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How To Like Everything is a utopia.


‘Utopia’ is a word invented five hundred years ago at the start of the modern age as a description of the ideal society. It’s composed of Latin parts that taken together mean ‘no place’ or ‘nowhere’. We now use the word utopia to mean an impossible dream of perfection. How To Like Everything recasts the actual world, the forever changing world we already live in, as utopia – to make the impossible possible.













1
Everything


“I am going back again, and will seek to refresh myself with the things that I then cast away for hopes of which I now see is not.” John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress: the atheist
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The Atheist’s Progress


This is a book about everything. It’s a big subject, so I’m going to start with a story and then I’m going to ask a question.


Here’s the story:


Once upon a time there was a girl, called Little Red Cape, who was wandering in a forest. The forest was full of confusions. Some were ugly and some were delightful, but they existed in such plenty that it was possible to spend every minute of your life amongst them without noticing you were getting any older. Little Red Cape knew she was lost, but she didn’t care. She was supposed to be carrying a basket of eggs to her grandmother’s house. She had been told that the way to get through the confusion of the forest was to follow the paths that had been built between the houses, like strings in a maze, to keep from getting lost; and she’d started off down the path, but she soon found it so overgrown with the forest’s confusions that she had become interested in them, and she’d dilly dallied, and that’s how she’d gone astray.


You know this story. Little Red Cape is Little Red Riding Hood, or, as they say in Holland, Rood Kapje. The original is a Grimm Brothers’ tale of warning, about the terrors of the wide world. The second part of my story is not so familiar:




There were other creatures in the forest that had different ways of living amidst all the confusion. They maintained a tight hierarchy between the members of their packs and they elaborated their lives in rituals, as when they gathered together in circles to howl at the moon. And recently they had discovered that the humans were losing the keys to the locks that kept their houses safe, and discovered that if they wanted to they could simply walk in and eat the humans up and live there themselves. Maybe they were impressed by the power that the houses manifested. Maybe they thought that by inhabiting them, they could share the humans’ power. But the fact was that the howling and the hierarchies were incorporated into domestic life; and so you could say that with this development the forest became even more confusing than ever.





So that’s the story – it’s an analogy for today’s world. Who the wolves are and who the humans are I am not yet sure; but little Red Cape is you. The forest in the story is not a labyrinth or a metaphor for the workings of your inner mind, it is a picture of a complex field. A picture of the actual world.


And here’s the question. What will you do, Little Red Cape? Will you go on searching for your grandmother’s house, with all the risks that that entails? Or will you remain out among the confusions – with all the risks that that entails?


A LITTLE WHILE AGO I suddenly had this thought: I have to get my ideas on television. I wanted to stalk the world in sharp clothes speaking to camera like all those other guys. But I soon found out that this attack of ego, this yearning for the varnish of fame, was as doomed as a night on the Big Brother tiles. I discovered that my thoughts were far too chaotic for the medium. I had hundreds of bits and pieces flying about in my head, which spewed out into my trial scripts like one damned cornucopia after another.


“Look, Paul,” said the film maker I was working with. “Keep it simple.” He was exasperated by rewrite four, which had turned out even more convoluted and baroque than rewrite three. “Are you listening to me?” He said. “Keep it simple. In a one-hour television programme you can say three things, okay? First, you say what you’re going to say. Second, you say it. And third – you say what you just said.”


Look at them! It’s true! That’s exactly what they do. They say something, say it again, and then say it a third time. So I sent the television script files to the recycle bin and changed my computer desktop background to a crazy mimetic-expressionist painting by Asger Jorn that looks like a food fight at a childrens’ party, and started on what you have here. At the time I had been reading Tom Stoppard’s play The Coast of Utopia in book form, speaking the parts to myself, imagining myself into all the characters and their clothes and their voices and exits and entrances, and as I was reading I thought that this is what all books are: they’re scripts. Writers write scripts for their readers to perform. Like an actor performing a play, when you read a book you bring something to it that only you can. When you watch television, you sit back as sceptical as a child being lectured to, only half listening to what’s said, passing notes to the others in the room and counting the hairs growing out of the teacher’s nose. When you read a book you get involved, you act; you perform what you read in the theatre of your imagination, enriched and costumed and all lit up with your own knowledge and your own memories and your entire history.


The title of this project, How to Like Everything, started out with a smaller ambition: How to Like Art. That was the pitch of the first draft of the first TV script. It all began because I wanted to pin down the confusion of contemporary art. I wanted to say that today’s art is so full of the revelations of philosophy and science that it has become criticism, and no longer art: and so full of discrimination and fury, as a consequence, that artists have to hitch their wagons to an explanation of what they do before they’ve even done anything. The explanation has become the artwork. The thing itself is a mere illustration of its own story: notoriously, the shark, the bed, the pile of bricks. This is not news to you, everyone knows it. But the question I wanted to ask was not how to know whether something was good art, not even whether it was worth the asking price - but what is art itself? Maybe even –What bloody use is it?


