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Sensory Knowing: Muir’s Girnel
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white bread, bought at the Wyre shop, was looked upon as a
Juxury. In the kitchen there was a big girnel with a sliding
top; inside it was divided in two, one compartment being
filled with oatmeal and the other with barley-meal. The meal
had to be pressed firmly down, otherwise it would not keep.
The girnel, when the top was slid back, gave out a thick,
sleepy smell, which seemed to go to my head and make me
drowsy. It was connected with a nightmare which I often
had, in which my body seemed to swell to a great size and

then slowly dwindle again, while the drowsy smell of meal
om smell that we get our most in-

lidity of things. The smell of meal

pressed tightly down in the girnel made me realize its mass,
though I could see only its surface, which was smooth and
looked quite shallow. My nightmares probably came from an
sion of the mere bulk of life, the feeling that the
world is so tightly erammed with solid, bulging objects

that there is not enough room for all of them: a nightmare
d in the stories of Franz Kafka.

feeling powerfully conveye
Edwin Muir, An Autobiography

filled my nostrils. It is fr
tense realization of the so

apprehen

Human beings learn in childhood to read the book of nature.
You come to understand what to expect when you tease a cat or
toss a pebble in a pool or touch a hot stove. You don’t have to go
to school to learn how to judge distance or to tell whether it’s
early or late afternoon ( assuming that you aren’t suddenly

transported to a different latitude). We learn in terms of the
gs take to happen. We live in

space things take up, the time thin
a world of space and time because it is of such a world that our
ng to make sense of that world, dis-

senses give report. Learni
d the psychological limits of ex-

covering physical dimensions an
perience, is the work of childhood. It can be the happiest work

we ever do—or the grimmest; more and more frequently for

American children, it is simply missing. Watching a television
frogs can’t give you the same experi-

program about burrs and
) ence as exploring a vacant lot; seeing a documentary about life
in an inner city slum is not the same thing as the remembered
experience of being cold and hungry.
Qv 1. Muir observes that it is
smell which gives us “our most intense realization of
would you say, gives

the solidity of things.” What sense,
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i will d
é\.d Oélfiiffﬁgra\f[uir’s poems include seve_ral in which his
boyhood in the Orkney Islands provides the imagery.
Read, for an example, “The Horses.” He was also a
critic and, with his wife, the translator of Franz Kafka,

this passage. One of Kafka's

whom he mentions in
s that can give you an idea of this power of dis-

storie

torting the dimensions of the physical world so that we
seem to be sitting in on a dream is “The Bucket Rider.”
In “The Burrow” and “Metamorphosis” the physical
scale of experience becomes a metaphysical theme.

6. The environment of the country and the environ-
ment of the city are different; the world of space and
time is the same. How do you think a city child might

first gain a sense of mass?
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Physiognomic Knowing : Gombrich’s Ping/Pong

Di’ésg:)lzlnit ;i called “synesthesia,” the splashing over of im-
thiatr gl 1.om one sense' modality to another, is a fact to
sight to soud;ég uag(*ies testify. They work both ways—{rom
calots or of h and from sound to sight. We speak of lou

right sounds, and everyone knows What we
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mean. Nor are the ear and the eye the only senses that are
thus converging to a common center. There is touch in such
terms as ‘“velvety voice” and “a cold light,” taste with “sweet
harmonies” of colors or sounds, and so on through countless
permutations. . . . Synesthesia concerns relationships. I
have tried out this suggestion in a party game. It consists
of creating the simplest imaginable medium in which rela-
tionships can still be expressed, a language of two words
only—Ilet us call them “ping” and “pong.” If these were all
we had and we had to name an elephant and a cat, which
would be ping and which pong? I think the answer is clear.
Or hot soup and ice cream. To me, at least, ice cream is ping
and soup pong. Or Rembrandt and Watteau? Surely in that
case Rembrandt would be pong and Watteau ping. I do not
maintain that it always works, that two blocks are sufficient
to categorize all relationships. We find people differing about
day and night and male and female, but perhaps these dif-
ferent answers would be reduced to unanimity if the ques-
tion were differently framed: pretty girls are ping and
matrons pong; it may depend on which aspect of woman-
hood the person has in mind, just as the motherly, enveloping
aspect of night is pong, but its sharp, cold, and menacing

physiognomy may be ping to some.
E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illuston

and soup have nothing in common

Elephants, Rembrandt,
d in opposition with something

except that when they are place
else of a certain kind to be symbolized by “ping,” they are

s hard to see if an elephant could ever be a ping, but if
—gazpacho—in opposition with chili, soup
andt’s shadows help make him pong,
1d be ping if they are in oppo-

