy enough to say. But I was talking to a friend the other day, and was saying, you know, people don't really say I want to believe in god, that is, unless the emphasis is on I want to believe (and can't), that is, I tried to believe in god, and it was too much (too much evil in the world, too much doubt, not enough utility, too incomprehensible, etc). They don't say just I want to believe in god because it's not a question of wanting to or not once you know what you're talking about. The relevant questions are: how do I believe in god? Or more aptly, what does god even mean? This is, of course, putting aside the other question which is often asked, does god exist? I think we can put that one aside because if one asks that question, one already has in mind some idea of what god is, and in a sense, one has already answered the question. Nobody really asks that question alone (does god exist?) and expect it to be answered to their satisfaction. And if it is answered to their satisfaction, it's probably because someone explains how what was meant by god is already relevant to the questioner's life anyway.


The same goes for the soul: what did they even mean by the word soul? I suspect that we know what they meant by soul, but can hardly believe it. It's hard to realize this, because what was originally meant by soul is hiding for us in different places, under different headings. For we do talk about a light in someone's eyes, and so on. That's a sort of Aristotelian definition of soul, as "activity" or something, and that's not hard to accept. So I feel like I need to talk about the afterlife, since that's where the objections usually crop up. Even the worst atheists would grant that there's something odd about the vividness of life sometimes, and that there is a certain way of looking at the world that's possible, and that there are questions that are perhaps impossible to answer to our kind of satisfaction, and so forth, and considering these things is not only reasonable, but recommended. Where the atheists draw the line is with the sort of thinking and behavior that results from people becoming used to flying in the face of facts, and ignoring evidence, and jumping to conclusions, like, for example, that we live on when we die. 


Now, obviously this is a matter of semantics. It depends on what we mean by "live on," and surely as far as our bodies are concerned, we couldn't possibly be living on in this world with our bodies as we do now. And in fact, the really good theologians say as much too. And whether there are other ways of being "alive" is a scientific question that I won't presume to answer here, and it's basically beside the point. But what is the point? Well, when are we convinced there's an afterlife? I was reading a poem by Victor Hugo and he said something I'd heard before, that the end is really just another beginning, or that the end is really a beginning, or that the end is the beginning of something even better, or that what seems like an ending is just the beginning of another story. Is this a convincing argument? Certainly, it works that way in real life sometimes, that we've just broken up with a girlfriend or something, and we're really sad, and then feel better, and think about it, and start to have new and interesting thoughts and do new and interesting things, and in fact more interesting things than we (or at least, so we think) would have done if we'd never met that person or if we'd stayed with them. And so, what seemed like an ending was really just a new beginning. 


If this is a general rule, then why not, death could be just another stage of life, right? I think part of the attraction of this view is that it is non-intuitive. As in, you'd think an ending was just an ending, but really it's a beginning. And that's not what you would have thought at first. And in fact, when people say this sort of thing, I get the feeling they feel like they're informing me of something I wouldn't have necessarily thought of, which I at least don't find that annoying, since sometimes people do inform me of things that I really didn't know about, and it would be weird if I weren't open to being informed of things. In this particular case, I'd heard that argument before, and that's why it got me thinking. 


What makes a thought non-intuitive? Something about the thing seeming one way and ending up another. It's a two part thought. Then again, it's funny that we say such a thought is non-intuitive, since how else could we have the conviction that it were true unless by intuition, since we have no way of supporting it with something like evidence from our eyes and ears, and so on. So I'm not sure if the thought is actually intuitive or non-intuitive. All I'll say is that my first thought was that it was non-intuitive, and then (perhaps non-intuitively) I decided that the thought was intuitive, and then I decided that I was running in circles. In any case, I wasn't really convinced by any of it, that death is just the beginning of a new life, and you probably aren't either. And I think that's because as it stands, without elaboration, it's basically nonsense: as we said before, it all depends on what you mean by life and death. If we want to imagine that the bugs that eat our brains propagate our neural patterns because the structure of our brain (which is us, at least in part) influences how they happen to move as they eat us, and that pattern then ripples out into the world, a pattern which is in fact our consciousness, and which, we might add, we are constantly broadcasting with everything we do; and if it is true that patterns are what life is in this universe where patterns become conscious, then we can certainly live on after death. 