Now, after looking at it and talking about it, and reading French philosophy till the cows come home, and biting my nails and grinding my teeth and tossing and turning and having nightmares about it, even getting into a fist fight about it on one terrible occasion, my project has ballooned into How To Like Everything. Because now I understand that art, philosophy and science are parts of a piece – they work together. Art, Philosophy and Science are the enquiry engines of culture, our attempts to work out what the world means to us. Because the world is continuously unfolding, it needs continual reinterpretation. And the same confusions that shiver the world of art are also present in philosophy and science, threaded through all three of them like doubt is threaded through faith. For the last hundred years Science has set the pace by throwing into view the invisible forces: quantum physics, relativity, genetics and evolution. These four are the contemporary frames for understanding our world and they are all sub-perceptual. They can’t be seen or touched. I call them dark knowledge. It means that the world we experience and the world we know about are different. It’s as though the material world has taken on a metaphysical aspect. Perhaps it has always been this way. This dark knowledge we all live with occupies the territory that religion used to occupy, when philosophy, not science, is what came first.


So I’m setting out to write a sort of pilgrim’s progress, a journey through this invisible new wilderness, through the confusions arising from the clash between that re-engineered metaphysics and the mundane world. Things have been this way before: The Pilgrim’s Progress is an enduring nonconformist tract of the seventeenth century by John Bunyan, and in that, the pilgrim, named Christian, treads his path through confusion determined to find the gates of heaven and escape it altogether. Like everyone else, I used to think that a critic’s job is to clear up confusion. But now I don’t want to escape it, I want to touch it, understand it, like it; so this book’s journey is to be The Atheist’s Progress. There is an atheist in Bunyan’s work. He appears very briefly. He comes and goes in twenty lines. He encounters Christian near the end of his search at the top of a mountain and laughs out loud when he hears what the man is up to. He says that Christian is wasting his time looking for the gates of heaven and then he disappears from the book, cheerfully striding back down the mountain to immerse himself again in the complexity of the world. While the Pilgrim plods his straight and narrow way searching for clarity, the Atheist, chortling to himself, plunges back into the temptations and the confusions of life because that’s where living creatures belong.


What a great guy! Quite unlike today’s celebrity atheists. They don’t laugh at all – they are flat out angry. They rant and rage against creationists who want to teach the book of Genesis in school science. “Evolution is a scientifically proven fact!” They howl. They want to destroy everything but the truth. My atheist – Bunyan’s atheist? – is not out to destroy anything. He thinks that science is a matrix of knowledge, not of truth; that Utopia could be found in the reconciliation of the creation story with the theory of evolution; and surely, he suggests – if we teach the children everything we think as well as everything we know, they can learn to think for themselves?


The laughing atheist. He does not reason his lack of faith, but feels it. It is a matter of emotion, not reason. He believes his lack of faith. He believes in nothing, lucky man: and so finds the freedom to start to like everything.
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The World Whisperer


I am writing this in Amsterdam, Holland, the Netherlands, in an old Amsterdam canal-side house so lofty and with stairs so steep it has a crane on the top to hoist furniture up from the street and in through the huge windows. My studio overlooks the Old Church. The Dutch call it De Oude Kerk. One of Amsterdam’s ancient canals flows past the front door, its surface dark green and full of reflections. The water inches by as slowly as the hands of the church clock. Yesterday a discarded television took all morning to float past, looking like a commentary on the futility of contemporary life, if your mind is of the sort that will wander that way. The canal moves in response to Amsterdam’s complicated regime of water management, which keeps the sea outside the dikes at bay. We are living below sea level here. Global warming is not some future terror for the Dutch; the movement of the tides and the level of the sea is their continuous present. The story so far is that the Old Church has been standing over there on the other side of the canal for maybe six hundred years. It fills my window with its ancient asymmetries and wonderful colours, a picture so solid and true it pushes out doubt. And yet, where we are is also what they call the Red Light District. All around me the little streets and alleys are filled with whores. They stand at the windows in their bras and pants pouting and knocking on the glass at the tourists who throng here night and day – and at me whenever I leave the house – and at the seagulls that flock the canals, come to that. They do it at everything. In the afternoons the sun hits the west front of the church like a clapper striking a bell and the pimps stand on the corners like policemen on duty and the seagulls screech round and round looking for something to steal and the whores stand and perform their sexual mimes. The picturesque and the salacious are all mixed together in this place like an emulsion.


