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Chapter Ten (Newest)
The Way of Harmony

But we could say: The happy life 
seems to be in some sense more 
harmonious than the unhappy.  
But in what sense?








     
      Ludwig Wittgenstein

1. Reprise.  In Chapters One and Two I explored the unhappy state of moral argumentation and looked at some of the ways moral philosophers have managed to back away from what Mackie called “the moral overlay.”  The most extreme of these retreats is moral anti-realism, the complete denial of objective moral facts and values, not tolerant relativism and not baffled skepticism.  Moral anti-realism comes in two flavors, non-cognitivism and the moral error theory.  I have opted for the error theory because I believe that non-cognitivism is wrong about what we are doing when we make moral judgments.  In Chapter Three I discussed and dismissed the idea of a religious foundation for morality, and in Chapter Four secular attempts to defend objective values and obligation fared no better.  This left us with the error theory and the opportunity to make a choice between moral fictionalism and moral abolitionism.

To clarify the choice, I offered, in Chapter Five, an inventory of some of the things we lose if we abolish morality.  We lose the idea that there really is a morally right thing to do and, with it, all the theories that promise to tell us what that is—theories like egoism, utilitarianism, and the deontologies.  We also give up theories of value such as hedonism, the idea that pleasure is objectively good.   Every one of these “isms” is based on some insight, but the mistake that moralists make is to inflate these insights into theories.  We do act selfishly, but the ethical egoist moves from that fact to the theory that we all have a right, or more strangely, an obligation, to be selfish.  Utilitarians are concerned about how our actions affect others and they value human happiness or satisfaction.  Who could object to that?  But from this promising start utilitarian moralists have arrived at conclusions no sensible person could ratify.  Utilitarianism has been disputed, defended and amended for centuries—so things do get complicated; but the baroque complications only distract us from the fundamental defects of the basic idea.  I hope that what I was able to say in Chapter Five was sufficient to make it clear why any moral abolitionist would be intrigued by the prospect of getting beyond utilitarianism in particular, and, more generally, beyond all the other theories of moral obligation and objective value. 

Abolishing morality is a most unusual idea.  Until it is explained, no one can be expected to take it, or any person who is proposing it, seriously.  Even the less radical idea that there are no objective values or obligations alarms and angers people.  As a result, moralists reject, and many moral philosophers feel an obligation to refute, the various skeptical challenges to morality.  In Chapter Six, I examined some of the ways moralistically inclined philosophers try to meet the challenges of error theorists and moral abolitionists.  After replying to several poorly aimed and unimpressive criticisms of the error theory, I briefly discussed two well-known friends of nihilism, Callicles and Nietzsche.  I classified them not as error theorists or moral abolitionists, but as “immoralists” who challenge conventional morality, not morality itself.  I ended the chapter by assembling some considerations that seem to recommend moral abolitionism, and I explained my reasons for preferring that to moral fictionalism. 

Abolishing morality may not be a realistic goal for our society now, or even in the near future.  Most people are unreflective moralists who have never even considered the possibility that the moral overlay is a human invention; and of those who realize that it is, many are moral fictionalists who choose to proceed as if it is not.  Moral fictionalists think that if we did not share an admittedly mistaken belief in objective values and obligations, life would be a nightmare.  Moral abolitionists, on the other hand, suspect that morality itself is at least as much a cause of as a cure for the problems we have getting along with each other.  Unfortunately, this is not a dispute anyone knows how to resolve, but after thinking about how we have dealt with our disputes up till now, it is clear that morality is far from blameless.  

Anyone who finds himself or herself in a post-moralist state of mind will still need to deal with the usual challenges of life, so if moral values and obligations are to be abolished, what, it will be asked, can be brought in to take their place?  This is an tricky question because it is not clear what their place is or was, and because we can’t be sure that we need to bring in anything to take it.  Perhaps morality is a fifth wheel, the 101st leg of the centipede, more a problem than a solution, an invitation to an endless argument.  That is the conclusion of the moral abolitionist, indeed, my conclusion; so the goal of the final six chapters, Chapters Seven through Twelve, is to show that morality plays a smaller, and a less constructive, role in our lives than we think.  If, as I believe, there really are no objective moral truths, then morality becomes a weapon in the hands of anyone who knows how to claim the moral high ground.  

In Chapter Seven I reviewed a few morality-free suggestions about how to deal with desires and emotions.  Some extreme sages recommend their complete elimination; others favor indulging them to the greatest extent possible.  More sensible sages support limiting both their number and their intensity.  This involves calming our minds, rooting out factual errors and misconceptions, and remaining aware of what, who, and where we are.  The Buddhist aimed to achieve this with meditation and mindfulness, and Marcus Aurelius recommended silencing our assessor and doing our best to determine what is going on before our eyes, not in our imaginations.    

