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PREFACE


Not Even


Claims on knowledge are not made through the banishment of uncertainty, but by venturing towards it; answers include their questions; the further you travel into the known, the closer you get to its edges.


For four years, I tried to write a book about uncertainty. It was an unwieldy and potentially endless subject. The more I came to know through my research, the more my lack of knowledge revealed itself.


Every time I entered the forecourts of a new specialism my workaday ignorance was exposed; and the more I sought uncertainty, the more I was forced to see my own life as something corralled into a conceivable and continuous wad through the habitual denial and dampening of reality in all directions.


The brain, with its particular and peculiar evolution, is fundamentally limited in its scope. It does not seem that way. But there are things we can apprehend and then things we cannot, and never will. We may sharpen our different languages, improve the accuracy of the tools with which we measure and explore, but we are always learning inwardly, conceiving more and more within the range of the conceivable. Even when looking outwards, our business is refinement; we are knocking on the inner sides of a hull. Beyond that, and forever – the unknowable.


As a poet, I am relatively familiar with these working conditions. After all, the unknowable exerting its negative presence gives rise to the sublime, which poets have always pursued deliberately. Poets are drawn to the unknowable because it is there that we might test and reckon with our machinery, to have our minds re-blown in glass. Without the unknowable there would be no poetic futile reaching; no mooning around on the platform before the castle, spoken to by ghosts; no common endeavour or homely reminder of the void in the room; no gawping at our hands just to feel the shock of our proximity to one another when finally we look up; no horizon to the event; no shoring of lines against the white space around them; no shoring of that space against the rest of the world; no maddening, soluble 4 a.m. quarry; no singing in search of the song; no sympathetic group work; no animal in the habitat of language; no poems.


Philosophers and critical theorists have documented this uncertain predicament for just as long as poets, and they have named it better, and with rigour, review and citation. It feels conceited to even defer to that greater tradition. I am not a scholar. I have read an armful of their books at best, and could not relay, recite or paraphrase what I have read. Nevertheless, I know my own thoughts are in debt. It would also be dishonest not to acknowledge that theory and philosophy have not so much changed my life, as shown it to me. I am happy to be sentimental about it. If I have anything to add, then it comes from the back of that vast peloton. The feminist epistemologies of Lorraine Code, in particular, have given me more of a sense of what it means to be person (a knower, among other knowers) than the work of perhaps any other writer, including the poets. Gratitude and deference do not cover it; but they will have to do.


If uncertainty has already been so widely accounted for elsewhere, why reinvent the wheel? The question is an accusation. And whenever it was asked of me, directly or indirectly, I did not have an answer. It was my colleague, Nell Stevens, who reminded me that




‘Reinventing the wheel’ is a pretty good description of what writers do!
And anyway, the wheel would’ve been a shit invention
if we were only allowed one of them.





And I thought, That’s true. We will always need another love poem, another death poem. Uncertainty is not going anywhere, because it is our home. I believe that. And I believe that poetry proves it too. What philosophy and theory have taught me, poetry has allowed me to reoccupy: that words and their meanings are reproduced between us; that the definition of a word arises not from its singular presence as a term but from the recession of all other terms around it, lifting it momentarily into relief, into context; that etymology is the story of a word it has already outgrown; that language does not pour out of me, but is something I have entered, and now I deflect and discover the character and shape of myself by its passing; that meaning is evidence of one’s intention to mean, but never exactly what one intends; that meaning is nothing at all without the guesswork and goodwill and hopefulness of humanity, which is eroded when we pretend the situation is otherwise; that knowledge is a remade thing and includes the knower in its making; that the making of the known carries, therefore, an attendant moral responsibility; that we should be careful in our making and remaking; that feelings exist more factually and materially than the names we might give to them; that names are inadequate and always withhold as much as they hold of a thing.


The uncertain knowledge that a poem extends to us is a beckoning home. It is certainty, reason, logic, knowing, that require all the energy, all the desperate rigging up. It is all so exhausting, this life of logical refusal. We deserve to allow ourselves to not know. So I kept going with my research, that it might provoke and tilt at the habits of reason, because I wanted to offer uncertainty to others as respite. And then I became a father.


