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1. To analyze is deceitful above all things.

2. Critics did not arise in reaction to artists; artists arose in reaction to critics. (Contra Niet-
zsche.)

3. Eliot, in attempting to characterize the wit of the Metaphysical Poets, invokes “this alliance
of levity and seriousness (by which the seriousness is intensified).” The parenthesis saves the
observation from banality (despite the fact that the parenthesis is poorly employed, seman-
tically). The lack of recognition that the levity is also thereby intensified condemns it to
dogmatism—and what is worse, a dull one.

4. “Art is in the eye of the beholder.” Perhaps. In any event, some beholders have eyes that are
more aesthetically pleasing to behold than others.

5. The philosopher’s complaint today: always a bride, never a bridesmaid. (Nietzsche would not
be proud.)

6. It is a stroke of great good fortune for philosophers that reason and contemplation have proved
to be the foundation of goodness, virtue and happiness.

7. A Kantian: one who cannot help but think that everyone else would be better off if they were
more like him.

8. To be a true Kantian, one’s obsession with one’s self must know no bounds. All that matters
is the goodness of my will—everything else can burn and go to hell; all is well and all is well
and all will be well, for good is my will.

9. I value the goodness of my will and the consistency of my thinking more than other people’s
pain, more than my child’s well being, more than the health of the world. . . ’Tis not contrary
to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the sullying of my will. (Who knew
that Kantians were secretly Humeans?)

10. A Kantian is a megalomaniac. He attributes ethical value to an act only in so far as his cognitive
apparatus stands in a certain relation to it. He doesn’t give a shit about the relations in which
others stand to it, in any respect. ’Tis contrary to reason to prefer the weight of others’
interests to the scratching of my conscience. (Ah, Kantians are not Humeans after all.)

11. Intent does not matter when one has profoundly hurt another. Only a narcissist will stand in
the face of monstrous suffering and say, “but I meant well”—as though it matters.

12. A Kantian has excellent powers of insight but suffers failures of imagination. She knows who
she is, and cannot imagine that others should (or could) be any other way.
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13. I am enough of a hypocrite that the hypocrisy of others bothers me—and my own does not.

14. One’s morals are often shown more clearly by what one has contempt for than what one values.

15. One feels shame. One is guilty of sin. One can be guilty of sin and not know it; one cannot
feel shame and not know it. (Spinoza knew this: “Bad conscience is not remorse at what one
has done, but regret that one is not the person one thought one was.”)

16. Some people commit crimes because of who they are—they act, and the action, being theirs,
is a crime.

17. You do it in the moment. Later, memory gives you a good reason why.

18. “That puts me in mind of a story. . . ” – no, the story took ‘that’ and put it in your mind with
the prescission required for it to serve as the Münchhausenish Aufbau of the story itself.

19. The past may be a foreign country, true, in so far as they do things different there, but one
should as well keep in mind that the future is the same country, in so far as they do things the
same.

20. Personality trait—a poor idea. It does not express what one has, but cries out for what one
needs.

21. There comes a point in induced suffering where responsibility no longer matters, who did what,
the reasons why drift, limp and distasteful, to the ground having lost all relevance and efficacy,
it simply must stop. Those who tell you otherwise are sociopaths.

22. Simple emotions (the joy of lying on a beach viewing the sunset), complex emotions (the
oceanic grief and guilt-ridden relief at the death of a long-suffering loved one)—nonsense.
There is no intrinsic simplicity or complexity to a mental experience. It is at bottom all
“one great blooming, buzzing confusion,” for all of us, not only the newborn. There are
mental experiences—for the adult, everything manhandled into the straitjacket of our mature
conceptual and perceptual networks and so available to our awareness, but also everything
we’re not aware of (whatever exactly that may mean), including James’s fringes, Freud’s
subconscious and Husserl’s horizons, and everything otherwise repressed or suppressed—and
our attempts to classify or qualify some as “simple” and some as “complex” has no basis saving
only the way those mental experiences fit into the pattern of one’s interaction with oneself,
one’s interaction with others, others’ interaction with others, and how all that fits into the
broader semogenic pattern of human activity. But, after all, what else could one ask for in a
claim to distinguish and qualify mental experiences?

23. There is a feeling of thought when creativity burns, when creativity hums, when creativity
blazes, when it effloresces—a buzzing warmth of the mind. Is that feeling “part of” the thought
process?
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24. Most important things—perhaps most especially love and hate—are not choices or feelings or
states or capacities or experiences. They are attitudinally stylized activities.

25. One more willingly acts to gain the respect of those one hates than to show kindness to those
one loves. There is no more profane expression of misanthropy.

26. There are times we try to convince others in order to convince ourselves—we evangelize what
we believe so that we may come to believe it ourselves. There is no more insidious expression
of misanthropy.

27. Is it easier to love or to hate? Much depends on what the “easiness” refers to: the capacity
simply to manifest the attitude and engage in the activity in one’s own style, or the capacity
to deal with the consequences of manifesting the attitude and performing the acitivity in one’s
own style. Come to think of it, no—most people find hate easier, and more easily, on both
counts.

28. Love and hate that one does not commit again and again to keeping in the world—da capo,
as it were—embodied in one’s activity and the web it forms in its interrelations with those of
others, are neither, but have degenerated into formulaic rote. There is no more contemptible
expression of misanthropy.

29. Truth or tact? Is it so difficult to keep in mind that one can speak the truth gently? That,
indeed, a gentle truth can be truer than a harsh one?

30. Honesty is almost always more valuable than truth.

31. I tried recently not to give a shit. Vanity stopped me. But I couldn’t give enough of a shit to
do anything about it.

32. Vanity has its place, its uses, its advantages—among other things, it conduces to shame.

33. To let 1 die to save 100 is tactics; to let 1000 die to save 1 is strategy. The specificity and
insipidity of the name exculpates the doer. (To let them all die is to let the fly out of the
flybottle.)

34. It is accepted in America that to have more money entitles one to better healthcare. It
is therefore right that to have more money entails being more likely to survive the same
disease as someone with less. Does money have more than one kind of value, or does all value
commensurate with, perhaps even reduce to, money?

35. When faced with two unreasonable extremes, find a third.

36. It is easy to feel there is something amoral or otherwise distasteful about consequentialism,
for it disconnects moral value from an individual’s practical reasoning process and whatever
activity may eventuate—forgetting the possibility that something in the process or activity
itself may help constitute or conduce to moral value.
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37. One can never try hard enough for the consequentialist. One can try, and try, and try, with
all the earnestness in one’s heart—but failure is always moral failure.

38. Good consequences matter not when one has a manifest and known vicious character. . . Only
a megalomaniac will stand in the face of ineffaceable doubts about their motives and say, “but
look how well everything turned out”—as though it matters.

39. Get more than about eight people together in a room to administer something of value and
they temporarily lose all sense of decency.

40. There is no moral obligation to large groups of people organized for the relative economic,
political, social, cultural or moral benefit of a few.

41. It is difficult to imagine that an adequate account of the ethics of relevantly organized groups
of people would be anything but consequentialist. The range, variation, depth and dynamics
of such a group’s possible en bloc states salient to its moral psychology are too simple and too
limited in number to support anything more sophisticated.

42. Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you—is the height of presumption. Do
unto others, as they would have you do—is parlous. Do unto others, as is appropriate to the
moment, to the situation and circumstance, in light of the wider context—is most difficult.

43. Take what you want and pay for it. There is no more glorious expression of misanthropy.

44. Nietzsche, to speak in anachronism but not inaccurately, poses the endlessly fascinating, in-
exhaustibly fruitful question: has more harm than good, or more good than harm, come to
humanity as a whole from the intense and chronic neuroses and phobias of the few? They gave
us Descartes and Stalin, but they gave us as well Newton and Nietzsche himself—so, a toss-up
at best, on first glance.

45. After thousands of years of collective effort, the best way humans have found to settle conflict
among groups is to kill each other en masse; only the efficiency and efficacy have improved—
not a metaphor for the human condition, but rather ground for the functions of most of them.

46. At times, one ought to have empathy with one’s past self, but, even more important, sympathy
with one’s future self. At other times, one ought to have sympathy with one’s past self, but,
even more important, empathy with one’s future self. Rarely, rarely, does one have the same
with both. And one’s present self? It is difficult enough to know who, what, that is, much
more to have an appropriate attitude towards it.