Which is good, I think, because I am here, in this tall, canal-side house paid for by the art school, trying to make sense of my proposition How To Like Everything; this idea that crawled out of my head maybe two years ago now and has been lying at my feet writhing like a pole dancer ever since while I try to integrate it. And maybe that word ‘emulsion’ is what I want. An emulsion is a fluid where everything is not dissolved in the water but ubiquitously mixed – the particles are held together in suspension. Maybe that’s what needs to be done. Can I call myself an emulsionist? Keep all the balls in the air at once? Something so enticing and so complicated as How To Like Everything might not integrate, might not solve – might not dissolve – after all.


“Why do you want to do this?” My Dutch friends say. They whom my wife Lola calls the Inquisition. They travel in a pack of three and ask questions non-stop. Except when they giggle. They giggle like naughty boys. “What use is it to like everything?” they giggle. “Do you like torture? Do you like bombs? It’s so hard to like everything!” Collapsing in giggles. Once I visited some American friends, she the architect, he the painter of large grey canvases of girls on the edges of nervous breakdowns. He had a huge vinyl collection, as young men all did at that moment in history, but unusually it was a widely eclectic mix of stuff – he played Ella Fitzgerald, then Bartok, then Kate Bush, then The Chemical Brothers, then Coltrane – it was lovely.


“Oh sure, I like every kind of music, music is like the ocean. It swirls around the globe and connects us all up,” he said. I couldn’t have agreed more. It was lovely! I once drove for three hours across the desolate Rannoch Moor, highlands, Scotland, UK, with my silent fifteen year old son, my eldest son now grown up and left home, listening to the heavy metal band Metallica – his choice – and I have loved that record ever since. And now it was so warm and giving in the broad ambience of this painter’s music collection, this man who liked every kind of music, that I wanted to hear it again – can we hear some Metallica? I said.


“Hell no, man, I don’t listen to that shit.”


“But, but, but…” I stuttered, completely stalled by this about face. I searched lamely, mistakenly, for some description of the band’s quality to justify my choice: “but they’re so precise!”


“And that’s all they are,” he scowled.


It’s not enough to believe in nothing. To like something you have to frame its qualities somehow – which is why, when cornered, I called Metallica ‘precise’ – but then I could have said ‘mathematical’. I could have said ‘sweaty’. A quality is only a part of the story, part of the explanation; something your mind can grab hold of. There we were arguing over Metallica, when in actuality there was no Metallica present, only a chimera of Metallica in our heads. Things – and do all atheists think that people are things, or is it just me? – things exist in the world in all their actual complexity, but a thing is only itself, not an idea but a thing: one of countless millions of things in the world. Why do we try to overcome this? Why are we so keen to simplify and rank and grade? Is it innate or is it something we laboriously learn from infanthood on?


THE DOORBELL RINGS. A Jehovah’s Witness is standing there on the doorstep in her perky mauve hat and her old fashioned suit, holding a little briefcase. She is working the red light district. A lone snowplough out after a heavy fall. She takes out a picture of planet earth taken from space and shows it to me; the blue green brown globe hanging in the blackness, swirled with clouds, incandescent with the reflected light of the sun – it’s beautiful and complex – it’s a picture of everything! Is my first thought. Everything on Earth is too small to see in that photo, but it’s all there.


Her opening question is: how can you believe something so complex and beautiful as this was not made by a greater power? In the beginning there was chaos, and then God made the world, is her story, and – she goes on –“now look, it’s full of confusion because we’ve lost our way.” She says do I have any thoughts on that? And I think this: in the beginning, the world was perfect and then god came along and changed it into something else. Or was it the devil? Can you believe in the devil and not believe in god?


“Look,” I say, “You may get me to agree that god exists. Something’s got to explain the grief and the strife. But you’ll never convince me that he created the world.” And it takes me an hour and a half to persuade her that I mean it, standing there on the doorstep while the traffic of the sinful world passed by.


And now I am swept by anxieties and doubts. I switch on the coffee machine and wait while it does its little gulps and snorts. I try to get my thoughts straight. Daylight pours through the studio window kissing every surface just as it has for two hundred years, but the grace of god it used to kiss with has turned, during that time, into a cascade of photons. The drips of coffee scud across the surface in the jug like atoms in an experiment. The percolator growls. Tiny bursts of steam escape as the water turns from liquid to gas – but has science taught us anything? Every day, we watch the sun coming up in the east and going down in the west even while knowing that what we see is the Earth going round the sun. Everyday we are at each other’s throats, locked in ancient enmities, even while knowing we are one humanity. How could life illuminated by science still be so confusing? Is it that the everyday fact of hurtling through space, hugged by the coincidence of a water-laden atmosphere, spinning towards a future when the sun itself will eventually explode, is too terrible to look at?