*


Before our daughter was born, I used to imagine what fatherhood would be like. My fantasies did not include the constant work of parenthood. Or the realisation that the work will never be done. You realise round about week three or four that there is no weekend coming: there is only the child, and love and worry, today and tomorrow, for the rest of your life. I looked at my own parents and felt like a fool, like a child. I had not seen the literal hours and hours of cleaning up after me, teaching me, the years of care and patience, their kindness, their fear, their grief at my need to outgrow them, their grief at their need to never be outgrown. I suddenly saw them in terms of that work, and I felt ashamed. I didn’t know what the fuck I had been on about, that’s how I felt. And then I looked at my own child, beginning at her beginning, and it shocked me, how habitual and calcified and brutish I was by comparison. There I was, her father, continuing to produce my little life story, its tangible, workable, rolling scenario, walking around inside it like I owned the fucking place. And so, humble and shaken, I underwent an adjustment. It took a while. Perhaps two years. But at some point I stopped writing my book about uncertainty and started writing this book about uncertainty instead: a book for her, to her.


I have no general thesis about parenting. My experiences of fatherhood do not somehow transcend the particularities of my social and political world. I am straight, white, middle class, with a relatively normative gender identity; hardly a neutral position from which to make universal claims. Children are various people, and the parental relationship you have with your specific child-person is precisely particular. Even between the two parents of the same child, things are so different. I have largely excluded the experiences of Hannah, my ‘co-parent’, from this book, partly out of respect for her privacy, but mainly because it would be absurd and insulting to pretend for a second that I understand the experience or extent of the work of her motherhood. I don’t. I look up at it, like a penguin at an icebreaker vessel. I try to be useful and kind and above all to show my gratitude, and I love her.


In order to write a book about parenting and uncertainty from the point of view of a poet, I have had to find my form along the way. Not Even This is an essay, or essays, and at times it is a poem, a letter, a space for play, a space for confiding. Sometimes I lean on analogy to make connections between ideas, but not always explicitly or with a particular conclusion in mind beyond that which a metaphor situates between two things by drawing together their likenesses. Sometimes I lean more heavily on my research, and I apologise in advance to the specialists in those fields who may find my descriptions of certain phenomena to be simplistic; I have tried to honour accuracy as best I can while keeping a more general readership in mind. I have also tried to write with honesty about fatherhood, but the last three years have been very tiring, and I did not take many notes.









I.


LONG LIVE PATIENCE


You are five weeks old. You weigh about four kilograms, the same as our cat. Your vision can only draw objects into focus if they lie within forty centimetres of your face. The rest is background. Your sense of day, night, your body and what lies beyond it, is vague. I am not sure whether you are able to isolate your own voice from the rest of sound, whether your cry is something you feel that you make, or if it is suddenly just there, part of the world.


I watch your face, errantly exploring its possible positions and combinations, and I think I can see recognition taking hold. Not of me, or the room, but of yourself, being here. I know that you are already beginning to impress your memory onto the present, stopping you from existing in a constant state of spooling, endless newness. And we, as your parents, are a central part of that impression of continuity: our faces arriving above your cot and leaving again, waking, feeding, changing, sleeping, not sleeping, the light of the 4 a.m. television, muted with subtitles, the patterns of our shift work across this bleary, newborn time zone, daily ceremonies . . . these are your first worldly repetitions, the first structures by which you navigate your presence, or predict and prepare for whatever sensation comes next; in other words, your first language.




The brain is not a general-purpose device. [. . .] Human concepts and human language are not random or arbitrary; they are highly structured and limited, because of the limits and structure of the brain, the body, and the world.


– George Lakoff and Rafael E. Núñez





Your fluency in this language is absolute, because you have never known another way of measuring yourself against the passing of time. We all started off this way: a tiny pool of repetitions imposed upon the present, giving our novel lives the impression of similarity, when in truth, no one has ever been anywhere before, despite the mind’s invigilation.