47. Most people most of the time want more than anything that tomorrow be like today, no
matter what they claim their opinion of today to be. And most of the time, they will do
almost anything to avoid recognition of the dominance of that want.

48. 95% of how others act toward you has nothing to do with you.
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49. On short and long time scales, people are simple. It’s in between that some of us let our freak
flags fly.

50. Bernard Williams once remarked to me in conversation, “The difficulty of ethics is to say
something that is neither trivial nor false, nor that makes 99% of all humans who’ve ever lived
irremediably bad.” A sober and conscientious study of the history of governments, societies,
cultures will eventuate in the plaintive query—Perhaps they were and are? To be fair, a light-
hearted and lackadaisical glance at it will do the same. Of what worth could a system of ethics
be that, with pride and the air of success after long and arduous struggle, will proffer that
conclusion as its highest achievement?

51. The ethical standing of an action often depends on the person who performs it. One person
performs an action that is prima facie ethically problematic. We do not think she is wrong,
or at least not very wrong; we do not blame her, or not very much; we forgive her; in partic-
ular, we do not think the action itself is problematically bad. Another person does the same,
and we blame him, castigate him, do not forgive, and think the action is indeed problem-
atic. The difference? The way they inhabit and move through the world—with joie de vivre,
with charitable grace, with cool elegance, with innocent thoughtlessness, with condescension
aforethought, with heavy malice—the person’s style.

52. Many go farther in life with good manners than good actions and good intentions. And who,
if anyone, is in the wrong?

53. Style is not always automatic—a way of planning, that one plans, can be part of one’s style.

54. It is important to see that it is not the person’s intentions that make the action ethically bad
or good, wrong or right, nor the outcomes, nor the conformity of it to any rules broad in scope;
those give only marginal evidence to use in judging the relation of the action’s character to the
person’s style. It is also important to see that one’s judgment of these things often involves
little ratiocination—depending on one’s style.

55. Law-based ethics: to obey the rules makes one a good person; virtue-based ethics: to be a good
person makes one obey the rules; consequence-based ethics: good people obey rules conducing
to good outcomes. Really: one’s style determines what the rules are and what goodness is and
how they stand in relation to each other.

56. Sometimes, depending on the circumstantiation, it is good to focus on the outcomes, the
utilities, as the most ethically salient factor. Sometimes on the intent. Sometimes on the
continuity with and integrity of one’s character. Sometimes on the goodness of one’s will.
Sometimes on a rule to be followed. Sometimes on history and context. Sometimes on fairness
and balance. Sometimes on some contrivance and contraption of more than one. Sometimes
on something else entirely. The point is that, in a circumstantiation of import, it is rarely
easy, and almost always takes thought and consideration, to figure out what it is good to take

5



as salient, before one can even then begin to figure out how one should react, what one should
think and say and believe and intend and want and do. And sometimes, worst of all, only
by trying out, experimenting, with different ways of thinking and saying and believing and
intending and wanting and doing can one begin to figure out what it is good to take as salient—
and often damage must be done, to oneself, to others, to the neighborly, the parochial, the
social, the political, the ethical, the romantic, the philial context, before one finds or contrives
or fabricates—before one can find or contrive or fabricate—what it is good to take as salient.
If one ever can. And sometimes there is no time for any of that bullshit, one must act now,
and only later have the time to say “fuck it.”

57. Consider the northern Ugandan 12-year old who is forced to watch his entire village slaughtered,
his mother having her limbs chopped off with a machete; he is forced to rape her; he is
sodomized many times over and forced to bear arms for the Lord’s Resistance Army, to maim,
rape, kill and sodomize in turn. The idea that there is no moral conflict, that there is always a
correct thing to do, devalues the horror of that child’s experience. The Kantian idea (e.g.) that
one must be able to universalize the act, at least in principle, demands that, no matter what
the child does or does not do, it be morally evaluable. But the profundity of the psychological
damage to that child places him beyond the moral sphere. No matter what he does, or does
not do, it would be heinous to judge his action by any moral code. Nothing the child can do,
or not do, is right or wrong in the face of that. According to Kantian moral theory, however,
any being that cannot be held morally accountable can be treated as a means to an end. There
is, for the Kantian, no wrong done in how the Lord’s Army treats and uses that child, after
the child has suffered enough damage. Thus that child would be, for a Kantian, a Jew, in
Eichmann’s eyes.

58. To be fair to the Kantian, we must admit that universalizing the maxim conforms to something
deep in human nature—what could be more human, after all, then the rejoinder “Everyone
else is doing it, so I shall as well”?

59. The idea that justice means that the same good and ill must be done to each, each must
suffer the same, irrespective of anything about oneself and the person except that each is a
person—that idea appeals most when one suffers.

60. Who decides the descriptive content of the proposition to serve as a maxim to be universalized,
for the Kantian? (Pace those philosophers who fetishize words and sentences: the articulated
linguistic form of the proposition cannot suffice—no, come to think of it, bellatrice those
philosophers, for they deserve no peace.) Take Anscombe’s man at the well.

“You are poisoning the well.”

“No, I am pumping this handle. I know that this thereby pumps poison into the well.
I have, however, no intention to do so. I rather intend only to pump the handle—for
any of a number of other ethically important reasons. (Never because I simply desire
it!)”
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There is always a structure of entailment and association, impelling and obliging in place,
including relations to other such structures narrow and wide, near and far, that may militate
in favor of one way or another of describing—but what is the ethical relevance of that structure,
and of the wellspring of the militation?

61. The ethical standing of an action often. . . is not a well defined idea at all, not, at least, with
regard to the action per se. In order to evaluate with decency what is going on, one must try
to see how the action fits into a larger pattern. And, oh, how many larger patterns there are
to try, how many kinds of patterns, once one makes the effort to look around. . .

62. Almost everything in ethics depends on one’s choice of description of the salient facts—
Anscombe’s brute facts—and the relations among them.

63. Aquinas’s declaration in Summa that practical knowledge is its own cause—at least part of
what he meant, I think, is that, in this case, the direction of causal fit between world and mind
differs from other cases, in this regard: desire itself can, without the mediation of practical
activity, qualify, inform, even shape that part of the world germane to it, viz., the chosen or
volitionally fixed upon intention, for theoretical cognition by itself cannot do that in any way
relevant to action. In other cases, either states or changes of state of the world qualify, inform
and shape desire, or else the desire is, so far as one oneself can tell, sui generis.

64. Effective action has meaning, but the action itself creates and forms an essential—not compo-
nent, constituent, but rather element of the meaning. Effective action demands its own family
of appropriate descriptions (for there is always more than one).

65. There is no necessary conflict between the ideas of moral realism and moral pluralism: there
can be “moral facts” indexed by social and individual context, and so different “moral systems”
that are objective in an appropriate sense in different societies and cultures and historical
epochs, and even for different individuals in the same society, culture and epoch. One need
not demand that all have the same Hamiltonian, even the same phase space, in order to declare
the evolution of each to be determinate.

66. If one can be a realist about moral facts, one can equally well be a realist about the kinds
of cultural and social facts needed for an appropriate indexing. We rarely do epistemology
the service, however, of metaphysical modesty, nor even metaphysical economy much less
metaphysical reasonability. For a realist to work out what kinds of fact one needs is difficult.
To work out what individual facts in a given case are relevant, and how, well. . . fuck it, let’s
go get a beer.

67. “Do I contradict myself? Very well, I contradict myself. I am large, I contain multitides.”
– Walt Whitman, by way of Peter Geach. “Do I contradict myself? Very well, I contradict
myself. I am a largely and multitudinously groovy person.” – Peter Geach, by way of L. E. J.
Brouwer. “Do I contradict myself? Very well, I contradict myself. I am a large, multitudinous
asshole.” – L. E. J. Brouwer, by way of Walt Whitman.
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68. Kantian ethics is the ethics of the lazy, the ethics of those who would rather others do the
hard work for them—they would appropriate “the right universal principles” that others have
done the hard work of articulation and justification for. All they need do is endorse it. And,
oh, with what a necessity do they then find themselves freed!

69. Many hold that the idea of “good”, the very existence of goodness, is impossible—conceptually,
metaphysically, logically—without its contrary, “bad”. That is as may be. I do know, with
as much certainty as I am capable, this: whenever a human creates a new tool, instrument,
process, procedure, stratagem, circumstantiation, trick to do good, another human, most often
soon after its introduction, will find some profoundly fucked up way to make use of it.