I stamp round the studio, my head running hot, babbling that our fear of dark knowledge is what god fearing has become. And all around us people attempt to overcome it by grasping at this and that firm thing, history, sustainability, ethnicity, gender; they strap on a bit tighter the blinkers of holy books; they gorge on sword and sorcery stories; and at the same time as they’re doing all that, they go and decode the genome and try to recreate the Higgs boson.


Suddenly, the Inquisition is here again. They burst through the door in the middle of my rant and clattered up the steep stairs and started to raid the liquor cupboard before they even sat down.


“I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like,” says one.


“I know a lot about art and I like a lot of it,” says the next.


“I know everything about art and I like everything,” says the last, and they collapse into giggles all over the floor. I stay as silent as a stoic.


They keep at it: “Why do you want to do this? What use is it to like everything? Do you like torture? Do you like bombs?”


They want Margaritas. Six shots of Tequila, distilled from cactus juice, three of Curacao liqueur with its bitter whiff of Caribbean oranges, and the juice of two limes. Plenty of ice, then a little more ice. Shake it up and pour it out.


Why do I want to like everything? I survey their beaming faces. Lit up with mock expectation and brimming with giggles. Ready to send their cocktails spluttering back into the glasses through their nostrils. And okay, I say to them holding up my hands like a burglar at bay: it is a peculiar idea. When the first seven years of our lives are spent learning to sort the wrong from the right and the good from the bad, and the rest of our time on earth actively sorting them. And when everything we do is based on discrimination and judgement, on making decisions and getting them right; when all our hopes are for a better world, when all our striving is for excellence and we value goodness as highly as breathing –speak for yourself, says the pimp on the corner, what I do is make a better world for me. The girls come in on trains from the East and I shmooze them into coming with me because believe me man I can be charming when I want to be, then I lock them up in a darkened room and hit them with wooden planks until they’re softened up and I can put them to work.


Maybe that’s it. Maybe the pimp is doing what we all do. We whack the world with planks until it softens up enough for us to change it. Why do we want to change it? Maybe we still believe the old story, in which we were cast out of paradise. Where when you’re hungry all you have to do is open your mouth and the food jumps into it. Where the ground has no hills to climb and you want for nothing. And we were cast out of that into this terrifying, hostile place, full of ice and mountains and toil: the wilderness. And we set-to whacking it back into shape. Whacking it soft, whacking it smooth. Getting it back to paradise. And we’re still doing it.


“You pussy!” say the Dutchmen. “Who do you think you are – the world whisperer?!”


They mean like horse whisperer. They are teasing me but I like the sound of it, The World Whisperer. And I tell them that if people liked everything, they wouldn’t behave like that towards the world, or towards each other. The torture and the bombs could be put back on the shelf.


“So what about disease?” They yell. “How do you like that?” And then – suddenly swerving off on a tangent –“How did Aids get started?” They stare at each other, bursting with giggles. “It was a monkey plague for years then all of a sudden it’s in the humans. How did that happen?” They are pretending to want someone to blame. Pretending not to see Aids as emergent nature, but as an invasion.


“Come on put your hand up!” they yell, as immoderately as the gutter press, laughing and pushing each other like school kids. “Who was it?! Who was it who fucked the monkey?” We laugh and laugh and laugh.


And then fall to quarrelling about the provenance of that joke. I tell them I’ve heard it at least twice before, and so the discussion transmutes: of what value is originality? Is it, like beauty and authenticity, triggered by emotion? The materialist in me says that everything is emotional, everything is authentic, beautiful and original. Every particle is a one-off. Every joke is new-every-morning. But whether that rates originality as high value or low value or the only value we cannot agree.


BACK IN ENGLAND, in the Cedars Care Home, my aged mother is sitting in a special old person’s chair with a big spring in it and a lever at the side that can raise her up to standing position. She’s five hundred kilometres away but I know she is sitting there because that’s what she does all day long, day after day. She spends her time amongst forty other oldsters with a combined age of three and a half thousand. Collectively they are as old as Stonehenge. They sit there in a circle for long hours without uttering a sound, like menhirs on the plain. I call the care home Spaceship Cedars. If I walk in there with my little boy Jackie, strange customer that he is, everyone is riveted. In spite of everything, he carries the magic branch of youth, and they love him for it. You can see it in their eyes when they look at him; yes! There is hope!


Everything is emotional because hope is. It took the sight of this happy bunch of shipwrecks in the Cedars Care Home to make me see it and now I can’t stop. When I talk to people I no longer see rational beings engaged in rational discourse, I see objects, emoting. It has made me such a deep materialist that I see everything as objects, people, dogs, trees, rocks – objects that burn with the animation of hope, each engaged in their own private miracle of being. And the things that people make, the buildings and machines, the paintings and the poems, are artificial miracles, which glow with light borrowed from their makers.


“Hey, World Whisperer,” comes a shout. And the three of them are grinning and jiggling their empty glasses at me like a bunch of monkeys.
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