Then the tiny pool floods out and deepens. We continue to draw our past into the present. But we also begin to imagine alternative versions of events. We triangulate and rerun. We edit and fantasise. And we rehearse our futures too, catastrophic or heroic, the terrible accident, the narrow escape, the mot juste, the acceptance speech . . . The outside world, various and ready, runs parallel to the creativity of our inner lives, each tramline steering the other. And somehow language mediates. Or perhaps it rescues us from meaninglessness: modulating what we feel and imagine with its concepts, its theoretical frameworks. Language lays its names over and across the present like the eastings and northings and contours of a map. It gives shape and reason, a stable sense of relativity within its system, and a relationality with the world.


By adulthood, language and reality are hard to tell apart. The tiny pool of our early repetitions has become a great wide lake of terms and laws to apply . . . there is so much language to our consciousness that we scarcely move beyond those waters, while our desires and impulses coalesce in the unknown depths and eddies, convecting in the dark: those drowned voices, hidden from memory, that rise and find us in our sleep, half remembered, rarely understood.


This will happen to you too. With your ‘highly structured and limited’ brain, you will learn like the rest of us to recognise the feeling of being as a pattern, and part of me mourns this loss for you. You’re still so beginning! The slide into a conceptual present feels so brutal. Perhaps it is the inevitability of it; as if you could live some more authentic, less moderated existence instead, and your wild, contingent, newborn way of being in the world might be preserved or protected; as if you will one day grow up and demand to know why I didn’t save you from language, this dulled, violently categorical version of being alive.


*


Three months have passed. Your world is no longer encountered as a diffuse, contingent mass of stimuli hailing you from within and without, but as a collection of things in relation to yourself. I can see already how insidiously, how without thinking, the words and symbols for these things will arrive next, as if they were not sounds and shapes that we taught you to make, over and over, but somehow part of the things themselves:




We must consider ourselves as a symbolic, semantic class of life


[. . .] the word is not the thing.


– Alfred Korzybski





Your brain, thoroughly calibrated by thousands of years of evolution to choose the efficiency and safety of finding repetition over the vulnerability of living in a world perpetually new, is readying itself for the nameable world. In time you will simply accept the limited version, its habitual roll call, and so you will reduce your reality in order to know it.




A door.


A tree.


Water.





*


Now I am wishing the days away. In such a hurry. I want to know you, and to be known by you more and more. I want you to be more arrived. Why does this part take so long? I want you to speak to me, to pass the symbols back and forth, so that it feels as if we are, yes, both here – not just here in the world, but in the world and in language simultaneously: a place where love and knowledge can be declared with a reassuring sense of ongoing permanence. I want you to meet me here, where the words are!


*


Daddy. A name. A handle. A contract. And it is a mad wish, really, to want to be named that way, because if anything I am lost in its prevalence. It is only a rain cloud to stand in. But such contracts are all we have to know one another.


*


But does language really reduce our contact with reality? All at once, in a gasp of thought, it seems only to complicate the world, to open it up to us; there is so much of it, and it takes so many different forms, with its signs and gestures and ceremonies. How miraculous that it might bring you closer to the surface of yourself and to us, bring you here to me. Every day we say it: bring her to me, give her to me, let me take her, and doesn’t language do that more than anything else? An equal miracle to being alive and witnessing another life begin is being able to make life comprehensible. It is miraculous that we possess the faculties to simplify reality for ourselves in this way.




In otherwise total darkness
there was a handle


became my hand
and I was very somewhere
when suddenly I took it.





*


Then, today, I looked at you and thought about all the repression and the burying that human beings attend to in exchange for this workable coherence within ourselves and with the world. I thought about how we burn and fuse the brain’s shorter routes to learn, how we teach ourselves with the pain that the body makes for us, its harsh replies, to expect the ground to be hard, to expect radiators, oven doors, cups of tea to be hot, to fear love and connection that might one day be lost . . . You cannot even swallow solid food yet, or deliberately drop an object . . . Your mind’s sums of reduction will also be your mode of survival; without them, where would any of us be? Not here at all.