70. There are no “absolute principles”; principles always are sensitive to context. Ethics is not for
the lazy. You have to think for yourself, try to figure things out, in order to come to appreciate
what is good and what is not. That process of figuring things out is what can lend ethics the
relevant kind—the only relevant kind—of objectivity it admits. And it is robust and deep
enough a kind of objectivity for ethics fruitfully to fulfill its functions in the broad patterns of
human life. Bernard Williams, for all his faults, knew this. And, oh my god, his charisma, his
style. . .

71. The Kantian ideal that there is no moral conflict, that there is always a right thing to do—is
evil.

72. Hemingway, Green Hills of Africa:

A thousand years makes economics silly and a work of art endures forever, but it
is very difficult to do and now it is not fashionable. People do not want to do it
anymore because they will be out of fashion and the lice who crawl on literature will
not praise them. Also it is very hard to do.

Substitute ‘ethics’ for ‘economics’, ‘a good action’ for ‘a work of art’ and ‘philosophers’ for
‘the lice who crawl on literature’, and one will have something to think about.

73. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ have become—always were?—anodyne words. But—all words are anodyne
in the face of true excellence and demeritoriousness, true virtue and degeneracy, true beauty
and repulsiveness, true praiseworthiness and blameworthiness. (Plato knew this; Aristotle did
not.)

74. Bonum est multiplex ; it is not arbitrary.

75. Free will : the feeling that you’re bettering yourself. Determinism: the fact that you’re not.

76. “Everything happens for a reason!” Well, if it does, it is often a really bad reason—what good
reason could there be for all the horror and suffering in the world?—so I reckon I prefer to
believe no reason than that.
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77. “You will never disappoint me.” You think so poorly of me? (You see no possibility in me?)

78. Foucault has, inter alia, these virtues over Heidegger—well, putting aside not being a Nazi:
his erudition was both deep and broad, and the virtuosity of his grammatical and semantic
acrobatics did not serve to obfuscate a vacuity of cognitive content but rather served to elabo-
rate his enterprise. Those virtues complementarily and contrarily invigorated the question he
posed: what is madness? I find his answer compelling in many ways, unconvincing in many
others, laughable in a few, and lit by the spark of genius in a couple. I find most extraordi-
nary, in particular extraordinarily interesting, his articulation of the question, grounded in the
content and elaboration of one of the most beautiful, kinky and adequate encyclopedias that
ever walked in human form: does the suspension of the madman in the polymerized gel of
human meaning, and its attendant Brownian motion, differ in substantively categorical ways
from that of the sane man?

In any extended, intentional activity one engages in, many of the small moments evince a
small indeterminacy that often does not rise to the level of awareness–shall I grab and use this
kitchen knife or that similar one next to it? Something like Peirce—whom I think would have
appreciated much of Foulcault, but none of Heidegger—’s account of belief and habit, and it’s
probabilistic character, were it correct, has the corollary that, in any given circumstantiation
of the intentional activity, there is, more or less, a roughly determined family of possible
responses to the small moments, each member of which has associated with it something like
a likelihood, or, at least, the family has something like a partial order with a greatest element,
or a small number of such.

If anything like this picture is appropriate and adequate, then I find this hypothesis plausible:
those who most consistently act in the way most likely given the circumstantiation exhibit, as
a group, the signs of “insanity” with a far greater frequency than other such groups.

79. There was nothing I didn’t expect, except for everything that happened.

80. If there could be a god, it would be just big enough an asshole actually to exist; therefore,
there is a god. (The Argument from Assholes.)

81. A metaphysician: one who says “it must be so”—and thinks he means something by it.

82. Another metaphysician: one who says “it cannot be so”—and does not doubt her doubt.

83. The Principle of Sufficient Reason: “When something happens to catch my eye, I will by god
find something to say about it that will suffice to glut my interest in it.”

84. One can come to metaphysics by any of a number of virtuous routes: cowardice, avarice, sloth,
arrogance, lust, envy, gluttony. (Why Christians are metaphysicians.)

85. A metaphysician: one who will argue (and believe) that the claim “nothing is something” is
meaningful and true, but “something is nothing” is not.
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86. “I can think of no other way it can be; therefore, it must be that way.” A metaphysical
argument.

87. Borges’s observation that metaphysics forms a branch of fantastical literature proposes, by
itself, no criticism of metaphysics per se. One can rather take it as fertile ground on which
to cultivate an analysis: the mysteries of the world as it is provide uncompelling material for
them to ruminate on, and so they must confabulate mysteries of their own.

88. Most of metaphysics tells one more about the psychology and æsthetic sense of the
metaphysician—in particular what they fear and what they disdain—than about the world.

89. One reason why philosophers fetishize the idea that, not only does stuff in the world admit of
clean separation and division into neat and orderly categories, admit of pristine classification,
but, even more, that there is a natural, canonical, preferred way of doing so that our concep-
tual framework captures veridically (an unrepentant and degenerate Aristotelian essentialism
doing the devil’s work among our cognitive enterprises): children need that sort of simplistic
cleanliness, precision and narrowness of vision to begin to make sense of the world, to develop
their own mental constructs conforming to the concepts of their socio-linguistic community
and to learn to rely on and deploy them in communication and broader forms of activity. And
philosophers, in their fearful childishness, have never learned to let go of the security blanket.

90. Bad ideas are the only path we have to good ones.

91. Progress in philosophy—which can and does happen—consists at one time of a widening and
deepening of the space of conceptual possibilities, and at another of a pruning and winnowing
of it—in short, any fruitful modification to its content and structure.

92. To realize that what we had taken as a necessary idea or relation among ideas in thought is
not necessary after all, and so need not reflect anything that holds of necessity in the world.
To give up old “necessities” of thought and so open our mind to new conceptual possibilities.
To free ourselves to look in new directions, to ask new questions and new forms of question.
That is the expression of a philosophical spirit.

93. I will show you the bridge can be built by walking across it.

94. Progress in philosophy also takes place when we come to a more comprehensive and pervasively
suffusive understanding of something (an idea, a concept, a proposition, a theorem, an axiom,
an entity, a relation, a structure, a phenomenon, a physical system, a type of physical system, a
principle, a theory, a framework, an issue, a question, a proposed answer, an accepted answer,
a person, a person’s thought, . . . ); and that entails not only a cognitive intimacy with how it
actually is, but, often of greater cognitive importance, with how it may, or can, or might, or
should, or would, or ought to or needs to be or have been or will have been, with, that is to say,
all the modalities pertaining to it. There is a deep relationship between understanding and
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modality, which modality does not share with knowledge—one reason, I think, that Peirce felt
it necessary to become a modal realist, in at least the medieval sense.

95. “This thing did that; this is a thing of that kind; all things of that kind do that; that is why
this thing did that.” “This is its own peculiar thing; it did that, in its idiosyncracy; that is
why this thing did that.” We count the former as an explanation, the latter not—which is to
say, we have low standards for that kind of thing.

96. We are surprised when the world—in its structure, in its relations, in its change and stasis—its
state, behavior and evolution—does not mirror our words. As though our words came first.

97. The mind rebels—but the world is apolitical.

98. The politics of the mind lie beneath the world’s notice.

99. Perhaps the most serious error one can make in philosophy is to start with a word, and look
for The Right Meaning, The Right Concept. It is always more fruitful to have an idea of
what one is after, and look to see what things or phenomena conform to it in a relevant
way. It is most likely one will find several things and phenomena to be of interest, to relate
in illuminating ways, to one’s initial idea. With those in hand, one can begin to investigate
what significance and importance, if any, the conformances have, what they have relevantly
in common, if anything, how they relevantly differ, what are their worldly properties, their
practical prerequisites and consequences, their epistemic and methodological tributaries and
distributaries, and so on. The urge to nominate one of them as The Right One serves no useful
purpose. It can, at most, scratch the itch of an unregenerate Aristotelian essentialism; but one
ought to treat the ætiology of such a disease, not the symptom.

100. That some proposed, promulgated, championed, lionized ideas, arguments, answers, principles
lack clarity, cogency, comprehensibility, fruitfulness does not entail that one idea, argument,
answer, principle waits to reveal itself as The Clear, Cogent, Comprehensible, True One.
‘A∧¬A’ is not always true in the real world, for, even if ‘¬A’ may have unambigous meaning,
‘A’ may not. There may be no single idea, argument, answer, principle that embodies all
the intellectual excellences to the supreme degree—for there may be no supreme degree, only
relatives that form a weak partial order.