“pong.n It’
you put a cold soup
might then be ping. Rembr
but shadows in a summer grove cou

sition to a stormy sea.
All of this categorizing has to do with how the interior of
you say ping or pong and how the

your mouth is shaped when
sounds those words make are associated with objects. In mak-

ing sense of the world, we use all our senses and associate
one sense experience with another. But we also judge charac-
ter and temperament and develop our expectations about feelings
and ideas on the basis of those experiences. This game can teach
you a lot about the interaction of sensory experience and thinking,

which is seeing relationships.
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Interpretation: Arnheim’s Droodles

Visual knowledge and correfzt expectation will facilify
perception whereas inappropmatg concepi.:s will delay op ime
pede it. . . . A Japanese reads without difficulty ideograp,
so small that a Westerner needs a magnifying glass tq dis.
cern them, not because the Japanese have more acute eyesight
but because they hold the kanji characters in visual storage,
For similar reasons, bird watchers, hunters, mariners, phy.
sicians or microbiologists often seem endowed with super.
human powers of vision. And the average layman of today
has no trouble perceiving human figures or animals in Im-
pressionist paintings that looked like assortments of mean-
ingless color patches eighty years ago.

It should be noted that the effect of such ‘“‘preperceived”
images depends not simply on how often their prototypes
have been met in the past but also quite importantly on
what the nature of the given context seems to call for. What
one expects to see depends considerably on what “belongs”
:)Ili tﬁgt particular place. The perception of familiar kinds

objects, then, is inseparably related to norm images the

observer harbors in his mind.
Rudolf Arnheim, Visual Thinking
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it fasckoalion the strange and wonderful sounds of a language
I associated with stirring epic and wild, primitive song. As I
listened, it became clear that what I was hearing was my native
tongue spoken by two G.I.s from the Bronx.

o M 1. Consider the role of ex-
pectation in instances of recognition, false and correct,
from your own experience.

2. What role does expectation play in cryptography? In
jokes?

3. Arnheim suggests that “droodles,” which are “play-
ful examples of visual paradoxes ingeniously exploited”
can provide “good study material for any explorer of
visual perception.” One of his students created this
droodle, captioned “Olive dropping into martini glass”
or “Close-up of girl in bikini.”” One of my students, who
has gone into the contracting business, saw it as “Hip
roof with a paint bucket on the porch.” How did he get
that image? Can you see it as something else? Draw
your own droodle. Ask your friends for captions.

@)

Oppositional Structures: Ogden’s Starfish

I .. may be either the two extremes of a scale or
glzpt?vsvl;:essides of aycut, the eut marking the point of ne.utrg;}_
ity, the absence of either of two qpposed chax:a,cters mbt e
field of opposition. . . . The symbolic forms Whlch ha\;e theen
developed in ordinary language for the exp_ressmn o : tes(,)e
distinctions have been crystalized'not only 1n termls ol 1??01;
dimensional projection, but also in a very special relatl

to the human body.
In the first place, the spa
the body itself, and more Spec

tial cut has been identified Wi.th
ifically with its vertical axis,



ING/ THINKING/ WRITING

sides, right and left, and the oup
QSed

rectilinear directions right and left, along the armg jy, e
zontal position. gecondly, the exi?};emtes of the scale are rerlh
resented by the head and feet, the _\;vo opposite engg Ofp_
single continuumn, measured primarily upwarfl, from thz
base to the top, a8 with the minimum and maximym b
thermometer. Hence the convention whereby In frop, .
and Behind, which also give us the opposition of Before 4, q
After, Future and Past, are dlagrammatlcally on the hoyi.
zontal line of right and left—in terms of the position of tp,
body (facing either right or left) f'md (-)f a progress along

wn are primarily movements frop,

- o while U and Do
the line; while UP ] scale to the other.