Desires and emotions will always play a role in our decisions, but their influence can be shaped if we can learn to adjust the many kinds of input that flow into what I called, in Chapter Eight, “our decider.”  Since our interests and values often clash, we have developed many methods to influence one another, and to raise new and misbehaving members of our groups to an acceptable level of civility.  We resort to rewards and punishments, lies, promises, sermons, stories, myths, humor, rituals, and even music.  Most of the ways we have of exerting pressure on both our friends and our foes involve language, so in Chapter Nine I emphasized both the importance and the power of words, and I offered some warnings about how easy it is to be enslaved by concepts, metaphors, simplistic explanations, and other verbal tricks and bad habits.  We saw how Sextus Empiricus, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and the Buddha proposed various therapies designed to help us free ourselves from idle metaphysical curiosity, from philosophical problems spawned by confusion about the use of language, and from much of our needless and self-inflicted suffering.


Now in Chapter Ten, fortified with a better understanding of the methods we use to lead each other around, we are ready to ask whether and how often we want to do the leading.  Shall we try to exercise more or less control, and how can we resist the control others try to exercise over us?  How manipulative, how didactic, how demanding shall we be?  It is possible that many of us would say that we need more control over our friends and family, or that society needs to institute clear and simple rules and swift harsh punishments for those who break them.  But even the least observant among us knows that many of our efforts to increase our control over others have been tragically counterproductive.  This Daoist lesson has been learned by strict parents, domineering spouses, binge dieters, and countries trying to institute planned economies or to bring about regime change by force.

2. Control and Harmony.  We can, at some risk of oversimplification, identify two strategies for confronting situations.  One says “Make a plan and follow it,” and the other says “Show up and see what happens.”  Moralists, who often believe that they know how things “ought to go,” are likely to favor the exercise of control, and sometimes they resist seeking harmony because they fear that it may only be achieved by tolerating evil.    

It is true that sometimes our only sensible option is to take control, but it is easy to be wrong about this.  We are fully aware of our own plan, which is likely to strike us as reasonable if not inspired, but we cannot see, and so cannot trust, the plans of others—if they even have plans.  We exploit metaphors like: LIVING IS CONSTRUCTING A BUILDING, and we see ourselves as the architect whose job is to encourage the others to follow our “blueprint for a better life.”  

  
The emphasis we place on morality is one indication of our fondness for control.  Not only do we want to have it our way, morality tells us that our way is the right way.  So why wouldn’t we use all the techniques there are to get people to see and do things properly?  Because of this confidence (if that is the right word), most of us are already deeply committed to planning, morality, and the use of force.  This means that if we hope to arrive at a decent blend of our active and passive tendencies, we will need to devote a little more attention to a different strategy, one that, as the Daoist might say, accomplishes more by doing less.

We can call one of these two strategies “The Way of Control” and the other “The Way of Harmony.”  Since most of us are well-versed in the way of control, the larger part of this chapter deals with the way of harmony.  I will discuss ways of incorporating more harmony into our lives, and then I will offer some exercises for anyone who wants to sample the joys of harmony.


With this done, I will turn, in Chapters Eleven and Twelve, to some of the issues that attract the attention of moral philosophers, moralists, and concerned error theorists.  We will see how moralists can be distracted by unanswerable philosophical questions and ultimately left in deadlock and confusion about everything from the lunch menu to the death penalty.  We will also see how moral abolitionists, unencumbered by error, superstition, and the need to pretend, can approach traditional problems with an open mind and an intellectually clear conscience.
3. The Way of Control.  Unless we live alone on an island, what we do and say influences others in ways we will never fully comprehend.  As we have seen, we have accumulated an arsenal of strategies for dealing with our friends and associates, who seem never to do or be exactly what we would like them to do or be.  But sometimes the harder we try to make people go along with our plans, the further they deviate from the program.  What should we do?  Everyone knows that we often fail for trying too hard, or for caring too much about success.  On the other hand, we sometimes fail for not trying or caring enough.  We need a balance, a middle way, between an active and a passive style of dealing with events.  Those attracted to a passive style are hesitant to apply force, and prefer cooperation and compromise.  Those who favor the active approach prefer to do things their way, and want others to harmonize with them.  The moralist appears to be committed to an active style by the very nature of morality.  What is the point of ranking things and going on about moral obligations if not to influence what people do?  So moralists are inherently into control, but one can indulge in the most extreme forms of domination without the moralism.  We find this in the first of three examples of the way of control. 


(a) The Legalists.  The Chinese philosopher Han Fei Zi (d. 233 B.C.) is known for having held that “awe-inspiring power can prohibit violence” and that “virtue and kindness are insufficient to end disorder.”  As I observed in Chapter Eight, he urged the emperor to grasp the “two handles” of control—punishment and reward.  “The severe household,” he said, “has no fierce slaves, but it is the affectionate mother who has spoiled sons.” (Chan [1], 253)  What one wants to say about this is: “Well, yes and no.”  The unification of China in 221 BC was accomplished by “The First Emperor of Chin” who, following Han Fei Zi’s advice, ended a civil war, established order, standardized writing and axle sizes, and smashed feudalism.  This philosophy has been called Legalism because it favored many laws, strict enforcement, and clearly defined (if brutal) penalties for disobedience.  But the Chin dynasty lasted only a dozen years, and when the emperor died, his heir was murdered and the members of his household were at each others’ throats.  They could have all used a little virtue and kindness.