But I think all of us imagine that life after death was meant in the sense of a heaven, or something like that. And at this point you have to be asking yourself, what did they mean by heaven? Since on further inspection, it's not always entirely clear. Let's take a prototypical definition, that I'm just going to make up on the spot. I don't know if you'll agree, but let's say this: heaven is where we are when we are finally close to god. How are we close to god? Well, in heaven we "exist" outside time and space, in a kind of eternity, and in a situation like that, without distinctions of time and space, we can conclude that we'll be reunited with everything and everyone we ever loved or hated or interacted with (since what separated us was time and space), and since time and space aren't around anymore, there is no anxiety or anticipation, only peace, that is, nothingness, and so we are reconciled, we might say, to everything. 


Obviously, there are people who have much less nuanced ideas of heaven, and I mean less nuanced in the sense that there are such seemingly unessential props in the conception as angels, and harps, and so forth. But of course, those could just be symbols which were taken for realities later in time or by someone else. In fact, I want to point out that Maimonides, the Jewish philosopher, thought that the Bible were written at two levels: that the scriptures could be (and were) interpreted in a vulgar way (pictures, images, and stories) by the masses, so that they could come to understand what was expected of them morally, but that the very same texts were also metaphoric, a kind of coded message, for the kind of abstract idea that I proposed a second ago. The second interpretation is the secret teaching, meant only for those ready to understand it in its profundity; to the rest, it's just confusing. When do you reach that stage, though? It sounds pretty ineffable. And yet, I have an answer. I think you reach that stage around the same time that you can see how the word melancholy can be used both earnestly and self-consciously at the very same time. 


But really now, is the conception of heaven that I've put forward at all convincing? Perhaps not. Let me try again. Okay. The universe has rules, and as far as we can tell at each moment the things in the world change based on these rules. The list of these rules, that is, science, is pretty complex, but it's not nearly anywhere as complex as the universe itself. In fact, the rules are incredibly simple in comparison to the universe as a whole! In fact, the idea is to keep going until all of the universe can be explained by a few simple rules, or maybe one simple rule, and history seems to have suggested that even if the rules are weird, they end up being pretty straightforward once you get the hang of it, that is, as the rules get simpler, their explanatory power increases. So let's say there a handful of rules that govern how things happen. Now what is happening? What things are changing? What are things? Things are patterns of other things. Of what other things? It's hard to say. I don't think we really know yet. What is clear, though, is that whatever lies at the bottom, what makes a thing a thing is the pattern it makes, that is, the rules make patterns. The universe is one big pattern and there are local patterns in the big patterns that, for example, often move together in space and time, and, of course, sometimes not. If patterns are all we have to work with, then what we are, whatever we are as conscious beings, that do the sorts of things we do, and experience the things we experience, is patterns as well. (What is a pattern, incidentally? As far as I can tell, it means that universe is a kind of giant textile.)


Part of what being a pattern in this universe means is that there is the possibility that the pattern "has experience," or is alive, or is conscious. That's not so much an explanation as a constraint on what our universe has to be like in order for it to be our universe. Now our patterns are on earth, at least we think. Where did they come from? Well, everything came from out there, that is, elsewhere, the earth included! And ultimately everything came from a single place at the beginning of the universe. Furthermore, when the universe began it already had a pattern, and it was this pattern that the rules were applied to and a long time later, there's us. Now it's certainly possible that the patterns themselves create the rules that govern themselves. But there must be some kind of scaffolding there so that the patterns themselves can express different rules. Or so it seems to me. This is a philosophical argument, I admit, and I don't know what the science suggests on this point. From what I've read, I don't think there is a consensus on it, at least right now. 


So our universe has these properties which we know about, like patterns and conscious beings and so forth, whatever those things are. Now there properties are shared by various things of our own creation: for example, it applies to us, it applies to things like novels, it applies to things like computer programs. Let's take the example of a computer program, in which patterns evolve over time. Someone is running a computer program, perhaps has multiple universes running at the same time, and in the simulation, let's say, there we are. There's a couple things to say that this point. It will certainly be pointed out that if this is not just a metaphor, but an explanation of how things are, then it really just begs the question, since it merely places the burden for the explanation for how a universe is at all, and for that matter for how patterns could be conscious, on the larger universe within which our universe is being simulated. And that doesn't help us in any way explain anything about our universe. But, putting that aside for a moment, let's wonder why these simulations are being run at all. Perhaps for fun. Perhaps for some scientific reason, or out of curiosity. All of those are understandable to us because they ascribe human motivations to this computer programmer from another level of reality, but surely what applies to us in our universe doesn't necessarily apply to someone in the universe "above" ours. So I'll be careful. All we can say is that the higher universe, like all universes, is based on patterns and the evolution of patterns in that universe led to a local pattern that is the simulation of our universe. And perhaps that higher universe itself is a local pattern within a larger universe and so on. Incidentally, this raises the question of the information density of the universe. Or to phrase it like a theologian, is the part always smaller than the whole? Because if the information density of the universe is finite, then local patterns cannot be as complex as the whole universe. 