101. In ancient Greek philosophy after Aristotle, I can think of no more sedulously monstrous
application of intellect to attempt to rectify the problems of a degenerate metaphysics than
that that resulted in the contradictio in adjecto of the Stoics’ “preferred indifferent”. I recall
laughing in delighted disbelief when I first confronted face to face the idea—I did not then
understand what could drive such manifestly brilliant men to such a vain terminus.

In contemporary analytic metaphysics, perhaps “grounding” has that honor—a factory non-
pareil for the fabrication of Rube Goldberg devices of astonishing ingenuity and horrifying
vanity, contraptions with the sole purpose of yielding solutions to problems raised only by
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the idea of grounding itself—truly, l’idée injuste. Just imagine what the people who currently
spend their time and considerable energies and cleverness on that claptrap could accomplish
were they to turn their attention to fruitful problems! To do so, however, would require changes
to their most fundamental ends, and even to the forms of instrumental reasoning they prefer
to employ in reaching those ends—but how is that to be achieved in the face of a corrupt and
bankrupt moral psychology?

102. One cannot propose arguments against metaphysics, for it has no connection to any established
and secure body of knowledge nor, concomitantly, to any established and secure source of
evidentially epistemic warrant. The best one can do is to exhibit its silliness, far too shallow
to take it seriously, and far too damaging to find anything to laugh with joy about.

Indeed, one can do no better than to hearken to that most reflective, most exploratory, most
disciplined, most luminous, most gravely ludic, most solemnly waggish, most Puckishly sober,
most frolicsomely serious spirit, Marcel Duchamp: “There is no solution because there is no
problem.” We, as an intellectual and spiritual culture, have not yet matured to the point of
being able to appreciate the wisdom of this Garden God. Will we ever? Can we, as a culture?

103. A formal semantics can never suffice to render exhaustive and determinate sense to a set
of symbols as actually used for and in ordinary human communication, nor even in tightly
constrained contexts such as the physical sciences. A formal semantics can handle ambiguity
only by looking to syntactical context (if it is not to cheat by inviting pragmatics in through
the back door by “intensions” and other such chicanery). If it is to allow the same symbol
different senses at different times, it can do so systematically only by looking to the variety
of syntactic relations the symbol may bear to other symbols. Sometimes, however, the same
syntactic response, say, to a query will have different meanings depending on whether or not
the respondent is being sarcastic. This can warp the sense even of syncategorematics such as
‘and’—“And Brutus is an honourable man.”

104. Listen to “Thelonious” (the rendition on “Underground”, for preference). Listen to “Bemsha
Swing” (the rendition on “Brilliant Corners”). Thelonious Monk was a philosopher—not only
for his exploratory spirit, but even more for the way he used it to explore individual ideas.
He repeats one note, over and over and over again, using the same basic tempo and rhythmic
measure, never quite repeated, building out of this one-dimensional Penrose tiling a glorious
melody, compelling the entire body to hearken in wonder. He explores the note in itself and
in relation to itself, in relation to harmonic chords and harmonic progression, in relation to
the tempo and rhythm of its own line and in relation to those of the other voices, continually
playing with its idea to draw out in a swift, circular line all its earthy anecdotes, its life and
motion, all its Ohoyaho and Ohoo. Again, he plays each note as though it exists alone in its
own beautifully curved universe. He plays each note just off the beat, angular, molding the
almost awkward, the jangly snap of a twang into transcendent elegance—which he can do only
because of his profound understanding of rhythm, of tempo, of the entire line as an integral
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creature, earned from the tempering of his creative faculties in the forge of sedulous practice.
Has anyone else since Percy Bysshe Shelley understood it so deeply?

105. Merleau-Ponty remarked that, if one wants to understand space, one should look to Cézanne,
and to Rodin to understand motion. That has something deep to it. I propose, in a similar
(not the same) spirit: if one wants to understand semeiosis, then hark to Louis Armstrong, to
Coleman Hawkins, to Duke Ellington, to Thelonious Monk, to the Miles Davis Quintet of the
late 1950s.

106. If you can’t derive an “ought” from an “is”, then you’re using the wrong ‘is’. Consider giving
up Quine’s thin effete and try Anscombe’s brute.

107. As in so much else, I find it plausible, based both on the textual evidence we have of writers
prior to Aristotle and on the evidence in Aristotle’s own text, that he delivered one of the most
profound Momenten in the development of the cognitive content of the Western World, one of
the most astonishing strokes of genius, that would at the same time serve as the source of one
of the most deleterious, most insalubrious elements of that content—the formal articulation1

and deployment in cognitive work of the inextricably entangled ideas of the use-mention dis-
tinction and of the individuation of morphemes in semeiotic expression—viz., with regard to
the latter, the breakdown of an expression into “sentences”, and of those sentences into “words”.
(Frege, in his characteristically shallow brilliance, did not go far enough—as, perhaps, I, in my
characteristic shallowness, can never go far enough.)

Ancient Greek writing in its original form had no blank spaces between letters. They wrote
as they heard, an unbroken stream, albeit one with wavelets, drifts, peaks and troughs, lines
and rhythms on the surface and sinuous currents of harmony and violent nexus of dischord
beneath. (To those unknown geniuses who articulated the stream of human vocalization into
phonemes and refined those into letters—one can never offer sufficient praise.)

With vocalized expression analyzable using the simplistic, quasi-technical terms of a simplistic,
quasi-technical “theory” of truth and meaning—with this serving in philosophy as the exemplar
nonpareil of “language”, of the “bearer of semantic content”, indeed as the only non-derivative
instance of such, one need hardly wonder at the truculent refusal of philosophers to recognize,
much less to admit and condone, the idea that non-vocal activity constitutes “language” as
well, and not only bears semantic content, in so far as anything does, but, more, composes
much of its meaning, in both vocal and non-vocal expression. (As so often, the human scholar
crouched simian over their faery words conceives not their immersion in tangible time, and
because swept forward sees only backmoving world.)

1For, as almost always, Plato almost wholly prefigured the idea, without, as almost always, the analytic Aris-
totelian trappings the noxious miasma of which engendered most of the resulting cognitive disease—two millenia
had to pass before the next genius articulably grasped that the more fruitful analysis of some sentences does not
consist of the relation of a subject to a predicate tout court.
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108. One reason why at times words in a foreign language we know well but are not fluent in seem
to convey a richer sense, a wider comprehension of meaning, a more delicate touch of nuance,
than any word in our mother tongue: we have a sense of what we want to say, we cycle through
all words that come close to capturing it but none satisfactorily scratches the semeiotic itch,
gives the satisfaction of handling and using the right tool for the semeiotic job, but our sense
of the foreign word is so much less determinate, so much less fixed in depth and in detail and
in comprehension, that we unconsciously inform the word with the very sense we struggle to
express, and are then surprised and delighted to find that the foreign word indeed expresses
wholly and exactly that sense. Without comprehending something like this idea, one will never
understand Plato’s Myth of the Cave, the way the inhabitants introduce words designating
and connoting the shadows and their processes.

109. When one has forgotten a word—es liegt mir auf der Zunge—to try with intention and con-
centration to produce it invariably makes it more difficult to do so. A feeling of frustrated
movement, an internal anticathexis, an inchoate reaction formation, builds. When one thinks
with conscious intention and awareness about a word more generally, about its meaning (e.g.,
in trying to explain its meaning to a student, a child, a second-language speaker), or even only
in repeating it to oneself several times in a row as an automaton, its meaning often will dis-
solve and slip through one’s cognitive fingers. What does this tell us about the relations among
thought with intent and awareness, language use, meaning, volitional activity and autonomic
activity?

110. Words are the individual marks for notes on the musical score we produce to capture and
preserve the flow of our mental processes, and meanings the sounds one can draw from the
vibrating string of a guitar with no frets, sliding one’s finger up and down, changing the
frequency continuously, as one tries to produce an adequate rendition of the score—the rules,
the conventions, for transcribing sounds into musical notation, and then, later, for reading and
interpreting the marks of the transcription in the attempt to produce an adequate rendition,
make it easy to forget that music need not consist only of the discrete combination of only a
fixed, immutable, finite set of elements. The rules and conventions—all tacit, for the most part
beneath awareness—transform the notational system into a straitjacket that always threatens
to, and almost always does, constrain our understanding of what the system purports only
passively to encode, until that constraint transforms medium into message. It takes Horowitz
playing Chopin’s Ballade No. 1, in G-minor—the rendition of 9 May 1965 at Carnegie Hall—
to force us to re-evaluate the looseness and tightness of fit, each in different ways, possible
between score and rendition, and how that all may relate to the ur-performance of the original
creative act.