one extreme of the vertica he o |
This dependence of our symbolization of opposition oy

the symmetry of the body is emphasized when we consider
the oppositional requirements of such an actinian as the
star-fish. We, too, have elaborated secqndary oppositions for
the upper and lower surface, the opposite ends of a diameter,
radial opposition, etc.; but since they are not “our” surface,
“our” diameter, and “our” radius, neither our primary pro-
jections and diagrams nor our linguistic metaphors are in

these terms.
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in the opposition of

C. K. Ogden, Opposition

Ogden’s explanation of two fundamental kinds of opposition
__the cut and the scale—can lead to interesting speculations
about how we orient ourselves in the world of space and time.
Paul Klee’s notes on balance and symmetry will remind you of
what you already know if you’ve ever done any layout for a news-
paper, designed a poster, arranged furniture, decorated a store
window or tried to teach someone to ride a bicycle. Klee was one
of the most influential of modern painters. In his classes at the
Bauhaus, a center for the study of design in all the arts, he taught
the principles of motion and form by means of such exercises as
these from his Pedugogical Sketchbook which explain how Wwe
read the environment according to our bodily orientation in
time and space.

Re-cognition: Barfield’s House

Ali :

pri];;clti:}c?vieﬂ;(:tlon shows that all meaning—even of the most

measure of ‘E}ri:l —Is dependent on the possession of some
S power [the capacity to recognize significant




Once more the vertical

Why is this representation of a house
wall incorrect? It isn’t wrong logically.
The lower window openings are
closer to the eye than the upper ones,
which means they are “larger” per-
spectively. As representation of a
floor pattern, this perspective render-
ing could be easily accepted. This
icture is i
Iogically- but psychologically, becauze every cr:;tet:fgorﬁm ?rzc:;ri? pr:zit
serve his balance, insists on seeing actual verticals ;;rojected as such.

T Cx>

The tightrope walker with his Horizontality: The Horizon as
pole. Horizontality: The Horizon supposition.
as actuality.

The vertical indicates the straight path and the erect posture or the posi-
tion of the creature. The horizontal indicates his height, his horizon. Both

are completely realistic, static facts.

The scale

The tightrope walker is em-
phatically concerned about his
balance. He calculates the
! gravity on both ends. He is the

gl—é é I é ' scale.

The essence of the scale is the
crossing of perpendicular and
horizontal.

Disturbed balance and its
effect.

—-————% Correction through counter-
weight, and the resulting coun-
ter-effect.

Combination of both effects,
or diagonal cross (symmetrical
balance as restoration).
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resemblances and analogies]. Where it was wholly absent,
the entire phenomenal cosmos must be extinguished. All
sounds would fuse into one meaningless roar, all sights into
one chaotic panorama, amid which no individual objects
—mnot even color itself—would be distinguishable. Let the
reader imagine for a moment that he is standing in the
midst of a normal and familiar environment—houses, trees,
grass, sky, etc.—when, suddenly, he is deprived by some
supernatural stroke of every vestige of memory—and not
only of memory, but also of all those assimilated, forgotten
experiences which comprise his power of recognition. He
is asked to assume that, in spite of this, he still retains the
full measure of his cognitive faculty as an adult. It will ap-
pear, I think, that for the first few moments his conscious-
ness—if it can bear that name—will be deprived not merely
of all thought, but even of all perception—unless we choose
to suppose a certain unimaginable minimum, a kind of pan-
orama of various light, which he will confront with a va-
cant and uncomprehending stare. It is not merely that he will
be unable to realize that that square, red and white object is
a “house,” and to form concepts of an inside with walls and
ceilings—he will not even be able to see it as a square, red
and white object. For the most elementary distinctions of
form and color are only apprehended by us with the help
of the concepts which we have come to unite with the pure
sense-datum. And these concepts we acquire and fix, as we
grow up, with the help of words—such as square, red, ete.
On the basis of past perceptions, using language as a kind
of storehouse, we gradually build up our ideas, and it is only
these which enable us to become “conscious,” as human be-
ings, of the world around us.

