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To Her


Sine te nihil
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Ego Ipse Habeo Facto








Introduction

Charles Lutwidge Dodgson, better known as Lewis Carroll, the author of the Alice books, was, according to legend, a shy, eccentric bachelor who taught mathematics at Christ Church, Oxford. He was said to have had a great fondness for playing with photography, mathematics, logic, and words, for writing nonsense, and for the company of little girls, particularly a little girl named Alice Pleasance Liddell (rhymes with fiddle), the daughter of Henry George Liddell, dean of Christ Church, Oxford.


Much of the Lewis Carroll legend, we now know by informed scholarship, is not true. But what is true is that Carroll, the cleric, a deacon of the Anglican Church, hence Reverend Dodgson, practiced what he preached: the Gospel of Amusement. And in that gospel, Dodgson’s passions fused into two great masterpieces of English literature, the Alice books, immortal fantasies whose fame surpasses that of all of Carroll’s colleagues at Oxford put together, then, now, and probably for all time.


What else?


If the Alice books had any “porpoise” besides entertaining little girls, it is to send you, dear reader, to the pleasures of logic and clear thinking and, as Carroll says in the introduction to Learners (1897), “to give a chance of adding a very large item to your stock of mental delights.”


What?


Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland is about logic and clear thinking? I thought it was a book for kids. You’re kidding, right?


Nope.


Are you sure?


You bet!


Carroll’s special genius lies in his ability to disguise charmingly and to charmingly disguise the gravity of his concerns by making the most playful quality of his work at the same time its didactic crux. Thus, in the case of Alice, we are dealing with a curious, complicated kind of knowledge disguised as nonsense—nonsense that combines playfulness with instructive exercises to explore the use and abuse of language, the rules of clear and crooked thinking, the nature of childhood, and the making and breaking of arguments.


Really?


Yes.


And, furthermore, it is my belief that a long-neglected and yet important aspect of Carroll’s immortal narrative, the story of Alice’s adventures in Wonderland, also raises venerable philosophical concerns about the relation of mind and body, free will, the uncertainty of knowledge, and the very nature of existence (particularly [our] human existence). The tale deals as well with the more contemporary paranoia(s) about the abuse of power, autocracy, and the futility of incessant moralizing.


Why think that?


Item 1. These concerns populated Lewis Carroll’s private life as displayed in his diary and in his letters to friends, foes, and newspapers. We know this because of the amplitude and quality of the paper trail he left. Remember, this is a guy who indexed his own diary, who for thirty years kept a record of every letter that he sent or received. (His letter register alone runs over twenty-four volumes.)


Item 2. This is a man who, for over forty years, taught mathematics and logic at Oxford. That was his job. That was his mission. And as a matter of fact, age stopped neither his momentum nor his sense of “calling.” Growing older made him more intense: Toward the end of his life, Lewis Carroll became obsessed with the idea of truth as a virtue in its own right. I suspect he even thought truth was THE VIRTUE. His lifelong gift of clear thinking and logic then crystallized into the controlling idea that his mission lay in teaching clear thinking to everyone, not just to Oxford students—not just to the girls’ high school where he volunteered to teach, but to everyone, then, now, and in the future. Symbolic Logic, his last book, was, he told his sister, his “work for God.”


O.K. That’s what I believe the Alice book is about. Let’s talk about what the Alice book is not about. Got your seat belts fastened? Are your tray tables stowed? Your seats in the upright position? Carry-on baggage properly tucked under the seat in front of you? It needs to be. Some of you are in for a rough landing when you find out what Alice is not about.



WHAT ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND IS NOT ABOUT

The Alice narrative is not about the zoo of interpretations that critics have contrived for it and for Carroll. It is not about (and I am not making this up; these things have been seriously argued) the proposition that Alice equals phallus. Alice’s tears do not represent amniotic fluid or the secret history of the Oxford Movement. “Pig and Pepper” is not about toilet training. Carroll is not a latent homosexual, an atheist, or even a faithful Anglican Christian. The narrative is not about a lot of things. In fact, the class of things that it is not about is much larger than what it is about—much, much larger. Just as (and here I am quoting the man himself) the classes of nonexistent things far exceed the classes of things that do exist.


Whoa!


Can that be right?


If the classes of nonexistent things don’t exist, how can they be larger or more numerous than those classes of things that do exist? How can nothing exceed something? See the puzzle? See the puzzle that often gets us caught up in a logical argument, especially when the argument is literally about nothing? Get the fun? Get the paradox? Get the answer?


A mental class exists in our minds even if it contains nothing. The class is about nothing, but it is itself something and because it is something it is not nothing. This may sound like a paradox, but if you sit there and stare into space for a while you will see that it is not a paradox. It is a truth.


About nothing—we shall talk about (and think about) more later. Meanwhile, what about the book, what about the book that does exist?