The Chin Dynasty is often mentioned as the first truly totalitarian system of rule, but the emperor’s subjects took some comfort from the fact that “the mountains are high, and the emperor is far away.”  Now in China, and elsewhere, the mountains have shrunk and the “the emperor” has a listening post right down the street.  Our technology can be used to support forms of totalitarianism that only a religion with an all-knowing, all-powerful, and vindictive god might have hoped to institute.  “Big Brother” is finding it increasingly easy to watch us, but there is hope in the fact that he is also finding it increasingly difficult to hide his actions.  Not only is the pen mightier than the sword, the internet is turning out to be so as well.  

(b) Confucius and the Confucians.  Confucians had less confidence in the effectiveness of “the two handles” than the Legalists did, but they were still very interested in control.  They wanted the people to obey the li, the rules of propriety that mandated ritualistically polite behavior and many details of daily interactions, and they promoted a collection of what they considered to be virtues.  They understood that laws and punishment are not sufficient to promote those virtues, but they thought that people could be “educated” to embrace them as if they were second nature.  Their methods, which involved a lot of reading, seem non-coercive and flexible when compared with those of the Legalists, but they were as concerned as were the Legalists to shape society and to promote the more “humane” traits that they saw as ideal.
Was Confucius a moralist?  Scholars disagree, but there can be little disagreement that Mencius, his intellectual heir, was.  Mencius is known for his claim that human nature is “good,” by which he meant that if we stand back and allow people to develop naturally, they will end up with the important virtues that Confucius encouraged—often referred to by the terms ‘humanity’, ‘righteousness’, ‘propriety,’ and ‘wisdom’.  He believed that everyone’s intrinsically good heart contains “seeds” of these virtues, and that these seeds only need to be nourished.  This is as mild and non-coercive a form of moralism as we are likely to find, but it is still a form of moralism.  There seems to have been no doubt in Mencius’ mind that there is an objectively right and proper way to be, that virtuous behavior is both good and good for one, and that it ought to be encouraged.  

(c) Plato.  Plato, who was neither as cold-blooded as the Legalists, nor as optimistic as Mencius, is notorious for the amount of control he wanted to give to his rulers.  He devised a plan to educate a class of philosopher-kings who were wise enough to be trusted to employ “the medicine of the lie” when they judged it was needed for the good of the state.  For example, in matters of marriage and child-bearing, the Rulers were called upon to “administer a large dose of that medicine we spoke of earlier.” (Plato [4], 158)  Plato has Socrates prescribe a mating festival with a lottery rigged to guarantee that “there should be as many unions of the best of both sexes, and as few of the inferior, as possible.”  Only the Rulers (the philosopher kings) are to know of this ruse; “otherwise,” he says, “our herd of Guardians may become rebellious.” (Plato [4], 159)  Socrates adds that while both true and fictitious stories are to be used in education, “we shall begin our education with the fictitious kind.” (Plato [4], 68)  Other deceptive practices occur in the testing of young Guardians, and wherever the Rulers think their use is indicated.
Someone who hopes to control the behavior of others by manipulating their information is just as surely following the Way of Control as is someone who uses awe-inspiring power, psychology, or automatic weapons.  Their tools are different, but not their aim of causing others to do things they might not choose to do if they were free and informed.  In his old age, Plato seems to have totally fallen for the way of control, as is indicated in the following disturbing passage from The Laws:

The greatest principle of all is that nobody, whether male or 

female, should be without a leader.  Nor should the mind of
 
anybody be habituated to letting him do anything at all on his 

own initiative; neither out of zeal, nor even playfully.  But in 

war and in the midst of peace—to his leader he shall direct 

his eye and follow him faithfully.  And even in the smallest 

matter he should stand under leadership.  For example, 

he should get up, or move, or wash, or take his meals . . . only

if he has been told to do so.  In a word, he should teach his 

soul, by long habit, never to dream of acting independently, 

and to become utterly incapable of it.  (Plato, quoted in Popper, 7)


4. The Way of Harmony.   We like being in control and telling others what to do and how to do it.  But others enjoy controlling things as much as we do, so when there are too many fans of control at work, conflict is inevitable and harmony is the last thing on anyone’s mind.  But just as it is foolish to try for too much control, it is also a mistake to drift like a cloud.  Daoists, who speak of getting things done by wu wei, are not talking about mindless, unstructured wandering or complete inaction.  They advise us to deal with problems while they are small, or even before they arise, and to work in harmony with the forces already in motion. 