Owen Barfield, Poetic Diction

The osprey dives from a greal height above a broad river
and takes off again with a fish in its talons; the boy runs after
the ball, dodging cars in the busy street, snatching it just in time
from in front of a truck. Are the two acts of the same kind? The
cat about to give birth to her first kitten looks pained and per-
plexed, but the minute the first kitten pops out, she licks it,
nudges it into place by a nipple, eats the afterbirth and gets
ready for kitten No. 2; the pianist looks over the score for a
minute or so and then plays it through without pause. Are the

two acts comparable?
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ness after ¢ainting? HOW about su_ddeply seeing that
you've been mistaken about something important? De.

seribe the experiences.
2. Look up gccounts of
or deaf since birth, are
senses. How do their exper
field imagines would happen

recognize? .
3 What role does “pecognition

your senses
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by surgical means given those
iences tally with what Bay.
if we lost the power to

,’ in Barfield’s sense, play

f science fiction? Write a recognition

scene from a chapter you could call “Galactic Roar.”
that without the power of recognition

(Barfield notes
411 sounds would fuse into a meaningless roar.”)
ds of aphasia (loss of language

4. There are certain kin
damage) in which a person can

power because of brain
recognize objects but not their names; in other forms
’

the name will be recognized but not the object. Read
Kurt Goldstein’s Human Behavior for a fascinating
account of early work in this field of psychology with

soldiers wounded in the first World War.

Forming: Langer’s “Things”

%’;lg ‘gilizszhsinse-experience is a process of formulation.
“things,” ab oit ac;gally meets our senses is not a world of
soon as’ we haveW ﬁ we are invited to discover facts a8
do so; the world 01? oliied the Hecessaly logical language to
S St e DA REERSE ia o eprple, €0 Al £
what William Jamessl LVlty to stimuli would only encounter
“a blooming, buzzin as called (in characteristic phrase)
Sense organs must g confusion.” Out of this bedlam oW
st select certain predominant forms, if they
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are to make report of things and not of mere dissolving
sensa. The eye and ear must have their logic—their “cate-
gories of understanding,” if you like the Kantian idiom, or
their “primary imagination,” in Coleridge’s version of the
same concept. An objeet is not a datum, but a form con-
strued by the sensitive and intelligent organ, a form which

is at once an experienced individual thing and a symbol for
the concept of it, for this sort of thing.

. . . Mental life begins with our mere physiological con-
stitution. A little reflection shows us that, since no experi-
ence occurs more than once, so-called “repeated” experiences
are really analogous occurrences, all fitting a form that was
abstracted on the first occasion. Familiarity is nothing but
the quality of fitting very neatly into the form of a previous
experience. I believe our ingrained habit of hypostatizing
impressions, of seeing things and not sense-data, rests on
the fact that we promptly and unconsciously abstract a
form from each sensory experience, and use this form to
conceive the experience as a whole, as a “thing.”

Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key

In the daily entries in your journal of observations, you can
begin to test the truth of Langer’s argument. Perception, which
is a process of composing, involves differentiation and selection,
amalgamation and elimination. As you describe your “thing,”
you are selecting and differentiating, saying what it reminds you
of, setting it apart from others of the same kind. You can listen
in on your own thoughts to find out how it is that what you see
becomes familiar.

Q» 1. When you are studying a
difficult passage like Langer’s, it’s a good idea to read it
straight through first. Then compare the final sentence
with the opening sentence and see if you understand
how the last one repeats the first. Then reread. Finally,
look up the words that you still can’t make sense of
(hypostatizing ?) and reread.

2 For the final sentence, is form finds form an ade-
quate “translation” ? Why or why not?

3. You know the old story of how the blind men de-
scribed the elephant: can you describe the object of
your observations in terms only of touch?
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Thus the rise in vivid experience of the Good and of the
Bad depends upon the intuition of exact forms of limitation.
Among such forms number has a chief place.

Alfred North Whitehead, Modes of Thought

Whitehead’s contention in the chapter from which this pas-
sage is taken is that, although the feelings we have about the
Good are often associated with infinitude (absence of limits), it
is our capacity to count, to move from a sense of “vague multi-
tude” to a “precise form of limitation” that allows us to suffer
and enjoy moral feelings. Enumerating and naming are vital to
the development of a specifically human moral sense.

e 1. What devices for “count-
ing”’ have you developed other than numbers? What
ways do you have of remembering license numbers and
phone numbers, etec.?

2. You probably know some counting games (e.g., “One
potato, two potato, three potato, four . . .”’). Write one
for the squirrel.

3. Argue that the need for counting might have a bio-
logical basis, as well as having moral implications.

4. Does a cat suffer the same confusion when she moves
her litter?

5. Consider the “Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe”
(“She had so many children she didn’t know what to
do...”). How is her dilemma different from the squir-
rel’s?