111. Consider Montaigne’s “ce que je ne puis exprimer, je le montre au doigt”—an astonish-
ingly deep, complex and pregnant remark. What is to be communicated—ought to be
communicated!—can be communicated. One cannot have the cogent desire to communicate
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something without eo ipso having the capacity to fabricate a form or a mode or a means for
its expression to others; this perhaps is part of what Wittgenstein wanted to get at in the
private language argument, but I cannot be sure about that. Montaigne’s insight sheds reve-
latory light both on pragmatism’s account of language, expression and communication, and,
relatedly, on the fact-value distinction, the relation between the “ought” and the “is”—we need
to re-evaluate the early Logical Positivists’ postulation of ostensive definition as the ground
for meaning.

112. No distinction serves all purposes—not well.

113. Both philosophy and science are æsthetic endeavors, albeit ones with empirical and conceptual
constraints. Like all æsthetic endeavors, their practitioners employ and are driven by many
different styles.

114. One scientist revels in the display of mastery in the domination of the physical world, whether
that be in experiment, in observation, in articulation of theory, or in the bondage of physical
system to obey the strictures of articulated theory. (Aristotle, Copernicus, Galileo, Newton,
Euler, Lagrange, Lavoisier, Helmholtz, Boltzmann, Kelvin, Freud, Curie, Rutherford, Keynes,
Feynman)

115. Another scientist submits wholly to the physical world to achieve culmination, ravished by
the world, willingly and unwillingly, always both at once. (Kepler, Huygens, Newton, Thomas
Young, Darwin, Maxwell, Hertz—this is not a modern attitude)

116. A third scientist stands back and says, “this is,” because of the world and independent of
the world, always both at once. (Plato, Archimedes, Ptolemy, Newton, Carnot, Riemann,
Maxwell, Lorentz, Planck, Einstein, Bohr, Heisenberg, Schrödinger, Fermi)

117. A fourth transcends the world, never having even been aware of its existence (Hamilton,
Poincaré, Einstein, Eddington, Pauli, Dirac, Penrose—this was not an ancient attitude); these
also struggled with the physical, although they never understood that is what they were doing.

118. “It is not the intensity but the duration of high thought that makes high men.” – Nietzsche.
Yes, but. . . : it is not the duration but the intensity of high thought that makes men high.

119. The less we try to find meaning in a thing, the more deeply we may understand it. (The world
is a thing.)

120. Quine was wrong. Math and logic are put-up jobs; science is not. The world slaps science
down like the upstart it is when it doesn’t behave. The world couldn’t give a piss against the
wall about math and logic. (Insight into Quine’s psychology.)

121. Mathematics is a language humans have developed to speak beautiful nonsense. Mathemati-
cians revel in the beauty. Scientists grapple with the nonsense.
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122. Math is not a picture of the world. But sometimes it’s pretty to think so.

123. Most conclusions don’t last. The observations that spur one to them, they are everything.

124. Theory plays Boswell to the subtle and tragic clown of experiment’s Johnson.

125. Science is conflict. Philosophy is engagement. One leads to knowledge, the other to under-
standing. Both are good. Both are needed.

126. In science, to oversimplify well is the goal. Thus, the many more scientific Wunderkinder than
the philosophical.

127. There is a fifth kind of scientist, the one who finds the world to be home. These are most rare.
(Newton, Darwin, Maxwell, William James, Fermi, Geroch, Goodall)

128. Philosophy is a belief and a hope, sophism a belief and a desire.

129. Kierkegaard said the self is the process of a sign in the act of signifying itself. I don’t know
what he meant. Now, if he had rather said the self is the process of a sign in the act of
signifying itself in the world, then I would have understood him.

130. “How could we go so far as to insert language between pain and its expression?” How, indeed.
And how could we fall so short as to think that the expression of our thought in activity has
no language—no mediation by the practice of epistemic creativity and regulation—inserted
between itself and the world? In this case, at least, the world is our pain in only a metaphorical
sense. (Against Tarskian semantics.)

131. A stream flowing over a ridge of rocks is the root of metaphor. One cannot make a metaphor
for it. (“Fanny och Alexander”)

132. It’s kind of like the truth. . . it’s a proposition.

133. Truth is the best high, the most addictive drug.

134. “Supposing Truth is cet obscur objet du désir—what then? Are there not grounds for the
suspicion that all philosophers and scientists, insofar as they were dogmatists, have denied
themselves the ability to reveal with both clarity and illumination?”

135. Philosophers’ exquisite fetish of articulated language, most especially of words, serves them
even more ill here than in most other contexts—for truth has little to do with articulated
language. Plato understood this. (And why, O why, do that in the first place?, when the
world offers up a buffet of much more delicious and delightful things to fetishize. . . )

136. Even the philosophers least sympathetic to metaphysics, who feel themselves least kin to
the progeny of Leibniz, hold still to the shibboleth that deduction is a privileged form of
reasoning, analytically connected to truth—and that a shibboleth in most of the senses of the
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term. Deduction is only one more style of reasoning, against which the potential fruitfulness
of a chain of thought may be evaluated. And what can one mean by ‘potential’ here? Well,
one must first choose a style of reasoning to evaluate such modal claims. . .

137. A fool and his metaphysics are never parted.

138. Realism is not a proposition whose truth-value can be affirmed. It is a way of thinking, an
attitude, a style of moving forward in one’s cognitive work, shaping and informing but not
contributing to the content of one’s thought. It is a leap of the absurd into faith, but at
the same time a sober reflection that is only one step in the ongoing dialectical dance of
one’s cognitive capacities in their attempt to explore the world, itself to be given over to
instrumentalism—also a leap of the absurd—as the times demand. And that will give over
in its turn back to realism, in the Bacchanalic comedy of thought, which, from time to time,
settles down into the stately progression of the tragedy of understanding, and back again and
again—to eventuate in the pragmatic attitude.

139. Realism is the vigor of life spending itself with all extravagance, giving itself away in every
sense of the word, instrumentalism the necessary decomposition that will in turn render the
soil of the mind fertile and nourish new life. Only anti-realism is inanimacy. Rocks cannot
nourish life, and a coffin of iron will not allow the decaying dead to give itself back as nutrient
for and substance of new and different living forms.

140. One is a realist, and one regrets it; one is an instrumentalist, and one regrets it; one is a
pragmatist and learns to take joy in passing from one regret to the other.

141. Practical truth differs from “ordinary” or “theoretical” truth at least in this way: a practical
truth can always be rendered false, negated, by an intentional action or sometimes a volitional
act; some theoretical truths require changes in the external world independent of one’s intention
for their negation.

142. To say “I promise” adds nothing cognitive to the claim, as “is true” to the proposition’s assertion,
except only the possibility of disappointment.

143. The Truth of the philosopher—logical truth, metaphysical truth, semantic truth, conceptual
truth, physical truth—is better denominated ‘theoretical truth’, for there is always a theory
of the world with respect to which one’s propositions are true or not.

144. Let the metaphysical heathens cry, “But we want our gods Truth and Falsity!” Their Sehnsucht
does not render to the cry cognitive content.

145. Marx was a sly one. He knew—better than most!—that to interpret a thing is, in the course
of human events, inevitably to change it. Philosophers have indeed attempted too often to
change the world. The point is to accept it. And to accept that our actual epistemic state is
part of the world.
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146. The main motif of “Danse Macabre” is spooky, no two ways about it. Did Saint-Saëns feel
spooky, think spooky, act spooky, and that creative context then informed, guided, composed
the fabrication of the motif melody? Or not? The intuitionists are correct at least about this:
that is no true dichotomy.

147. Dan the Automator and Prince Paul know their Parmenides: “you can’t hide from the truth,
because the truth is all there is,” “the truth hurts, because the truth is all there is”—the two
jointly, with the entirety of the song itself, show that Dan the Automator and Prince Paul
know all of their Parmenides, a rare accomplishment, perhaps accolade, in this age.