*


I searched online to find out how far you can see. There was no average visual range given for a five-month-old baby, but I did discover that you now have the fundamentals of depth perception. You can experience distance. It makes me imagine the time when our faces must have simply bubbled up before you.


I also learned that the central visual range of the human eye is only 5 degrees, and that most of our 120 degrees of vision is peripheral. It is the eye’s narrow progress across an object that accumulates a sense of its whole, in the form of memory; we rarely see anything in one go. Most of what we ‘see’ is what we remember. I go and run the tap. What am I looking at?




We do not think real time. But we live it, because life transcends intellect.


– Henri Bergson





*




I distract myself and do not stop
to remember my clothes
are not my body, or
to listen to paintings.


Am I even in a room, or just following
its story to the next confusion
like my weight on the floor?


I want to tell you
there is a necessary loneliness
in anything unverified;


loneliness is anything unverified.
It’s 4:21 a.m. and I have taken you
to the sofa so your mother can sleep,
the television flickers blue
with the sound down
subtitles landing the story in chunks
while you shut yourself in sleep
and I am not lonely
but laying to waste
the rest of my life
over my shoulder
to be here this way
with you like a habit
like a knack or a lock
like the downturn or narrowing
on my face,
which I hardly ever check
to read, daughter,
in a line of cars at night,
or a line of thoughts preceding,
and when I do, I lie.





*


The word is not the thing, but the thing is not the thing either. Not really. Central visual range 5 degrees. Most of human experience involves sensorial foregrounding, and narrative imagination. Being is a creative act. We only have five apprehensive, sensory faculties to work with, and they are deployed with efficiency in mind, not extra-human, fundamental truth. These are not new observations:




Nothing can be known; not even this.


– Carneades of Cyrene





We live within our structures and limits and the brain is not going to evolve any time soon. Here we all are, regardless.


*


Your vulnerability overwhelms me. I’m worried all the time now. I worry about the size of this love that needs attending to. How it pushes at us. How far away we seem from each other, all three. How trapped within ourselves we are.


But I also worry that, in pursuit of a world we can know and share, in which we might articulate our love and know each other better, we must also lay so much to waste. I mean all of humankind. What if, being here according to our certain, limited terms, human beings are habitually laying so much to waste that it is compromising the sustainability of life on this planet?


What if mass-scale human cognitive and apprehensive reduction of the kind that allows us to experience reality, and each other, has outgrown the practicalities of our survival as a species?


I worry that in order to live here, where love might be felt and communicated, we too readily ignore the significance of our fundamentally limited scope as discerning agents, and that now our inherent cognitive wastefulness is existentially dangerous. Seven billion people, including you now, laying waste, all of the time, in order to know a reality according to the finite limits of the human mind; on such a scale there must surely be some great consequence to this limited, dominant version. Irreversible climate change is one: a tangible symptom of the human mind’s reductive sickness.




(only) A door.


(only) A tree.


(only) Water.





But some of us are laying more to waste than others. Some of us are so deep in our certain limited language of knowing that we have forgotten the gap between the word and the thing altogether.


Some of us refuse the unknowable, say that it is a weakness to not know. Some of us violently enforce our simplified sense of coherence upon others, in spite of the clear variety of experiences. Yes, some of us are laying more to waste. The literal, the self-evident, the obvious, the supposedly universally known . . . These are blunt objects. I’m not worried, I’m scared.


I am scared that even if significant necessary changes are made to prolong life on our planet, the brute wastefulness of knowing, structured and limited, cannot be significantly changed. Knowledge and how we make it are an inescapable feature of being here, an inevitable human tragedy:






	Horatio:


	
And let me speak to th’ yet unknowing world


How these things came about. So shall you hear


Of carnal, bloody and unnatural acts,


Of accidental judgements, casual slaughters;


Of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause;


And, in this upshot, purposes mistook









Let us say that it is not inevitable. Let us ask how we can be here less violently, prone to fewer ‘casual slaughters’. Can we know less wastefully? Maybe uncertainty can be a positive position in knowledge, like Keats’s ‘negative capability’, which he defines as




when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.





