Honors III and IV: Inhabiting Other Lives
Prof. Harvey

OVERALL SUMMARY OF COURSE
 
--We’ve looked at “other” cultures--non-middle-class, mall-hopping cultures--more or less anthropologically; to study other cultures is to make you more self-conscious about your own, and thus more self-aware.
 
--You walk around in a shell of customs, everything from how you are treated in a court of law if you transgress the law to how you relate to your body and other bodies, onto the material culture (style of clothes, architectural/domestic space) that surrounds you.
 
--That cocoon of stuff makes us feel comfortable and gives us a sense of identity.  Perhaps you are those things, or the multiple narratives you tell yourself about yourself in relation to those customs and material cultural items.
 
--You are just a vessel for Gap jean's style, Britney Spears wannabe or loathing, get-ahead/capitalist desires, the clock-ticking-away-your-life-as-you-anticipate-the-future.
 
CULTURES/TEXTS STUDIED FIRST SEMESTER
 
--Rousseau: the social philosopher who inaugurated nostalgia, for Westerners, for the “primitive” (Noble Savage) life.
 
--"Primitive” or “green” cultures (pygmies or Black Elk): immediacy of forest environment and magical powers within forest because not separated from environment via technology; less clock-time or career conscious; every day much like every other day, no written laws but social laws intensely known; no alienating gray-box world.
 
--Sioux “Younger Brother” story: try to figure out the cultural rules that make sense of this story!  Vice-versa, what are the cultural rules that make sense of Halloween?
 
--Highly ritualized or contemplative cultures (from Genji to Thousand Cranes): day-to-day world less filled with objects, but those objects are highly ritualized/reverentially regarded; pace is much, much slower than pace of U.S. today (what contemporary Japan is like is another story).
 
--Zen: you are not the objects, plans, or narrative in your head: try contemplating experience directly without filtering it.

 
--Austen, end of 18th-century: dating and career, etc. (just as today), but etiquette very fine-tuned.

 NAGEL BAT ESSAY SUMMARY
 
--Says we can’t imagine being “like” a bat
--“Bat”-ness is not reducible to behavior or anything physical
--Consciousness is a closed world of subjective experience
--However: uniqueness of consciousness of being a bat is in experience of “batness” not in being a particular bat.
--Ergo: we all share being “human” and can “understand” one another.
--Some Prof. H. bat conundrums: how does a bat understand time? does a bat think “me”? can a bat (can you?) feel pain without a “me” concept; if a bat continuously forgets pain (lacking consciousness of time, of strong memory patterns), would the pain have happened? does a slug feel pain, or is it merely a physiological response? does a slug tell narratives to itself about itself?    

THEORY OF OTHERNESS AND SUBJECTIVITY/OBJECTIVITY 
 
--When cultural otherness is presented totally objectively, in some reference-book like fashion, you learn about but don’t feel the culture.
--If there is too much of you (“I saw… I felt”), however, “you” can get in the way of seeing the culture.   The reader becomes interested in you--or distracted by you—rather than the cultural otherness.
--So, almost paradoxically, there seems to be needed a residual amount (but not too much) of you in a description of otherness to make the otherness come across to the reader.
--To put it differently: the “other” cannot exist unless there is a perspective “seeing” it.
FILMS AND OTHERNESS 
 
--The reason film is so powerful: unlike virtually any other art form, it situates “us” within the depicted realm.   We almost respond physiologically to the experience of being in that “other” realm because we are corporeally (at least thru the visual sense) within the other realm.
 
--But: the reason we remain detached, is that the “otherness” of the filmic world, the “others” in the film do not look back at us.  Our gaze is in the film world, but in another sense not in it.  Thus the passage in the article:  “The world and space of the cinema screen is something that is physically inaccessible to me. There exists an irreconcilable physical gap between what is there on the screen (where I am not) and what is here with me. The recognition of such distance largely manifests itself, presumably, in the state of disengagement or detachment that the audience assumes with respect to what is projected onto the screen. They look upon a world whose physical details are similar to those of the world we are ordinarily familiar with, but also enjoy a kind of unreality that leaves them safe in the thought that the inhabitants of the world and space they peer in on cannot reciprocate that gaze.”
 
--Now the curious thing: reality differs in that we assume there is subjectivity within the gaze of those who are “other” to us in the “real” world.
 
--But as we know from the earlier “Bat” essay: how can you really contact the “me” experience of what is outside of you?  
 
--Thus from the film essay: “One's having a mind, thus, is essentially private. However, how can I be certain of the existence of other minds, if I cannot directly access their immediate thoughts or mental life? At best, according to Descartes, I can only indirectly access other minds on the basis of behavioral criteria. (The implication here is that another's having a mind is modeled on my own mind and mental activity.)  There are also implications for the idea of cinema itself. If, for instance, literature--through the use of language--is able to access to, or provide us with insight into, the inner thoughts and lives of its characters, does this confine cinema to endlessly raising or being involved in the problem of other Cartesian minds? That is to say, if the photographic medium of cinema is said to capture the physical details of physical bodies in a material world, does this, in turning to human beings as cinematic objects, emphasize the inaccessibility of the private inner life of others? It would follow from this supposition that cinema only provides us with access to the behavioral manifestations of what is private and hidden. Perhaps more: that it commits us to a physicalist or materialist view of minds and the world.” 
 