THE OFFICIAL HISTORY OF THE ALICE STORY

The original Alice story was told ad hoc on a rowboat on the river Thames, commissioned by the three little Liddell sisters. At their request, Carroll’s story contained the things of interest to them (and by extrapolation to other Victorian children and to all children everywhere):



	Animals

	Conversations

	Adventure

	Eating and Drinking

	A Child as Hero and Main Character

	Games—especially their favorite game



It is no accident that the featured game was the Liddells’, and particularly Alice Pleasance Liddell’s, favorite outdoor game. By extrapolation and by deep sympathetic identification, it was also Lewis Carroll’s favorite game.


Test Question 1. Name that game.


Answer 1. Croquet, of course.





MORE HISTORY

The original Alice manuscript, handwritten and illustrated by Carroll for Alice (at her request), was given to her as a Christmas present in 1863. At the time, the title was “Alice’s Adventures Underground.” That was Alice’s version. It was not the book to be published.


The tome that Carroll intended to publish, the immortal book that we and the rest of humanity were destined to get, had been already rewritten, expanded, edited, and professionally illustrated by Sir John Tenniel. Carroll changed the title from “Alice’s Adventures Underground” to “Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.” But before publication, Carroll dropped that title and inserted a new one—“Alice’s Hour in Elfland.”


Probably on the advice of Tenniel, Carroll switched the title back to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.


Yes, thank God! One wonders how many people would be reading Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (AAW) under the Elfland rubric. Not many. Certainly not me.


Where would you rather be: Wonderland or Elfland? And what would you rather have: an adventure in Wonderland or an hour with the elves in Elfland?


To keep control of his masterpiece, Carroll self-published, bringing out AAW in 1865. The pictures were poorly printed, the ink running through some pages and marring the opposite sides. Many images were burred. Tenniel asked that all the copies of this press run be recalled and destroyed. Carroll obeyed and paid to have another, better printing done. Thus, like the Cheshire Cat, AAW appeared, disappeared, and then reappeared.


In her adult years, Alice Pleasance Liddell Hargreaves sold the handwritten manuscript probably for fifteen thousand British pounds. After a long and devious passage, which I don’t care to recall, the original manuscript ended up in the British Museum. There it remains today.






DOCTOR PATTEN’S PURPOSES IN WRITING A BOOK ABOUT LOGIC AND ALICE


Porpoise 1. Although Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (AAW) is based on a profound knowledge of the rules of clear thinking, informal and formal logic, symbolic logic and human nature, I could find no chapter-by-chapter skeleton key to this great work addressed to laymen and pseudoscholars (like myself) that specifically explores those areas of information and instruction. I have, therefore, tried to produce such a skeleton key. Along the way, I have used AAW for what every Irishman loves—good talking points to illustrate some interesting philosophic topics. My hope is that this book will show that Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is more complex and much more interesting than it may seem. It is a book for children all right, but it is also a book for scholars and logicians.


Porpoise 2. For better or worse, I believe that clear thinking will help you. I want to show how modern rational empiricism uses its toolkit for such thinking. The toolkit is particularly well suited for science but also applies to a wide variety of other everyday enterprises, as illustrated in Carroll’s depiction of the activities and thoughts of Alice and her friends. What I want to emerge from our reflections is that, while there is no one tool that works best, experience by itself begets chaos in the absence of pattern recognition, memory, association, and reason. Reason by itself is pretty sterile without a database that is testable and has been tested. So the magic, as Lewis Carroll understood so well, is in the mix of reason and experience, with not too much of one or the other. That approach gives human beings the best chance of logical certainty. Logical certainty helps us understand reality, predicts what will happen, and, maybe, enables us to alter events to suit our needs. As far as we know, the first person to use this method to do some serious thinking about the nature of discovering truth was Thales of Miletus. His method (observation + thought) is still used today. Those of you who are interested in money will delight in learning how Thales predicted a bumper crop of olives, then cornered the olive press market, made a fortune, and retired early. Thales did this on a dare as a demonstration of the practical utility of clear thinking. Depending on how I feel, later on in this book I might tell you more about Thales’s market corner, the first recorded monopoly. What worked for him might work for you.


O.K. Those are my “porpoises.” But as I have not been entirely true to my “porpoises,” I should like to tell you why:


Some passages of AAW are so charming (seductive, you might say) and amusing that I could not forbear to let them enliven and color my own pages. Furthermore, I had to select and again reselect and sometimes then deselect from each chapter only a few items among the many that reside there—twisted with curiously melding nuances of implication, deep to deep.


Such selection and reselection reflects my interests and none other. My choices are organized using Carroll’s chapter titles as my chapter titles. This is much like the arrangement of that great classic by Martin Gardner, The Annotated Alice, a redaction without equal, but Gardner doesn’t cover much of the principles of logic embedded in Carroll’s entertaining story.