Thinking about Thinking: Burke’s Trout

All living organisms interpret many of the signs about
them. A trout, having snatched at a hook but having had the
good luck to escape with a rip in his jaw, may even show
by his wiliness thereafter that he can revise his ecritical
appraisals. His experience has led him to form a new judg-
ment, which we should verbalize as a nicer diserimination
between food and bait. A different kind of bait may outwit
him, if it lacks the appearances by which he happens to dis-
tinguish “jaw-ripping food.” And perhaps he passes up
many a morsel of genuine food simply because it happens to
have the characters which he, as the result of his informing
experience, has learned to take as the sign of bait. I do not
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mean to imply that the sullen fish has thought all
I mean simply that in his altered response, for 5 thig oyt
lesser period following the hOPk episode, he mangéeﬂter 01“
changed behavior that goes with a new Meanin hests. thy
more educated way of reaqlng the signs. It doeg I’mte hag .
how conscious or unconscious one chooses to i-magj matter
critical step; we need only note here the outwayg mar?‘e thig
tion of a revised judgment. . testy
Our great advantage over this sophisticated trout
seem to be that we can greatly extend the scope of thew
cal process. Man can be methodic_al in his attemptg
what the difference between bait and food might
fortunately, as Thorstein Veblen has pointed out, invent;
is the mother of necessity: the very power of Criticigmy }11011
enabled man to build up cultural structures so complex thas
still greater powers of criticism are needed befor Al
distinguish between the food-processes and bait-processe
concealed beneath his cultural tangles. His greater critica?
capacity has increased not only the range of his solutiong
but also the range of his problems. Orientation cgp g’(;
wrong. Consider, for instance, what conquest over the en-
vironment we have attained through our powers of ab-
straction, of generalization; and then consider the stupig
national or racial wars which have been fought Precisely
because these abstractions were taken for realities. No
slight critical ability is required for one to have as his deep-
est enemy a people thousands of miles away. When criticism
can do so much for us, it may have got us just to the point
where we greatly require still better criticism. Though all
organisms are critics in the sense that they interpret the
signs about them, the experimental speculative technique
made available by speech would seem to single out the human
species as the only one possessing an equipment for going
beyond the criticism of experience to a criticism of criti-
cism. We not only interpret the characters of events (man-
ifesting in our responses all the gradations of fear, appre-
hension, expectation, assurance, for which there are rough
behavioristic counterparts in animals) —we may also inter-
pret our interpretations.

Kenneth Burke, Permanence and Changé
Kenneth Burke’s disquisition on how a trout responds to

the world makes the point that it is language that enables non-
trouts to go beyond the interpretation of signs to the interpre:
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tation of interpretations. The trout lives in a world of stimuli

and responses; nontrouts live in a world of meanings. Even if it

is called “verbal behavior” in an attempt to bridge the worlds of

animal and human life, language as a mediation differs pro-
foundly from language as a system of signals. The retinal cells
act according to certain codes that are stored neurologically, but
when we look at something, when we see relationships, there are
numberless other intervening acts by which the brain/mind
transforms signals into symbols. Throughout this book there are
passages from the writings of psychologists and philosophers
about the nature and character of those transformations; for
now, what we need to note is that interpreting our interpreta-
tions is made possible because language gives us a means of mak-

ing meanings.

A 1.“No chimpanzee thinks
he thinks”: that is the poet W. H. Auden’s way of put-
ting the point about the world of meanings in which
we live. Thinking about thinking; observing your ob-
servations; interpreting our interpretations: How
would you explain these formulations?

2. What’s the difference between Kenneth Burke’s trout
and a trout in a Walt Disney animated cartoon? What

does animation mean?
3. How would you explain the difference between Morse

Code and a code of ethics?

4. Form Finds Form

When you’re faced with a blank piece of paper, what you
need in order to get started is not philosophy but a method;
nevertheless, if a method is not going to degenerate into a set of
do’s and don’t’s, it must have a philosophical foundation. A
method should be grounded in certain principles that can ac-
count for what you do when you compose. Those principles all
concern the making of meaning. Here they are in summary
form:

The composing process by which we make meanings is a
continuum. We don’t take in the world like a camera or a set of
recording devices. The mind is an agent, not a passive receiver;
experience isn’t poured into it. The active mind is a composer

and everything we respond to, we compose.