An advocate of the way of harmony knows that there are times to take control and times to yield, and that the best way to find out which is which is to understand the way things work and to get a deep appreciation of the details of whatever situation we are dealing with.  When others are involved, and they usually are, appreciating a situation includes understanding how they understand it, and how they feel about it.  This information might come after a process of collecting information and reflecting on it, or it might come in a “blink,” as Gladwell puts it. 
The Zen teacher and scholar D. T. Suzuki illustrated one of the differences between what he understood to be Eastern and Western approaches to nature by comparing two poems—one a poem by the Seventeenth Century Japanese poet Basho, and the other a verse from the Nineteenth Century British poet Alfred Tennyson.  (Suzuki, 1-3)  Basho’s poem is a 17 syllable haiku:


When I look carefully



I see the nazuna blooming



By the hedge!

Tennyson’s verse also deals with a flower:



Flower in the crannied wall,



I pluck you out of the crannies;--



Hold you here, root and all, in my hand,



Little flower—but if I could understand



What you are, root and all, and all in all,



I should know what God and man is.

Basho looks, Tennyson plucks.  Tennyson tries to understand, Basho experiences.  Suzuki says that Basho “lets an exclamation point say everything he wishes to say.” (Suzuki, 3)  Tennyson not only wants to understand the flower, he kills it in order to satisfy his epistemological lust to understand everything else, even God and man.  

Suzuki says that Tennyson exemplifies the Western mind, which is analytical, discriminating, objective, scientific, conceptual, organizing, individualistic, power-wielding, and disposed to impose its will on others.  Basho, on the other hand, represents the Eastern mind which, says Suzuki, is synthetic, nondiscriminating, subjective, non-systematic, intuitive, non-discursive, and interested in harmonious solutions to problems.  While Suzuki’s generalizations are accurate about some Westerners and some Easterners, and are well-illustrated by the two poems, the differences between the Eastern and Western “minds” are disappearing as our planet continues to shrink.  It is not East or West that determines whether people respond to flora like Basho or Tennyson, but the habits and traits they acquire as they are socialized, and those are changing faster than they ever have.  

(a) Hemispheric Specialization, Dominance, and Imperialism.  Forty years of research on split brains has provided strong support for the hypothesis of hemispheric specialization. This is the idea that the two hemispheres of the brain deal with “vastly different aspects of thought and action.” (“The Split Brain Revisited; The Hidden Mind,” Special Editions; The Scientific American, by Michael S. Gazzaniga, 1998, 2002)  The left-hemisphere is said to be logical, linear, and linguistic, the home of verbalized thought.  The right hemisphere is characterized as intuitive, holistic, and good at solving spatial and relational problems.  When researchers believed that all the important work in the brain was done by the left hemisphere, they spoke of left hemisphere dominance.  Since the left hemisphere usually controls the right side of the body, a physical manifestation of left-hemisphere dominance is right-handedness (and one of right-hemisphere dominance is left-handedness).
Much that is said in this area is speculative, and there is an overwhelming tendency to simplify and popularize.  The use of brain imaging techniques has led us to realize that the brain is more flexible than we knew, and that the way the work is divided is not as simple as we once believed.  But the meme of the split brain is still a useful metaphor, and the idea is not a complete fiction.  Whatever parts of the brain reason, logic and language light up, they are different from the areas that deal with emotion, intuition and inspiration—for what that’s worth.
Left-hemisphere dominance may be the price we pay for our linguistic and logical abilities, and as a strategy for coping, it has advantages.  But when discussions turn into arguments and arguments into debates, when we insist on explicit definitions rather than overall clarity, when we become compulsive talkers, planners, and categorizers, then left-hemisphere dominance has metamorphosed into left-hemisphere imperialism.  When that happens, our speech centers start working overtime, and we crank out chains of reasoning as if everything depended on arriving at exactly the right conclusion.  Other ways of understanding are ignored, and spontaneity is kept in check.  We become narrow and rigid victims of our own rules and words.

The fact that we find the first efforts to control excessive conceptualization and verbalization in India and China should warn us against saying that the “Eastern Mind” is inherently less dependent on words and concepts than the “Western Mind.”  If the Indians and Chinese had not started off with “monkey-minds” filled with randomly leaping thoughts and needless verbalizations, they would not have needed to invent yoga and meditation, or to have attacked conceptualization.  


 (b) Smashing Hemispheric Imperialism.  Imperialism of the left hemisphere can lock us into rigid and confining social structures, and it is particularly hard on personal relationships, which require flexibility and much non-verbal understanding.  If rigid concepts, simplistic explanations, and too much talk keep us from seeing clearly, then the remedy is to adjust our concepts, deepen our explanations, and talk less.  But how do we do that?  The Hindus, Buddhists, and Daoists solved this problem by developing various forms of meditation designed to silence our verbalization and hyper-rationalism.  One of the simplest forms of meditation is practiced by Zen Buddhists, and is called zazen.  When we “do” zazen we sit quietly and watch our breathing.  Sometime also we count our breaths in cycles of ten.  When we begin doing this our minds will (sooner rather than later) lose count and turn to other topics.  When that happens our task is to notice that it is happening and gently to turn our attention back to our breathing and counting.  Yoga, Tai Chi, and some forms of martial arts also encourage us to quiet our inner verbalization and focus our attention.