"THE DECALOGUE" (PART ONE) by Polish director Krzysztof Kieslowski 

 
--10 50-minute films using (very, very loosely) the Ten Commandments for thematic cores.
--All characters live in a Warsaw apartment complex.
--A minor character in one will be emphasized in another segment.
--I chose because stories are about middle-class life elsewhere… ourselves as “others” as it were
--I chose because the particular story foregrounds the behavior/interiority questions we’ve seen in respect to our anthropology readings, the “Bat” essay, and the film e-text essay: the father’s computer simulates will (remember his line about computers making aesthetic decisions); the TV image of the little boy simulates the little boy, who is dead (but the TV image has no interiority, no soul, etc.).
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POLYNESIAN-AS-OTHER

--Polynesian culture has tended to be presented as either lush/sunny/sensual (the clip I showed from the Mel Gibson "The Bounty" film ... deep blue sea, frolicking natives, and so on).  Or as horrifyingly sensual--i.e. the grisly remains of Captain Cook, or fears of cannibalism in Typee.

--The native does not get to speak intelligently (all body, no mind): in Typee, their taboos do not make any sense, they speak gibberish, and to think about them too much gives one (Tommo--the Westerner) a headache. 

THRU-THE-WALL-OF-OTHERNESS

--You live with rules, some are codified in written law (the stop sign), some are manifest in authority figures (the policeman at the stop sign waiting for you to transgress the law), and some are internalized (going thru stop signs is deviant, would make you feel guilty).  Imagine what it would be like if you were obliged to obey the law not because of written law, the law of authority, or internalized law, but because of taboo law.  Imagine all of geographical and social space being saturated with rules and requirements that just ARE ... not a matter of consent or dissent (the points we made in class about the Kory-Kory being behind the jailhouse window).  Would one feel paranoid all the time? or complacent? (Kory-Kory is not unhappy in the jailhouse metaphor).  Imagine the feeling of power that would accrue about your body/body space if you had a shield of tattoo/taboo "radiation" that would astonish your enemies with genealogical (Maori, in particular) magical strength.  All those without lavish, swirling tattoos on their faces and bodies... what weaklings they are!

--The swirling, life-affirmative, multi-bodied patterns of Maori tiki or wood carvings:  try to feel them not as quaint collector pieces, but as embodying the cosmic opposites of life/death, simple/complex, abstract/biomorphic, male/female.  Imagine wearing one that was carved by your great-great-great grandfather.

OTHERNESS AFTER COLONIALISM

--Many of you saw "Once Were Warriors" as merely brutal and totally disconnected from Maori culture.  Nobody said something like, "Jake is a monster, and the gangs seem pretty silly ... but maybe having all of your ancestral land stolen from you, maybe having your entire spiritual system, which was largely based on genealogy (remember the Maori huts), eroded should be considered as well."  The fact that the dreary welfare housing the family lives in does not resemble traditional Maori dwellings, from that perspective, is exactly the point. (Obviously, this doesn't provide an apology for Jake's brutality.)   

--Imagine driving out State Road 7, west of Hollywood, where the Seminole tax-free cigarette shops are: is that a legitimate expression of Seminole culture?  Are the forms an indigenous culture takes, in the aftermath of post-colonial depredations and assimilations, "real"?  Do you care that the Bush administration is gleefully giving oil/mineral mining rights to all sorts of companies, although vast tracks of native American land will be despoiled in the process?

OTHERNESS WITHIN

--Freud requests us to ponder: to what extent is one’s self alien to one’s self?  Other lives (the unconscious) in effect inhabit you.

--You think your conscience is “you.”

--But according to Freud it is an unconscious aggression instinct recoiling inward, accusing the self, making “you” feel guilty.

--When I arrange my 400 CDs at home in a system of genre and time period, I tell myself I’m doing it so I can find the Beatles "White Album "or Chopin.

--But in fact that could be a neurotic order compulsion.

--Freud says that sexual orientation/expression gets boxed in or localized as one grows up out of infant “polymorphousness” (when the infant is just a glob of desires wanting to be satisfied, undifferentiated from Mommy.)  And then society kicks in to make only heterosexual, monogamous relationships OK.  In other words, Freud thinks “perversions” are only “perversions” from a social perspective; there are not more or less perverse boxes of identity… just boxes that are more or less likely to lead to personal happiness or social stability.

EXTREME EXPERIENCES: BEING AND SUFFERING

--Besides using psychological realism to envision what the prospect of death feels like, Tolstoy asks us too see through the façade of conventionality, of the all-too-typical-or-average life.  Ivan in all his average shallowness IS us, Tolstoy believes, except that we don’t know it until faced with extreme suffering.  Tolstoy’s story encourages us to replace affectation and conventionality with soulfulness, authenticity/sincerity, direct physical being (the servant).

--note how some version of the civilization/inauthenticity vs simplicity/directness theme runs thru a number of our readings: Rousseau, our Zen reading, Melville in Typee, Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents.
--V. Frankl asks us to believe that even during the most bleak of experiences--perhaps unimaginable when one is living the “average” bourgeois life of our chalkboard created character Mary Smith--meaning and thus life-affirmation may be found.  Unlike Tolstoy, however, the affirmation is not linked to a transcendental (Christian) mode of consolation.  