This is important because of what certain patterns do. Some patterns don't "do" much, but other patterns do things like experience and understand and create, that is, they interact with the patterns that intersect with them such that their pattern changes in response to the pattern which have intersected them: they learn, they build models, they simulate patterns within themselves. And in fact some patterns seek out such interactions, and evolve in such a way that we could say that they are trying to recreate the universe in themselves. And obviously, we are patterns like that. Perhaps individually we can't recreate the whole universe, but the totality of us, as a one great pattern, might be expressing a pattern that's a better representation of the universe that we can express individually. And if we expand our reach to the ends of the universe, we could turn the whole universe into our conception of it! All this is to say, some patterns are better than others at being replicators and simulators. Seeing that tendency in us, and considering we might be in a simulation, it stands to reason that the sort of pattern within which we exist is another such pattern, at least in that respect alone, as a simulator. And just as we say we simulate things to better understand our universe, in exactly that sense we can (without exactly implying agency or defining the nature of this larger pattern) say that the computer programmer in the universe above ours is simulating us in order to better understand his universe, almost by necessity, since that's what those sort of patterns do, that simulate well. I might as well point out that Maimonides and Spinoza would both call this the intellectual love of god, this simulating well.


We can also say that the programmer in turn was brought into being in much the same circumstances, and so on and so forth, in an infinite hierarchy of simulating patterns, and since we simulate as well, there could be worlds below ours, and we don't quite know what part of the chain we ourselves are at. 


I want to point out that this, in so many contemporary words, is more or less the Neo-platonic conception of the universe, which goes back to Late Antiquity and really got huge in the Renaissance. The universe consists of concentric "spheres" or "intellects" or "angels," basically levels of reality, each on top of the other, that are both physical as well as spiritual, as in, conscious. We know our world by contemplating the nature of the world directly "above" ours, which sets out certain rules, and that means rules of thought and rules of matter, since those are two words for the same thing: patterns that change. And when we know something true, we know a truth very much watered down, since the ultimate truth lies outside the spheres, and emanates the light of its truth through the spheres, or levels of reality, and the light gets weaker and weaker the farther it shines, until it passes through us. That is, each simulation has lower and lower image resolution as you move down the chain. The spheres emanate the light of god by contemplating the sphere above them, stimulating it, and passing it on, in just the way we've been saying. 


The activity of the intellectual love of god, or contemplation, or simulation, is called motion, and hence god is the prime mover, who sets the outermost sphere in motion, from outside. This is a very broad definition: god is what ultimately moves, since the only thing missing in this picture is what sets the overall pattern in motion to begin with, and whatever god may be, he is that, he is the origin of motion, whatever that is. To this day, nobody has a good explanation for what motion is, in that sense. Motion, change is just assumed.


What was the point of all this? Well, I want to say: if the computer simulation were to end, just as our computer simulations often end with a dump of the data, so that the whole history of the simulation were stored in a data file somewhere, then such a dump file would fit the criteria for an afterlife, as far as our metaphor is concerned. And the point was to make the old metaphors comprehensible. The dump file is all the patterns of our universe, including us and everyone we know, not in space, and not in time, joined together for all eternity. Why did God save us there? That's not for us to know, but he surely has his reasons, that is, the rules of his pattern, of his nature. I'm not sure if this is convincing. It doesn't make me, for example, want to start going to synagogue, but it certainly makes me see the world a different way, especially because it really makes visible what it is exactly that we still don't know about, and I think most people have a pretty nebulous idea about what's known and what's not known today. 


Anyway, what's the subtext of all this? It's this, that there's something weird going on here, that things seemingly well known and easily dismissible, things like heaven, god, or soul, are not at all what they might seem to be at first, and what's more, are pretty much identical to other concepts that we are much more comfortable with, like patterns and data files and simulations. That is, it's as if we've misunderstood all of theology, not because their arguments weren't sound, but because we forgot what their words meant. And if we translate their words into the sort of language we can understand, then we realize that we're not so different from them, and furthermore, that we're mostly wrong every time we think about the history of humanity, for precisely that reason. Nor did the people of the past escape from this veil of illusion in regard to their own past!