Meditation can, of course, also be called on to combat imperialism of the right hemisphere.  If our decisions are strongly influenced by emotional outbursts, irrational fears, or by intuitions and impulses that scorn our hard-won linguistic knowledge, then we need to learn to detach ourselves from them.  We can let them have their way with us, or we can learn how to watch their futile attempts to cause us to do foolish things.  In fact the best way to neutralize those fears and emotions is to make a point of observing them closely.  If we start to feel anger, lust, or anything else we might not want to feel, we can focus on the phenomenology of that feeling.  When we engage in this kind of mindfulness meditation we step back from some string of runaway thoughts and feelings to observe them, as we might have learned to do when observing our breath while practicing zazen.  


(c) Reprogramming for Harmony.  When we smash imperialism of either hemisphere, we give the other hemisphere its job back, and, at the same time we free the previously imperialistic hemisphere to focus on what it does best.  Ultimately we need to learn to restrain both the noisy verbal chatter and the uninformed intuiting and unrestrained emoting.  When it is time for logic we want logic, and when it is time for intuition we want intuition.  If a fear is groundless, we want that to matter, but if it is the result of some correct insight, we want to be open enough to realize it.  This means that neither reason nor emotion can go to sleep because their particular talents might be required at a moment’s notice.  Just as the brain resolves the two distinct images presented by our eyes into a three-dimensional representation, something analogous happens when our linguistic and our non-linguistic understanding coalesce into a comprehensive vision beyond, but not without, words.
Even a little progress in quieting our minds can help us get started on the road to a harmonious and, if Wittgenstein is right, a happy life.  In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna told his devotees that by worshiping him and calling on him by name they could secure his presence in their lives and his help.  This offer provides believers with an inducement to practice a powerful meditative technique—one that produces results whether Krishna actually exists or not.  Not everyone can find or afford a decent therapist, sit in meditation for seven years, or even for twenty minutes, but anyone can repeat a name or some short phrase over and over again.  The surprising thing is that immediate benefits flow from this minimal exercise.  If we focus on and repeat Krishna’s name, or a powerful mantra (such as : "Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare.  Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare), or actually any sound at all, we will be distracted from some of our nagging thoughts and worries.  In the process we will be practicing patience and concentration.  

If we do not feel comfortable chanting or employing some technique that seems religious or Asian, we can still aim at a more harmonious life by following a simple and totally secular program to achieve a more harmonious balance of our active and passive tendencies.  

Step One—Observe.  Change only takes place in response to some irritation, some dissatisfaction, some sense that something is out of balance.  If we examine our mental states and our behavior to try to figure out what is amiss it may occur to us that we think or talk too much (or, as it might happen, too little), or that we don’t pay enough attention to what others are doing, saying or feeling, or that we are too often driven by our prejudices, desires, fears, or emotions.  

Step Two—Sign up.  If we manage to single out a foolish desire or an unwelcome habit that seems ripe for change, the usual way to get started is to take some kind of pledge.  Here we can “sign up” by admitting in clear and unequivocal words, if only to ourselves, that we are out of balance, and that we want to banish our foolish desire or break our unwelcome habit.  In this way we plant a mental flag on the desire or habit as something to be watched when it arises. 

Step Three—Observe again.  Our project is to consider how to put ourselves in a more harmonious relationship with the rest of reality.  But we can’t harmonize with reality if we don’t know where it is, or if we are out of harmony with ourselves.  We don’t have to look to the East to be told that progress depends on our ability to calm down and pay attention.  That is just common sense, but it is also the cornerstone of the Way of Harmony.  Marcus Aurelius often reminds himself to work on it:
Do away with all fancies.  Cease to be passion’s puppet.  Limit time to the present.  Learn to recognize every experience for what it is, whether it be your own or 
another’s.  .  .  .   Fix your thought closely on what is
being said, and let your mind enter fully into what is 
being done, and into what is doing it.  (Marcus Aurelius, 110)

Huangbo, whose advice about concepts we have considered, offered a Buddhist version of the same advice when he used a vivid image to encourage us not to lose control of ourselves by allowing ourselves to go beyond our original impression:

Observe things as they are and don’t pay attention to 

other people.  There are some people just like mad dogs 
barking at everything that moves, even barking when the 
wind stirs among the grass and leaves. (Blofeld [1], 54)
The message is to hold the barking and just look carefully at what is transpiring.  When anger, for example, arises, don’t bark but just quietly observe it, its causes, how it feels, how it sends streams of angry words into our mental ear, how it makes us do foolish things we later regret.  If we can keep our anger at arms length in this way, it will almost certainly weaken and lose focus.  Seen clearly, our episode of anger might even begin to appear a bit absurd, as anger often does.  As Robert Burns wrote, if we had the power “to see ourselves as others see us, it would from many a blunder free us.”