Wherever possible I have quoted Carroll directly. And then I have shamelessly and solipsistically discussed in extenso his heavily freighted text, its implications, and the logical and philosophical “messages” as they appeared to me.


Except for my wife, Ethel, who reminds me of this point daily, and sometimes several times daily, no one is more conscious than I of the ineptness and truncated nature of my numberless decisions on what to leave out and what to emphasize in this, my humble book-like-object.


The book you now have in your hand could have easily numbered over six hundred pages. Due to pruning and selection, it is less, much less. Nevertheless, enough is here, despite failures and omissions, to demonstrate the majestic logic of Alice and to prove, as well, its humor and its fun.






ABOUT THE FUN


Most of the fun relates to Carroll’s aperçus and his jokes, which, we will soon see are inversions or distortions of the rules of logic, plays on words, or demonstrations of the ambiguities of language. We learn that words (for many reasons soon to be exposed) are more devious and slippery than we had ever imagined.


Here we shall find regions crowded with the problems and paraphernalia of metaphysics and philosophy, with theories of knowledge and ethics. Here are superbly imaginative treatments of logical principles, the meanings of words, the functions of names, the perplexities connected with time and space, the problems of personal identity, the status of substance in relation to its qualities, the mind-body problem, shambolic childrearing, anti-Tractarianism, and famously—the ubiquitous “null set,” the set of nothing and nonexistent things. Here, thank goodness, always and forever, with Carroll reason operates in the service of imagination, not vice versa, and not without providing cool enjoyment, entertainment, and pleasure.





ABOUT THOSE ODD-BALL CHARACTERS

Part of the fun of AAW relates to those odd-ball characters. What about them? Who are they? Where did they come from? What do we make of them? What does Alice make of them?


I like to think that some of the characters that Alice meets are Oxford dons (thinly disguised and disguised thinly). They are probably men and women whom the real Alice Pleasance Liddell, Carroll’s child friend and the person for whom the book was originally made, knew and knew well. The men certainly sound like Oxford dons with their fine mastery of Socratic logic, their crushing repartee, and the disconcerting and totally unselfconscious eccentricity of their conduct. Having spent over forty years in academic life, I can assure you, dear reader, that the scholastic environment breeds, nourishes, and in most cases overnourishes gigantic egos. Prick your average professor and he will deflate by 90 percent, as most of them are mostly hot air.


From long experience Lewis Carroll knew that fact. For over forty years, he was on the academic scene at Christ Church, Oxford, where he taught mathematics and logic. Thus, we shouldn’t think it at all in any way remarkable that the adults in AAW (the Dons in disguise), despite the intellectual sophistication they represent, behave like children, indeed they often behave like naughty children.


Other characters exist for the “porpoise” of examining abuses of power, irrational thinking, and silly actions. Carroll is particularly concerned with silly actions and silly rules formulated by adults and those in control (of government and everything else who should know better).


Certain characters are there for contrast. In his article “Alice on the Stage” Lewis Carroll wrote:



And the White Rabbit, what of him? Was he framed on the “Alice” lines, or meant as a contrast? As a contrast, distinctly. For her [Alice’s] “youth,” “audacity,” “vigour,” and “swift direction of purpose,” read his (the White Rabbit’s) “elderly,” “timid,” “feeble,” and “nervously shilly-shallying,” and you will get something of what I meant him to be. I think the White Rabbit should wear spectacles. I am sure his voice should quaver, and his knees quiver, and his whole air suggest a total inability to say “Bo” [sic] to a goose!” (Note: The italics are Carroll’s. Why these five words are in italics, no one seems to know. Me neither.)







WHY IS THE WHITE RABBIT WHITE?

Who knows? But here’s a hint: According to Bryan Talbot, Alice’s father, the dean, grew up in a rectory at Boldon, about a mile from the city center. Sir Hedworth Williamson owned all the land between the bridge in the city center and Whitburn, and lived in Whitburn Hall, close to Carroll’s cousins. Carroll visited the hall at least once for a croquet game. It was Williamson who introduced white rabbits to his estate—because they made an easier target to shoot at as his eyesight failed!♥





WHITE RABBIT AND ANTHROPOMORPHISM

The White Rabbit also introduces the literary element of anthropomorphism. The rabbit’s human characteristics (vest, watch, verbally skittish nature) prepare the reader for the other anthropomorphized characters that appear later and indicate that the book is really about humans and not about animals.


Last but not least, a word about Alice. Don’t confuse the real Alice with the character. They are two different things. (I almost wrote two different persons.)


Considerable evidence adduced by Karoline Leach (author of In the Shadow of the Dreamchild) and Colin Gordon (author of Beyond the Looking-Glass) shows that Lewis Carroll lost interest in the real Alice, even coming to express dislike for her in his diaries. No one seems to know what the real Alice felt for “Mr. Dodgson” as a child, although some have filled the gap in the spirit of sentimental Alice-olatry, because they confuse “Alice” with Alice and they want and hope that the real girl loved him.