148. Traditional epistemology, especially since Descartes, gets one fundamental matter profoundly
wrong: one must first understand knowledge, what it can mean, what it is we can have in that
regard, what the best possible epistemic states for us are, before one can analyze, explicate,
understand “truth” as a concept—in the relevant sense, it accommodates those propositions
that we do or can know. Frege and Tarski were almost right (and Strawson and Austin, each
in his own peculiar, gloriously Baroque and elegant way). To add ‘is true’ to an asserted
proposition adds nothing of substance to the assertion—but only when there is the at least
tacit understanding that the proposition is known or can be known. It is otherwise only
nonsense. And what is known or can be known can be done so only within (to use Anscombe’s
marvelous locution) the wider context, including a theoretical framework.

149. Thus, traditional epistemology gets another, related matter of great import profoundly wrong:
it is not always better to know more (a view that traces its distinguished, albeit inbred, lineage
at least back to the Meno—although it is not clear to me that Plato in fact ever endorsed it
himself, or at least endorsed it for non-philosophers). As with anything of value, truth can have
a value of many different kinds. Which kind is relevant in any given situation depends always
on the wider context. Sometimes there is societal value (as determined in part by Rousseau’s
volonté générale) in at least some part of society’s not knowing something; sometimes societal
value in an individual’s not knowing something (which may be decided voluntarily, and entirely
reasonably, by that individual), or value only to the individual; sometimes it is best that no
one know something. And sometimes that all is for æsthetic, sometimes practical, sometimes
ethical, sometimes epistemic reasons. It is never for metaphysical reasons.

150. “Πάντων ξρημάτων μέτρον ἐστὶν ἄνθρωπος.” I find that to be a fruitful way of viewing most
matters. But Protagaros was also a sly one, for he surely knew that there is both a subtle,
shallow way and a trite, deep way to understand his declaration, and, for the life of me, I can
never keep the two straight.

151. Physicists often judge there to be no loss of epistemic value if many details of a physical system
they study are not known, and indeed will likely never be known, by themselves or others.
That is the basis, inter alia, of the usefulness and value of idealization, approximation and
statistical methods in general (including statistical mechanics). Of even greater importance,
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it is also the reason why scientists feel no loss of epistemic value in taking the greater part
of what they know on the basis of (mitigated) trust in the claims of other scientists rather
than as the result of their own investigative processes of cognition and practice. Traditional
Cartesian epistemology ties itself up in knots trying to accommodate this communal aspect
of knowledge, treating “testimony” as separate from and inferior to the primary, narcissistic
wellsprings of knowledge, an indecorous and uncongenial hawker of snake oil in the pristine
and exalted markets of cognitive commerce. How do they fail to see that testimony built the
halls of those markets? That, indeed, testimony as a component of knowledge, not merely a
separate vehicle for transmission, is not cleanly separable from most of the goods advertised
there?

152. Any epistemology that makes testimony a priori suspect, always requiring justification of a
sort that knowledge claims welling from egoistical sources of knowledge do not, always stronger
justification than required for the latter, cannot be of interest to the problem of knowledge in
everyday life, nor to that in science. One engaged in the development of such a thing may have
cottoned on to a cogent project, one that will keep them contentedly occupied with its endless
possibility for the display of cleverness in Baroque embellishment—but it is a cleverness, alas,
out of all relation to fruitfulness. I cannot bring myself to care about such a thing, not as a
game, nor even as a branch of fantastical literature, for I cannot trust in any way anything
that person says.

153. So, let me get this straight—you want to found your epistemology on a premise that renders the
overwhelming amount of evidence we have for any claim more complex or involved than “the
cat is on the mat” inherently suspect. And that claim itself should be suspect to you as well,
although you never acknowledge it, for almost the entirety of the conceptual apparatus you
use to formulate that “simple” proposition was formed from testimony gathered during infancy
and early childhood. Well, fuck, no wonder you’re having problems. Have you considered that
you may make more progress on the issue by attending to how matters actually stand, and
working backwards from there?

154. Knowledge is one facet of the content and evolution of our epistemic state, as conditioned
by its interactions with the environment, viz., how it fits and moves through the wider web
of semeiotical activity, its hysteresis qualified by the wider context. And, as in physics, if
one pushes this concept of knowledge to its asymptotic extreme in a framework that well—
appropriately and adequately—represents it, one will find that the previously well defined,
sharply demarcated boundary between “epistemic state” and “web of semeiotical activity”,
between “knowledge” and “thing known”, between, indeed, “knower” and “rest of world”, begins
to dissolve, to become ambiguously and somewhat arbitrarily located—the difference between
the boundary of the water in my glass, where it is contiguous with the air, as represented,
respectively, in fluid dynamics and in a molecular-kinetic theory of surfaces. (William James,
I owe you an apology for my obstinate and shallow refusal when I was young to understand
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your radical empiricism.)

155. Who has contributed, does contribute and will for the foreseeable future continue to contribute
more to the plumbing depths and inexhaustible richness of our epistemic state, to the mul-
tifarious complexity and boundless reach of our epistemic dynamics, the astrophysicist who
thinks 10,000 is order 1 and that every element heaver than Helium is a metal, or the analytic
metaphysician fetishizing the difference between an object and its singleton set?

156. I do not understand why philosophers en masse continue to confabulate their conceits and
reasoning about the fundamental nature of the world and our place in it grounded in nothing
more than a primitively cartoonish picture of science and its epistemic deliverances—and then
have the unmitigated gall to demand of the world that it conform “of conceptual necessity”.
What would one think of a purported theorizer of architecture who knew only what they
had gathered from kindergarteners’ drawings of their houses—and demanded of necessity that
all existing architecture did in fact conform to his “theorizing”? And yet the babbling of
philosophers with the same depth and breadth of scientific knowledge continues to garner
respect and attention. I despair of the contemporary philosophical community—Plato would
be appalled at the grave vanity of our footnotes to him. I can think of no greater opprobrium,
nor, indeed, damnation.

157. Quine, with his preference for desert landscapes, the least possible complexity—and the great-
est possible stupidity.

This becomes particularly clear when one stops to think, to really think hard, about the
mind-blowing complexity and richness of texture of real physical systems in the world. Take
this glass of water resting on the table, seemingly in equilibrium with its environment. The
water does not in fact have a constant, static density, pressure, temperature, shear-stress,
heat flux, fluid velocity and volume, as we would naturally ascribe to it in a basic treatment
using Navier-Stokes theory, the classical theory of viscoëlastic, thermoconductive fluids. There
are tiny temperature gradients from the edge of the glass to the interior, and likewise tiny
pressure gradients, along with minuscule sound waves generated by imperceptible vibrations
from imperceptible local Earth tremors and semi-trucks passing on nearby streets. These
drive microscopic flows, eddies and whorls, associated with fluctuations in the shear-stress, all
complicated by inhomogeneities in the glass at the inner surface. There is adsorption of a thin
layer of particulate matter at the surface, making ever more irregular the inevitable evaporation
of the water at the surface and absorption of particulates from the air and of air molecules
themselves. There is thus as well exchange of thermal energy at the boundary, all complicated
by the little air bubbles and particulate matter suspended there, and by small inhomogeneities
in the meniscus at the surface of the water as well as, again, by the irregularities in the glass.
The water itself, at a finer level of detail, consists of a hyper-dense, stereometrically complex
network of Hydrogen bonds with rich characteristic symmetry patterns as web to the weft of
instances of dozens of species of ionic combinations of H and O (H2O being not even a majority,
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only a plurality), as well as dilute admixtures of a variety of other chemical elements and
compounds, some exotic indeed. The ambient electromagnetic field pervading and perturbing
the water itself comprises endless linear superpositions of radiation from the antennæ of radio
stations playing Berg’s “Lulu” and the Dead Kennedy’s “Holiday in Cambodia”, mobile phones
all over the Earth, magnetic induction from small movements of power cords, the Earth’s own
magnetic field, infra-red radiation and radio waves from Sagittarius A∗ (the supermassive black
hole at the center of the Milky Way), the cosmic microwave background radiation, the jiggling
of the water’s own molecules, the rotation of the iron core of some planet 30 light-years away,
and the gamma ray bursts from distant astronomical cataclysms, all affecting in their gloriously
endless variety the electrons in the atomic and molecular shells, the protons in the nucleus, the
inter-atomic and inter-molecular forces and so their internal and mutual configurations, not to
mention breaking the stereometric symmetries, however so slightly, of the network of H bonds.
Cosmic rays inexhaustibly inundate the water, further potentiating the already continually
shifting mosaic of weak and strong nuclear reactions manifest themselves in every nucleus of
every atom of every molecule. The proton itself consists per se in no way of three quarks, but
rather comprises, according to our way of thinking, an endlessly shifting and changing number
and variety of quarks and gluons, neutrinos and more exotic particles we have names for, and
evanescent combinations of bound quarks—five-fold, seven-fold, n-fold—we have no names
for, much more anything like adequate comprehension of, all whose appropriate representation
depends, inter alia, on energy scale and our investigative purposes.