And so, that's why I brought up oh melancholy soul. It's as if there's something we are always forgetting in the words we use, even as what was originally meant is always still around, but in a different place. But let's ask the question outright instead of dancing around it: are things the same now or different? That's really what's at issue here, in talking about the past, and what people meant. I don't care about progress. I just mean: are people the same now as they've always been, or have they changed? 


I'm not sure what people generally think about this. Sometimes movies portray people in the past talking in very formal diction, that is, in past diction, and I think that's interesting since it does nothing other than portray them perhaps as they were, if they really did speak like that. But often one gets the sense that those people were different because they talked like that and expressed themselves that way, whereas we express ourselves like this. But I'm not so sure. Let me use an example. There is a feeling that we talk about like this: it seemed like a movie. This usually means something like it was vivid, or surreal, or had a sense of narrative, or was in general out of the ordinary in the very way it was perceived, as if with the heightened (or at least just different) perception of a movie. Or perhaps what was experienced was very, very ordinary, so ordinary that the story had been told a thousand times before, but all of a sudden, the very strangeness of the ordinary made itself apparent.


Now, if you think about it, all of those various ways of glossing the phrase it seemed like a movie are all nonsense in the sense that they're all equally metaphorical and basically can't communicate anything unless you already know what is meant by them. It seemed like a movie, in particular of all these ways of communicating the feeling, or let's say the state of consciousness, is nice, however, because even if you don't know exactly what is meant, you can think of the thing as being filmed, and that's evidently a close approximation. Or at least it is for us, who know about movies. And if you have had such an experience, then you hardly need to wonder about it, whether it really is like a movie or not, and so it's not a problem for you.


Now, obviously, there's the question, what did people say about these experiences before there were movies? Perhaps they said: oh, things are vivid now, or perhaps they said something else, a thousand different things. I think there's a large number of people, however, who think that movies create that experience, and that before movies such an experience as seeing something like a movie couldn't happen. 


Let's say I take a drug and while on the drug, I think: now it's like I'm watching a movie, the movie of reality. This often happens with weed. And I think to myself, this is what it's like to be high; it's like the world is a movie. Now, this raises the question, and we can ask it because the drug seems to be the causal factor here in explaining the altered state of consciousness, or the feeling, or the experience, whatever you want to call it.


Is this particular experience something caused by the drug, in the sense that anyone who takes the drug will experience the world is this way, or does the drug manifest itself in this way because I happen to be someone shaped by having watched movies? As in, it's not even that I describe the experience with reference to movies, but I actually experience it differently because of movies. And so, the implication is that if someone smoked weed before there were movies, they might have had a completely different experience from me. And this applies to all sorts of things, and not just weed, like love, for example, which is surely an altered state of consciousness. And I use the word "altered" without having really defined it only so that you know what I mean when I talk about ill-defined things like different states of consciousness.


So the question is: what if someone smoked weed before they ever saw a movie? When they saw a movie, would they say, this is like being high? I don't know. Maybe things aren't so arbitrary as I'm making them out to be. The way the focus is used in movies is perhaps similar to the way that attention becomes fixed in an unusual way while high; and also, in films, reality is ever so slightly slowed and made more vivid, by the frame-rate, whereas, in video, reality is ever so slightly sped up, and made vivid in a different way for the same reason; and while high, one does experience similar things. It's worth wondering what kind of similarity this is, since we're comparing visual representations with states of consciousness, as if all these modalities were essentially equivalent with each other. And that does seem to be the case, when a shape and a sound and a state of mind can all be either sharp or soft or bumpy. In a way, it's this state of affairs that makes metaphors possible, and also prevents us from really giving a good account of what metaphors are, and how they arise.