Step 4—Appreciate the Patterns.  When we have learned to see the world more calmly and clearly, and to see our anger as the optional manipulative tantrum it so often is, the next thing to do is to bring ourselves to accept the workings of the “great world-order by which all things are brought to pass.”  Suppose we have prepared for a picnic and it rains.  We can either accept the storm and, without grumbling, adapt to the new situation, or we can come to think that not only our plans, but our day, has been spoiled.  But it is our need to have the world follow our plan, not the rain, that has spoiled our day.  One who understands the Way of Harmony doesn’t worry about spoiled plans, and rarely has a spoiled day.

Step 5—Just do it.  So far we have only been talking about comprehending, accepting, and appreciating situations as they are.  Nothing yet has been said about deciding.  That happens, as I argued in Chapter Eight, in private and away from view, but the best way to prepare our decider for this work is to develop a calm and undistorted version of what is going on.  Here the analogy between life and certain of the arts practiced in the East is informative.  One of the first popular books about Zen Buddhism was Eugen Herrigel’s Zen in the Art of Archery.  As we know, the desire to do well can interfere with our performance, and so can worries, fears, and excessive deliberation and planning.  Before students of archery were even allowed to pick up a bow they were taught to be calm and to empty their minds—to breathe, to wait, and to pay attention.  When Herrigel’s teacher finally allowed him to work with a bow, he told him that
the shot will only go smoothly when it takes the archer 
himself by surprise.  It must be as if the bowstring suddenly 
cut through the thumb that held it.  You mustn't open the 
right hand on purpose. (Herrigel, 29)

On another occasion, the Master admonished the stubborn and intellectualizing Westerner with the following words:

“The right art,” cried the Master, “is purposeless, aimless!  
The more obstinately you try to learn how to shoot the 
arrow for the sake of hitting the goal, the less you will
succeed in the one and the further the other will recede.  


What stands in your way is that you have a much too willful 
will.  You think that what you do not do yourself does not 


happen.” (Herrigel, 31)

With a “too willful will” we fail for trying too much, too hard, or too soon.  We may try too hard because we think success matters more than it does, or try too much or too soon because we overestimate our resources, support, or the wisdom of our strategy.  If we “look carefully” we are less likely to make these mistakes, and less likely to make inflexible or unrealistic demands on ourselves and others.  If we do our part, which is to prepare our decider with unbiased and accurate information and to get our desires and emotions under control, we are likely to be satisfied with the decisions that we find ourselves making.
6. Exercises in Harmony.  A good way to examine the Way of Harmony is to try it.  Even someone addicted to control can let go briefly, just to see how it feels.  Here you will find a few exercises anyone can perform to experience a taste of harmony.  Most of them involve getting calm, looking carefully, letting go, being indiscriminately friendly, and welcoming the contribution of the remainder of the universe.



(a) Weather.  We have absolutely no control over the weather, so we might as well learn how to harmonize with it.  Our first exercise, call it a warm-up, is to accept the weather, whatever it is, without grumbling.  For a day, or for as long as you can, stop complaining about the cold, the heat, the rain, or the snow.  The point of the exercise is to try for a different and more welcoming, or at least a neutral, response to inconvenient (not catastrophic) weather.  If you simply go about your business and treat the cold or the heat as a natural and unavoidable feature of the situation, you may suffer from the cold or the heat, but not from your reaction to it.  

If you can attain a level of meteorological harmony that allows you to accept average “bad” weather without complaint, you can reinforce this new-found harmony by doing something pleasant that is made possible by the now welcome weather.  If your picnic was washed out by the rain, then you can read, listen to music, walk in the rain, take a nap, go to a movie, or visit your favorite mall—thanks to the rain.  Clouds really do have silver linings.


(b) Bees and Other Alarming Animals.  The first exercise set us the task of finding harmony with the weather, an aspect of inanimate nature.  With this second set of exercises we turn our attention to animate nature.  Consider bees.  Maybe bees can sense aggression or smell fear, and maybe not, but they can certainly sense a threat behind frantic attempts to swat them.  Who is more likely to get stung, someone who lashes out at every bee that comes within swinging distance, or someone who routinely ignores normal non-hostile bee behavior?

Here are the exercises: if some bee lands on your hand, just sit quietly until it has rested or wandered about a bit and then moved on.  “Bon voyage, Bee!”  I am not here recommending this as a policy for dealing with all or any insects; I am saying that if you can sit there and let that bee occupy your surface for a bit, you will both be the better for it.  It is possible that you will sense a hint of harmony, a tad of generosity, a feeling of interspecies cooperation in your brief episode of good will to the representative of the insect world.  


After achieving apiological harmony we can move on to beings more like ourselves.  There is much to be said about pets, and many questions about control and harmony arise when we are speaking of companion animals.  For our exercise, let us leave out domestic favorites like dogs, cats, and hamsters, so that we can focus on more challenging cases.  If you hate or fear snakes, spiders, bats, rats, or any of the other things that move on their own, take the trouble to learn more about them.  Watch them as they go about their business and try to adopt the attitude of a fascinated child at a museum of natural history, playing with live insects and harmless snakes.  As you learn more about the creatures you fear, the payoff comes when you start to admire rather than to despise them, and when your first impulse is no longer to kill them, and your second impulse is to wish them well.