And on and on and on. I could write a book on the physical intricacies of this glass of water far
longer than the current paper (and likely more interesting in several ways), and not exhaust
the description.

The world is a complex place, and our mathematical models of its parts and their workings
are almost childishly, recklessly simple—and yet they work. And yet, they work.

Quine, with his woeful ignorance of real physics, could not help but to conflate our models
of the world with the world itself, and did so gladly, eagerly, for the simplicity of our models
soothed his frightful spirit, eased the panic he surely felt when he affeared the world to be
incomprehensible. And the metaphysicians who followed, those wee, sleeket, cowran, tim’rous
beasties, joyously have taken up his “solution”, and made of it something even more monstrous
in its noxious and pernicious effects than Quine could have imagined.

158. Duchamp: “I force myself to contradict myself so as to avoid conforming to my own taste.” The
purest expression of the attempt, the only sine qua non of a philosophical spirit, to escape the
shackles, to jump the rails, of one’s own prejudices. (This, by the by, points to why Nietzsche
talks always of the philosophical spirit, and not the philosophical mind.)

159. If we ever produce an appropriate and adequate account of human volitional and intentional
action, including communication, based on physics at the classical level, it will have to treat
the system as an open, metastable, chaotic system with hysteresis; at the quantum level, it
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may be tempting to treat it also as an open, metastable, chaotic system with hysteresis, but
that would be a mistake. To trace out the environment loses too much information that is, at
bottom and per se, inextricable. Even with those qualifications, it may still be to ask too much
to demand a unique solution for given “initial and boundary conditions”; one may need to rest
content with a uniformity on families of solutions, or perhaps an even weaker such structure.

160. Perhaps the philosophers biggest mistake: truth has to do with language only per accidens.

161. It is beyond astonishing that, by dint of social institutions, humans have been able to track the
number of years and days continuously between the present and some distant moment in the
past (somewhere between, say, 2000 and 4000 BCE)—the end-to-end of somewhere between
200 and 300 human lives—down to the correlation of happenings between distant places. There
is no other achievement by the species to equal it.

162. The mind is the body’s cruelty to itself.

163. Do not envy a metaphysician his certainty—he suffers for it. (Pity urges one to ask, as
Cordelia did Buffy, “What is your childhood trama?”; outrage would render it too poignant for
his psyche, so sturdy in some ways, alas too delicate here.)

164. There is more than one kind of knowledge, and more than one frutiful way of trying to under-
stand, to get a grip on, the world. (Against epistemic chauvinists of all kinds, including those
of science.)

165. Kierkegaard asserted, “Purity of heart is to will one thing.” One will find it difficult to imagine
a conciser and more illuminating revelation of the heart of an idea. (Also, it just sounds really
cool.)

166. When Nietzsche questioned the value of Truth, he could not have more strikingly and tren-
chantly evinced his claim to be dynamite. (I believe he meant this in several senses, at least one
of which is exemplified by JJ’s ejaculation “Dyn-o-mite!”) Something was in the air then, for,
at around the same time, Peirce also questioned the value of truth, although he did not frame
the issue in that way. As Nietzsche did, Peirce rejected Descartes and his corrupt lineages, and
rather hearkened (“mit unerschrocknen Oedipus-Augen und verklebten Odysseus-Ohren”!) to
Plato’s vision of the Good as the ground of all, including Truth. One thus sees indeed that
truth can stand in many different relations to the good—and so can have many different kinds
of value, and, more, that all those ways must inform an adequate philosophical account of
truth.

167. Sometimes a felicitous falsehood illuminates more, bears more fruit, than a tedious truth.

168. We present ourselves to ourselves as we would have others perceive us; we present ourselves to
others as we would really be.
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169. One of the only two philosophical theses I believe without qualification or hesitancy is from
Plato: a true lover of wisdom, a philosoper, must have an erotic attachment to thought,
and that not to the activity only. Eris can indeed lead to knowledge, but only Eros to
understanding. And so it is of a piece with the other philosophical thesis I hold to without
qualm, also from Plato, that all true philosophy happens in conversation.

170. The greater part of a good conversation, whether it be intellectual, romantic, sentimental,
aspirational, pedagogic, sexual, inspirational, confrontative, narrative, occurs on the brute
physical level—the way the conversants hold themselves, the rhythm and tempo of changing
bodily attitude and the set of facial expression, the dance of the hands, the look in the eye,
the correlation among all these with changes in tone and timbre of the voice—I never feel as
though I know anyone until I’ve met him or her in the flesh. I’m with Oscar Wilde on this:
“It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances.”

171. Many of the most admired and influential, most honored, most prized members of society are
those—actors and actresses—who strenuously work to present themselves as other than they
are. We revere them and suffer their influence because, by their doing so, we often feel that
we know them better than we do those around us. It is no accident that, for the most part, in
the normal course of things, we never converse with them in immediacy.

172. A foolish idea, prevalent in the world, holds that honesty between two people will solve all
problems between them. Who wants all honesty? Who does not want to be lied to sometimes?
There is always something I do not want to know.

173. Rembrandt’s self-portraits: he gazes clearly and intently outwards, the better to contemplate
his own inner life. (He is, after all, always looking at himself.)

174. Many believe only the negative they hear about themselves, many only the positive; few have
the courage—the bodily equilibrium?—to listen to both.

175. It is easier to forgive a friend for being wrong about oneself than for being right.

176. One who offers clarity and facts is insufferable unless they also offer illumination.

177.

. . . the genius of
The mind, which is our being, wrong and wrong,
The genius of the body, which is our world,
Spent in the false engagements of the mind.

– Wallace Stevens
“Esthétique du Mal” (iv)

Wrong and wrong indeed. But when the genius of the body transcends the false engagements,
it can at times mould the wrong into an arrow aimed at the right.
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178. Love is the triumph of optimism over a frank assessment of human nature—and, as such, a
testament to it.

179. Every true friendship has an erotic component—not necessarily sexual, although there may be
that as well, but a spiritual coupling.

180. Sex is yet one more form of communication constituting the complex web of human activity
that grounds all meaning, and there are as many forms of sex, each with its own inner spirit
and outer nature, as there are ways of standing in relation to other humans.

181. One important way of viewing sex: a conversation held with all parts of the body explicitly and
volitionally involved in expression with an immediacy commonly thought to be reserved for
those organs more commonly associated with communication—and like a good conversation,
sometimes one on one is best, but other times polyphony is to be preferred, and at yet other
times one wants to commune with oneself.

182. Auden well called Rilke “whom die Dinge bless \\ the Santa Claus of loneliness”—for the gifts
Rilke brings us, die Dinge whose blessing we yearn for, we created ourselves in the grapple
with Rilke’s mythos.

183. One form of genius: the utterly particular that, by virtue of its particularity, transcends
its circumstantiation to become universal—the expression of the universal in the most finely
grained particular. One could write a book on that. A very particular book. (Hegel tried.)

184. The finest, deepest comedy arises from sympathy, tragedy from empathy.

185. Cause and effect cannot make comedy. Accident cannot make comedy. Comedy is the conjugal
union of cause-and-effect and accident. And tragedy? The subsequent and simultaneous
cuckolding of each by the other. (Which, let’s be honest, is pretty funny. . . )

186. Our sense of humor shows who we are more than our sense of tragedy.

187. Much of the finest, deepest comedy—and much of the shallowest, coarsest—eventuates from a
redescription of a familiar brute fact.

188. “Life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” Is there a greater sarcasm in philosophy? To
be sure, it is solitary and poor, nasty and brutish, whether in the State of Nature or no. Why
not then celebrate the brevity?

189. Plato: “The affairs of human beings are not worthy of great seriousness; and yet we must take
them seriously.” An argument against suicide.