That is, part of the problem is that you can ask the question: which one is the original? The state of consciousness, the quality of the image, the drug? I can't tell here what's the cause and what's the effect, since all these phenomena seem to want to be explained in terms of each other. It's even possible that people made movies the way they did because they had experiences, like being high, which were interesting and inspired them to reproduce those experiences visually, and so, we can theorize about movies and drugs creating experiences or not, not realizing the joke is on us, that we're getting it totally backwards. Think about psychedelic visuals before you ever took drugs. Did it mean anything to you? And if you saw psychedelics while on acid or shrooms in that very way, was that because you saw Yellow Submarine, and that stuff is inside you, or do you now really understand where that stuff comes from, that is, from drugs? And would it make a difference if the animators of that movie didn't take drugs, and in fact, were just inspired by what looks good visually, or some other art they had seen? And it's hard to say where this sort of modal interference ends: can an experience be fiery for example? And can describing the experience by means of the metaphor of fire give one the experience if one hasn't had it already, especially if your audience is, for example, a child? And how would you know if it worked?


In all these cases, it's as if both the cause and the effect appeared simultaneously, along with the fact that the confusion between them seems as eternal as the very distinction between cause and effect. There's arguments on both sides, that one is the cause of the other, and in the end, it's like there's some conspiracy preventing us from answering these questions definitively.


One might want to look at the historical record. It does seem like a historical question: the birth of movies are in our recent history, and although the historical record on getting high is spotty, we can say, at the very least, that more people probably got high than we think, certainly artists, and furthermore, there are other times in our lives when for various reasons we might have the feeling of being high without taking a drug. Though after taking the drug, it is hard not to describe those experience except in terms of the drug, which makes one doubt the nature of the original experience: and so the problem of cause and effect appears again. 


But I don't think that the historical record can help us at all. Why? Let's take the example of dreaming. Now, in real life I see a red cup, and I perceive it as red, and I also make the judgement: it's red. That's another way of saying, I see red (actually) and then I say, I see red. Now consider dreams, and if you're awake right now, then any dreams that you're thinking of are in the past. When you think of your dreams, certain images perhaps come to mind. Now are those images from the dream that you're remembering? Or perhaps was it like this, that what you dreamed was not at all visual, but in fact an entirely abstract experience, let us say, of judgements, like I see red, but not necessarily in language. So, you dream of a red car. What kind of car? Who knows? It was red. Sometimes dreams are detailed, sometimes not, but in real life we can stop and inspect something to get more details (and interestingly, we often don't, and so life often seems like a dream), whereas dreams are always already over, and many things in them are left mostly unspecified, although we apparently experience them. It's possible that what we dreamed of was a red car, not the visual hallucination of a red car, but a pure, abstract judgment in the course of a narrative that there is a red car. That is, it could be that we dream in pure narrative. It's just like when we remember books, which are not in color or black and white like images, but simply are, we often remember images, which are like dream images, unspecified and yet intimately tied to the experience of the book or at least the remembering of it--and at this point, I'm not sure what the difference is. Of course, in books we can go back to the words, but in dreams we can't. 


Now I'm not saying we dream in language, only that it's possible that dreams are not like being awake, but are entirely abstract, even as we remember them in terms of what it's like to be awake. Okay. So often people say that their dreams are like movies. And we find ourselves in the same situation as before. Are dreams like movies, that is, are movies like dreams in waking life, or have people internalized the medium of film so that their dreams are now like movies? And before there were movies, let's say, dreams were more like literature, let's say in the 19th century when novels were unimaginably popular. 


Okay, one wants to say, we can do this. Let's go find some people reporting on their dreams from the 19th century and then we'll know the answer, if their dreams were more like movies or more like literature. But that doesn't help! Since if in their dream report they say I dreamed of a red house, you still don't know if they dreamed of a red house like in a movie, like in an experience, or if they dreamed of a red house, as in, red house, just the words, or if not the words, just the concepts, the thoughts, which are remembered in images. In my dream I saw two moons in the sky. There's an image there, but was it like in Star Wars, or was it just like that, the thought: I saw two moons in the sky? Since there's no reason they would preface every statement like, In my dream I thought I saw two moons in the sky, but maybe I'm only remembering it or In my dream it was like I was reading a book and in the book was written I saw two moons in the sky and I was reading that since that would be overly specific, and it doesn't communicate anything when everyone thinks they know what dreams are. (Although I think I've had dreams like that...) You communicate what you need to communicate about the dream and even what the dream means to you by saying In my dream I saw two moons in the sky. But you don't communicate precisely what would be relevant to us. And so, there's no way for us to get an answer to a question like what do you mean by see?, since ultimately, nobody really knows or is around anymore to say. And what's funny about it, nobody really knows what it's like to see in real life right now for the matter!