(c) Eat your Vegetables.  Many people claim not to like vegetables, and the first president Bush is known to have said this: “I do not like broccoli.  And I haven't liked it since I was a little kid and my mother made me eat it.  And I'm President of the United States and I'm not going to eat any more broccoli.”   What Bush did not (or would not) understand was that distaste for this or that food has its causes and can often be reversed.  Long ago I didn’t like peppers, but after I decided to become less arbitrary and opinionated I gave them another chance, and I’m glad I did.   


So the exercise is to come to terms with some food you dislike.  This is not about changing your diet, or about making yourself eat bugs or monkey brains, it is about practicing harmony with food, and often with the people who share it with you.  To some carnivores, all I am saying is “give peas a chance.”


(d) Driving a Car.  On a freeway, fast-moving cars change lanes, merge, adjust to each other, and usually stay out of accidents.  When things are going smoothly the process is fascinating to observe and a delight to participate in.  We can, in this potentially dangerous situation, find trust, compromise, and real rewards in striving for harmony.  The exercise is to drive your car for a day (or even an hour) more harmoniously than usual.  Look for opportunities to yield to pedestrians and other drivers, stop for someone who wants to pull out of a parking space, let someone in your lane.  Experience the gratitude and friendly feelings of those to whom you have shown a small courtesy and then drive on, searching for another victim on which to inflict your consideration.


Once again a warning is in order.  Just as it is not wise to present a swarm of enraged killer bees with Buddhist tranquility, it may be equally unwise to try this exercise in some cities where the operative metaphor is DRIVING IS RACING rather than DRIVING IS DANCING.  The point of mentioning these exercises is to suggest simple ways to sample small episodes of harmony.  Someone who tries them under circumstances that guarantee their failure probably doesn’t want to sample harmony.



(e) Crossing 42nd Street.  It is Saturday evening and two large crowds of people face each other from the opposite sides of 42nd Street, waiting for the “walk” sign.  Even before the light changes, the two hordes launch themselves toward each other and then, miraculously, merge and swerve, speed up and slow down—old, young, male, female, couples with baby carriages, shufflers, striders, even bicyclists—and, on a good day, nobody even touches anybody else.  Everyone does what he or she must to get to the other side with an absolute minimum of contact.  


The exercise is to dive into a scene like this and notice the rapid and often graceful adjustments the participants make from second to second.  Observe small acts of kindness and deference, and observe also those who are not involved in the dance but who walk with eyes down and cell phones up.  But even these defections rarely result in collisions because those who are paying attention usually manage to swerve out of the way at the last second.  There are free riders in every walk of life.  


(f) Looking at Things from a Different Point of View.  It is one thing to take a point of view, and another thing to look at things from a point of view.  To take a point of view is to adopt a point of view, to make that point of view your point of view.  To look at things from a point of view is to take it temporarily and hypothetically.  Even atheists can look at things from the religious point of view by imagining (or remembering) themselves as believers, and then asking how they would (or did) understand and respond to events.  When we look at things from the point of view of self-interest or of some morality, we determine what the self-interested or the moral solution to a problem is.  When we look at some event from the point of view of our child, our partner, our neighbor, or our opponent, we try to imagine how they see that event, how it fits into their plans and intentions, how they feel about it.

The exercise is to look at some belief or policy from the point of view of someone who thinks differently.  Try to figure out why someone would be a vegan if you are not, support tax cuts for the wealthy or oppose gay marriage if you do not.  Perhaps it would help to ask what a well-informed, fair and eloquent representative of this belief or policy might say in its defense.  Better yet, find such a person and ask him or her.  If we can understand why people hold beliefs we reject and support policies we oppose we may develop some sympathy for their position, or at least for them.  And we may not.  


(g) Listening.  There are times when it is hard to be silent, but listening (like oratory) is a skill that can be learned.  There is much to recommend listening as a habit, but for now just consider it as an exercise.  Warm up by giving your full attention to a report on National Public Radio or to some podcast on your iPod.  Try not to drift off, start multitasking, or argue with what you hear.  Just listen.  To do this well you have to know how to be quiet, how to focus, and how to allow your thoughts to follow someone else’s train.  You will know you have succeeded when the words coming into your ears determine the structure and the content of your experience.  

When we can listen to a recorded voice without wandering off into our private thoughts, it is time to try our skill when the words are coming from human speakers, and not just from buds in our ears.  Humans are more difficult cases because as they are speaking we are often busy preparing a response to what is being said, or to what we imagine is about to be said.  To listen carefully, we must achieve a kind of emptiness, and try to process what is being said with a minimum of distortion.  Unlike the recorded sample, actual speech comes in a context that has to be taken into consideration.  The speaker is, after all, speaking to us.