190. Baudelaire: “Time consumes existence pain with pain.” Also an argument against suicide.

191. Aeschylus (by way of RFK): “Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop
upon the heart until, in our own despair and against our will, comes wisdom, through the
awful grace of god.” An argument against suicide as well.
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192. “I quote others only the better to express myself.” – Montaigne

193. We need Tragedy to feel without guilt the grief and rage we all to some degree or other
carry around with us, suffused weakly throughout the body or constricted to a hard, burning
bundle—and so we need it to some degree to mitigate the injury the grief and rage can do
to our attempts to move forward in a healthier tempo. Comedy we need in order to sculpt
the products of Tragedy into forms that conduce to inhabiting new, possibly salutary ways of
moving forward.

194. “P , I think.” The basis of our rationality is the deepest—and most common—expression of
our uncertainty. (At least in English!)

195. Apprehensive, conceited, judgmental, self-conscious, . . . —these are bad things? (At least in
English!) And thoughtlessness and selflessness? The world is a scary place for us.

196. We are all paranoiacs to some degree, holding in our cold, huddled thoughts the idea that
the world is against us—for objections come through objects. (The Germans wind this op-
positional stance up to a sublime pitch, for Gegenwart manifests itself in Gegenstände – “Es
wird aber behauptet, daß jeder von uns sich in irgendeinem Punkte ähnlich wie der Paranoiker
benimmt. . . ” – Freud.)

197. To think humans are nothing special compared to other animals is to exhibit how special they
are.

198. Carnap was a Platonist in this way: an ἐροτικός lover of thought. And that in the purest
sense, for he loved only thought—its cognitive content. He wrote drily to tame the intensity
of the proposition.

199. Derrida was an Aristotelian in this way: a ξαριτόφωνος lover of language. And that in the
purest sense, for he loved only language—its semeiosis. He wrote farcically to free the polysemy
of the proposition.

200. “That is cheap and easy” (said to dismiss a philosophical position). Expensive and floridly
Baroque is better?

201. Philosophy is the continual battle against the prejudice that one knows what one is talking
about.

202. Sometimes to do nothing all day, and to do it well, is to accomplish something important.

203. To paraphrase Picasso, good philosophers copy, great philosophers plagiarize. Good scientists,
likewise, copy, and great ones forge—only, in this case, nature, not other scientists.

204. There are experiments in art, and they can fail in many ways, but one of those ways is not by
failing to uncover something about the world.
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205. An individual work of art may fail by not showing something about the world, depending on
the intent of the artist, the norms of the milieu in which the artist works, and so on, but that
does not mean the work, as an experiment, failed for that reason. An experiment in art tries
to show or change something about art.

206. One way to study musical pieces, to classify them by their internal structure: are they mono-
logues or dialogues? Or something more subtle—a monologue, say, that has a second voice
calling and responding to the first only internally, as in Pink Floyd’s “Wish Were You Were
Here”, as opposed to the simple monologue of “Pigs on the Wing i”, or a monologue with a
second voice calling but ignored, as in the first movement of Scriabin’s Piano Sonata No. 1.
This has nothing to do with how many voices or instruments are sounding simultaneously.
The Softies’ “The Beginning of the End” is one thought whose subtleties and complexities
are played out in two voices and two guitars, whose continual contraposition only deepens
the unity of the thought. “Potato Head Blues” by Louis Armstrong and His Hot Fives is the
manifestation of many minds uniting through the sympathetic intercollation of many thoughts
expressed in many voices (even though one or two may be dominant in certain ways). Andrés
Segovia playing Albéniz’s “Granada” from “Suite Española #1” is the manifestation of many
thoughts and voices in sympathetic and antithetic relation voiced by a single instrument. It is
not two minds in one body. It is a multitude of minds and bodies contained in and expressed
from a single instrument.

207. Hendrix says: I am making this. Homer says: this is. Rodin: you are. Why do I strongly
feel one is more profound? Hendrix looks to his audience to find himself. Homer is already
in himself, and gives what is there to others. Rodin’s manner of making his way through the
world founded itself on assertion and the indissoluble bond between assertor and audience.

208. Art changes the artist creating it and the individual experiencing it, during the creation and
experience, and after. Art may indeed change the wider world as well. Because the wider
world does not create nor experience a work of art, however, those changes come about, when
they do, for the most part by gradual yet pervasive ramification.

209. One artist revels in the display of mastery in the domination of the physical world, whether
that be paint and canvas, sound waves, the linguistic articulation of mental states, or in the
bondage of mental states to obey the strictures of articulated symbolic systems. (Homer of
Odyssey, The Ecclesiast, Sappho, Phidias, Sophocles, the sculptor of “Winged Victory” in
the Louvre, Caravaggio, Shakespeare, Kant, Mozart, Goethe, Byron, Frege, Gerard Manley
Hopkins, John Singer Sargent, Ezra Pound, Woolf, Proust, Ma Rainey, Louis Armstrong of
“Tight Like This”, Barbara Stanwyck, Coleman Hawkins of “Meet Dr. Foo”, Eleanor Powell,
Benny Goodman, Bud Powell, Maria Callas, Julia Child, Lee Friedlander, Fellini, The Beatles
of “A Hard Day’s Night”, Aretha Franklin, Jacqueline du Pré, David Bowie, Plato of Republic)

210. Another artist submits wholly to the physical world to achieve culmination, ravished by the
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world, willingly and unwillingly, always both at once. (Homer of Iliad, The Ecclesiast, Euripi-
des, Jesus, Michelangelo, Bruegel, Blake, Beethoven, Keats, Chopin, Kierkegaard, Swinburne,
Eadward Muybridge, Rodin, Anna Akhmatova, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Louis Armstrong of
“What Did I Do to Be So Black and Blue”, Chaplin, Faulkner, Coleman Hawkins of “Body and
Soul”, Alberto Giacometti, Billie Holiday, Sarah Vaughan, Ingrid Bergman, Humphrey Bog-
art, John Coltrane, Ralph Eugene Meatyard, James Dean, Kurosawa, Toshiro Mifune, Otis
Redding, Janis Joplin, The Beatles of “Abbey Road”, The Velvet Underground, Hendrix, Joni
Mitchell, Radiohead, Plato of Symposium)

211. A third stands back and says, “this is,” because of the world and independent of the world,
always both at once. (Homer of Iliad, The Ecclesiast, Aeschylus, Fra Angelico, Piero della
Francesca, Bosch, Tintoretto, Rembrandt, Robert Herrick, Bach, Schubert, Heine, Austen,
Twain, Nietzsche, Charles Sanders Peirce, Matisse, Rudolf Carnap, Louis Armstrong of “Potato
Head Blues”, Alexander Calder, Coleman Hawkins of “My Blue Heaven”, Hemingway, Lester
Young, Marino Marini, Wallace Stevens, Borges, The Marx Brothers, Gary Cooper, Katherine
Hepburn, Yasujiro Ozu, Setsuko Hara, Sidney Poitier, Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Garry
Winogrand, Chinua Achebe, Marcello Mastroianni, Bob Dylan, The Beatles of “Revolver”,
Andrei Tarkovsky, Howard Stein, Thomas Pynchon, Plato of Laws)

212. A fourth transcends the world, never having even been aware of its existence (Homer of
Odyssey, The Ecclesiast, the builders of the temples at Angkor Wat, Jan van Eyck, Haydn,
Laurence Sterne, Hölderlin, Shelley, Odilon Redon, Rilke, Bertrand Russell, Louis Armstrong
of “Basin Street Blues”, Art Tatum, Veronica Lake, Coleman Hawkins of “Avalon”, Charlie
Parker, Audrey Hepburn, Robert Adams, Jacques Tati, Francoise Hardy, The Beatles of “Let
It Be”, The Flaming Lips, Plato of Phaedo); these also struggled with the physical, although
they never understood that is what they were doing.

213. There is no fifth kind of artist, for no artist finds home in the world. Some rare few, however,
do find paths that have affinity for one another and draw them into convergence, making the
whole world feel like home for a while to all under their Ægis, with an expansiveness to it, a
warmth and goodness that go beyond safety and comfort. (Praxiteles, Plato, Fra Angelico,
Mendelssohn, Wilde, A. A. Milne, Armstrong, Calder, Paulette Goddard, Cary Grant, Blossom
Dearie, The Miles Davis Quintet of “Workin’”, Oscar Peterson, David Malament)

214. It is good to have heroes. It is better to overcome them.

215. It is good to have gyros. It is better to eat them.

27