So to return at last to the original phrase, oh melancholy soul. Did the people who said oh melancholy soul mean what we mean by that phrase, or did they mean something different? And does what we mean by that phrase come about in reaction to what they meant, or does our conception of what they meant come about in reaction to what we mean? Or is there something in the phrase itself, outside time, that appears differently at different times? What's really weird is that all these points of view have good arguments in their favor, and are useful at different times, and in fact, at any moment, we have full access to all of them if we need them even if we can't in the end finally decide between them, that is, decide the question of cause and effect. Which is to say, we never really lose anything: everything stands arrayed there before us in what we've created, and what we've created is a picture of the world as it is to us, whose origin, end and purpose remain mysterious, in just that sense. Philosophers have argued that today we need to abandon the words cause and effect, because they no longer match up to the world as it is. But it seems to me that we have never really thought in terms of cause and effect at all. Those words only exist to give name to what from the beginning was already a confusion. 


I'd like to give a quote from the Tale of Genji, an eleventh century Japanese novel. At one point, Genji, the protagonist, says:

In the old chronicles there are stories of musicians who moved the moon and the stars and brought unseasonable snows and frosts and conjured up tempests and thunders. In our day there is scarcely anyone who has even mastered the whole of the written lore, and the full possibilities are enormous. So little these days seems to make even a beginning--because the Good Law is in its decline, I suppose.

I think we are inclined to dismiss those stories of the old chronicles, and with it what Genji says about his own time of decline in comparison with them. But why should we assume Genji takes the old chronicles literally? Do we really think we are so much more canny today? Perhaps this was the case: the performances of the old musicians were moving and the chroniclers tried to describe the music they played. But how does one describe music? It's as if what was really being said is: it felt as if the musicians were moving the moon and the stars with their music. Since after all, what's really happening cannot be put into words. People come later and confuse the metaphorical for the literal, and either pine for those strange old times or reject the past as unusably primitive. I think we can read Genji has claiming that the Good Law is in decline, not because people no longer literally conjure tempests and thunders, but because metaphors like that no longer seem apt to describe the music of his day. And that is the melancholy of the present. Furthermore, one wonders what kind of music were they making in Genji's time, if they thought that was what music was?


Anyway, where does this leave us? Here's one answer. Let yourself imagine walking down the street with a friend, and a man passes by you, and he acts in such a way that you think: That man has a soul. Now, as you walk, you wonder: Maybe it's only me who thinks that, and so you ask your friend: Didn't that man have a soul? And your friend respond: That's just what I was thinking too. At this point, you have established a shared understanding: whatever that man did, he did it in such a way that two of you, at least, thought that he had a soul. You discuss with your friend how this could be possible, and it is established that the man acted in a similar way to a character in a story that the two of you have both read. In fact, judging by your age, your friend's age, and the age of the man who passed you by, you all probably read the same story about the soul in childhood. In fact, it seems very much of a time and place, that particular way of acting. Now you wonder: So we're assuming that the man has read the story? But maybe he hasn't! And your friend responds, Maybe he acted that way by chance, or because he read some other story. That's possible, you say, but then another thought occurs to you: We've been pretending that the three of us having read the same story or not counted as some kind of explanation. But surely whoever wrote the story in the first place must have gotten the idea to write a character with a soul from somewhere, either from a previous story or else from life. And, tracing the chain backward, the idea of a man like that with a soul must have come from real life at some point, and not from a story. And if that's the case, then perhaps the man we saw wasn't at all acting in accordance with that particular story, but acting spontaneously, because he was just the type of person that story was originally about. He is just the sort of person who acts like he has a soul, and it has nothing to do with the story it all! You and your friend now feel somewhat cheated. But one last thought occurs to you: What if, when we asked the man why he was acting like he did, he did reference that particular story? What would that prove? Since maybe he is just the type of person to act that way without the story, but when he understands himself, he references that story, which he has read, in order to give a name to it: soul. And, further, depending on which stories one has read, at different times, one calls the same thing by different names, whereas, in fact, what one talks about is always the same. And what seems curious to you now is the fact that at every moment there is always already a story about something like a soul, that is, a certain kind of human behavior seen a certain way.


What the point? William Morris, the inventor of wallpaper, once wrote:

Men fight and lose the battle, and the thing that they fought for comes about in spite of defeat, and when it comes it turns out not to be what they meant, and other men have to fight for what they meant under another name.
That about sums it up. Thank you for reading this.