The exercise starts when, upon realizing that someone is trying to tell us something, we decide to give the speaker our full attention, to determine what exactly is being said (and implied), rather than what response we need to come up with when it is (finally!) our turn to talk.  But the exercise is to listen carefully, not to become a conversational zombie.  A skillful listener will know when to listen, when to encourage the speaker with questions, and when to talk.
 

(h) Yielding and Compromising.  The Confucians have a virtue they call rang, which can be translated as deference, or yielding precedence.  This practice is a very important ingredient of any peaceful society and it needs to be encouraged from a young age.  We don't get harmony unless we can yield, for we can’t expect reality, in its animate or inanimate form, always or even often to conform to our wishes or demands.  If we can encourage deference, we will cut down on pushing and shoving, cutting in line, road rage, divorce, and homicide.  If everyone were just a little more polite than might be expected, life would go much more smoothly.  

Here the exercise is simple.  Yield.  You can start by just noticing the ways you already do this, and then try doing it more.  You don’t push others out of your way, or take up two seats on the bus when others are standing.  You hold doors open for other pedestrians in the complicated and familiar doorway dance.  We all defer and yield and regularly perform acts of micro-courtesy, so the actual exercise involves yielding on some non-trivial matter—perhaps about where or what to eat, or what show to see, or what music to listen to, or where to go for the weekend.  Against your desire, or even your better judgment, let someone have it their way, and do this with grace, appropriate enthusiasm, and support, not with sullen and grudging compliance.  More than half the time you will be pleasantly surprised at how well things go.     


(i) Giving.   The exercise is to give something away, something that you value and that you know the other person would be glad to have.  It is too easy to give away something you no longer want.  Also, it is important to give the gift without any expectation of, or desire for, reciprocity or reward.  Do not treat the gift as a bribe or as a payment in advance for loyalty or affection.  If your gift is aimed at gaining the recipient’s obedience, then you are practicing control, not harmony, and you must start the exercise all over from scratch.  If we can give someone a free gift, a gift with no strings attached, we will have managed to get a glimpse of ourselves acting without control as a motive.  Without this ability, which is the ability to let go of our concern about how things might turn out for us, harmony is difficult, if not impossible, to attain.


There are many things we might give.  We can begin with physical objects, but we can make the exercise more interesting by considering non-material gifts that people often appreciate.  Time, attention, help, respect, and consideration are all things that are usually welcome as gifts—criticism and advice, not so much.


(j) Forgiving.  Unlike giving, forgiving does not involve a transfer of goods.  Sometimes we simply say words like “I forgive you” or “Forget about it.”  This may be enough for the person seeking forgiveness, but it may also be nothing but words.  A deeper forgiveness happens when the forgiver truly lets the other person off the hook, when certain angry thoughts and feelings no longer occur.  The fully forgiven person is out of the doghouse, the former relationship can be resumed, and the forgiver can tell the forgiven one to “forget about it,” and really mean it.

The exercise, of course, is to try out the second kind of forgiveness.  Even if you aren’t able fully to forgive someone, if you make the effort perhaps you can learn what it might take to do so.  You may even learn that there are some people you can never forgive, but when you do learn this, it is worth asking yourself “Why not?”  



(k) Saying “Joy to the World” and Meaning it.  One of the kindest and most compassionate Buddhist saints, Santadeva, offered the following meditation:  


May the fearful be without fear, and those who are


 oppressed with sorrow find joy, and those who are 


anxious be free from anxiety and at peace.
The exercise is to say this and really mean it.

7. Conclusion.  Moralists, error theorists, and moral abolitionists would all say that the poorest, meanest, most ordinary person in the world has exactly the same value as any king, queen, president, pope, or media star.  This is our “moral equivalence” as rational beings, children of God, or receptacles of pleasure and pain.  For the moralist this is because humans are equally valuable, which is difficult to explain, but for the moral error theorist and the moral abolitionist it is because the idea of value has been left behind.  In either case, Nobody is better than anyone else.    

When we are prepared to recognize other people as moral (or amoral) equals, and willing to look at things from their point of view, which requires that we listen to what they are saying about their priorities and their lives, then hard problems become easy.  When this sort of consideration is mutual, hard problems disappear.


Imagine now that you have made substantial progress along the path of harmony.  Your assessor has been, if not silenced, at least quieted, your mind is steadier and calmer, you have developed a sensitivity to the circumstances of others and a greater awareness of your own inner life.  Because of these changes, you will probably get along better with others, have fewer conflicts, and less stress.  You will also be likely to cause others less grief, you will perform tasks better, and you may even have better health and a longer life.  This is not to say that anyone who moves any distance in the direction of harmony will inevitably be happier.  Sometimes, in difficult environments or unfortunate circumstances, our best efforts result in unhappiness, pain, or even death.  Everything is a risk.  But for the majority of cases, we can second Wittgenstein’s remark that the harmonious life and the happy life seem to be related, to which we can add that disharmony and unhappiness are rarely strangers.