Perhaps we can unburden ourselves from the pursuit of final, absolute truths and reach for knowledge as provisional, empathetic evidence of our shared desire and effort to be here:




There probably is no absolute authority, no practice of all practices or scheme of all schemes. Yet it does not follow that conceptual schemes, practices, and paradigms are radically idiosyncratic or purely subjective. Schemes, practices, and paradigms evolve out of communal projects of inquiry. To sustain viability and authority, they must demonstrate their adequacy in enabling people to negotiate the everyday world and to cope with the decisions, problems, and puzzles they encounter daily.


– Lorraine Code





‘Decisions, problems, and puzzles’. . . you float on a raft of those – your eyes wide and bright as new pound coins, your fingers always in your mouth – but I don’t know if I am coping well. No absolute authority is to hand, for either of us. This is a communal project of enquiry and I am trying very hard to demonstrate my adequacy.


*


Poems are communal projects of enquiry. I could stick by that definition. They are useful for their particular kindness and their peculiar scrutiny. As a conceptual scheme, poetry offers uncertain knowledge, it brings complexity within reach, allows a question to reverberate the room. A poem asks you to be an imaginative and intellectual participant in its activity, rather than a passive receiver of information. A poem asks you what it means, even as it tells you. A poem is a situation of deliberate intersubjectivity in language: the offer of a meeting place, here, where we can be in uncertainty, without ‘irritable reaching’.


*




Each individual reader will fill in the gaps in his own way, thereby excluding the various other possibilities; as he reads, he will make his own decision as to how the gap is to be filled.


– Wolfgang Iser





The meaning of a text, whether literary or not, is not exact. The reader, who might even be the writer, is active in producing meaning, a process which can be spontaneous and impulsive and mysterious, and at the same time policed and regulated . . . which is all part of the ongoing process of definition. The word is not the thing, but a thing of its own: makeable, mutable, reliant on rearticulation for the credibility of its exchange. And so our exchanges are offered hopefully, with slippage and blurring in mind; so much rests on trust.


In poems, language is deployed very deliberately as an unfinished material: provisional, equivocal, interpretable, moving, with a need for mutual trust and faith implied by its symbolism or ambiguities. It is because of this uncertain unfinishedness that poetry necessitates our active role in its knowledge-making. And so poetry, as an uncertain knowledge-form, works by welcoming and drawing our daily ‘problems and puzzles’ into its orbit, reminding us that the brain is not an all-purpose device, that it is natural to be overwhelmed, that the room is always reverberant with newness and the unknowable, and that life is constantly drifting beyond our certain terms.




(only) A door.


(only) A tree.


(only) Water.





Poetry reminds us that language only works at all because we bring ourselves to bear upon it; we enter it together, hopefully, and divine each other by each other’s good faith.


I knew all this before you were born. But watching your increasing self-coherence according to the limits and structures of your brain, and watching you enter into language, into continuity, by its divisions and re-impressions, has made me value the poetic ways of knowing the world with a fresh urgency. I mean, I don’t know what the fuck is going on. I never did, but now I know I don’t. Look at you, for example. Unsolvable. I am your expert and I am dumbfounded. And that’s fine. Isn’t it? Why am I asking you? You don’t know either. But I demand your right to be in uncertainty. I demand your right to know that ‘nothing can be known; not even this’. I don’t want you to grow up scared of not knowing, but to inhabit it with acceptance, and clarity. I promise I will do my best to find uncertainty for you, and prove it both beautiful and true.


*




To question the terms of the contract of waking,
to a flooded house and intervention;


to communal projects, overwhelmed,
encountered daily, long live patience,
to know the world less violently,
less wastefully, both hands
in the blanket, and eyes in distillation,
burning up their clouds, just now latching on.
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