LIKE MOST CLASSICS AAW CAN BE REREAD WITH PROFIT

My prediction: The more you read AAW, the more you will like it. And the more you like it, the more you will read it. The more you read and like it, the more you will think about it; the more you will think about it, the more treasure you will find submerged in it. The more you find submerged in it, the more you will know that you will find on further reading. In fact, even laying aside the Freudian field days that we could have spent our time discussing—for instance, the deep dark significance of deep dark presumably round and moist rabbit holes and the tiny keys that open the slitlike locks of small doors that admit to beautiful fragrant gardens, and so forth—you will reach the conclusion, as I have, that AAW is a story so deep as to yield results in exegesis almost beyond belief. A really great piece of literature is like that—bottomless and topless.





AAW WAS WRITTEN AS ENTERTAINMENT FOR YOUNG VICTORIANS

Not unnaturally, I prefer to emphasize that Carroll sent Alice down the rabbit hole for the immediate pleasure of children, beginning with three small Victorians, rather than for the future benefit of a generation of Freudian or other commentators, myself included. A subsequent interest, namely, making money from this book, is clearly shown in Carroll’s diaries. Then as now, entertainment and the money motive, for better or worse, for weal or woe, often together go.





A (DISMISSIVE) WORD ABOUT FREUD AND FREUDIANS

When Carroll gaily improvised the opening chapters of AAW, sitting in the boat with his friends, the soon-to-be Canon Duckworth and the three little Liddells, Carroll did not know, poor fellow, that falling down a rabbit hole would be called a symbol of coitus, or that a little door with a curtain in front of it might be construed as a female child with a skirt. If Canon Duckworth, the Oxford fellow, had been able to enlighten him, Carroll doubtless would have collapsed in horror into the bottom of the boat. There probably would have been a grand mal seizure, and we should have had no Alice and no Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.


Freudians take note: The myth of Lewis Carroll as a pederast, sexual deviant, or pervert is just that—a myth. Relevant and adequate evidence from the diaries, the letters, and from historical fact proves that Carroll had a normal adult social life (cf. Karoline Leach).


Still overwhelming evidence shows Dodgson, although he was a church official, marched to a different drummer: He defied a High Church dictum and went to the theater. He fell in love with what he found there. We know this because surviving diary commentaries point to theater as a vital and passionate part of his life. He also enjoyed other “tabu” things of the time including novel reading, alcohol consumption, and the company of children, both male and female. In fact, many of the activities that he considered fun were looked down on by the Anglican Church to which he belonged.


In the winter of his days, he enjoyed the company of adult women, with many of whom he had close and intense personal relationships, many of which liaisons were dogged by scandals, probably for good reason. The history of his relationships with actress Isa Bowman, Constance Burch, Ellen Terry, and others shows Carroll’s instincts were toward loving the opposite sex, in the full meaning and sense of the term, and that love of the opposite sex was a powerful motivating force in his adult life. Of all of that, I have no doubt. It is possible to love both adult women and children. Why not? There are as many types of love as there are hearts. And he once remarked famously, “I love all children, except boys.” He said this for effect. The facts show he liked boys as well as girls and entertained and photographed both in his apartments at Oxford.


Final note to Doctor Freud:


No Sirs! The Kingdom of Nowhere is much larger than pert little Freudian minds might think. And that kingdom will not die so long as the language of Shakespeare continues to be spoken. So mark that day, July 4, 1862, annalist—mark that day, the day of the boat trip. Mark it not on the pad of the Freudian analyst, but as the ancient Romans would with a white stone.♠ July 4—a day in the history of literature as important as it is in the history of statecraft—for it was the day of the founding of the United States of America and the day of the beginning of the story of AAW.





ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND STARTS WITH A POEM

All in a golden afternoon


Full leisurely we glide;


For both our oars, with little skill,


By little arms are plied,


While little hands make vain pretence


Our wanderings to guide.


Call that day dies mirabilis (Latin: the miracle day) and note the three “littles” in the poem (lines 3, 4, and 5), representing the three little Lid-dells (in real life, Lorina Liddell, age thirteen, as prima, Alice Pleasance Liddell, age eleven, as secunda, and Edith Liddell, age eight, as tertia), playing their parts thusly:


Imperious Prima flashes forth


Her edict “to begin it”:


In gentler tones Secunda hopes


“There will be nonsense in it!”


While Tertia interrupts the tale


Not more than once a minute.






READ ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND YOURSELF


There exists, of course, no substitute for the rewarding experience of exploring AAW yourself. So please go ahead: Plunge headlong into its unexplored depths. Retrieve some treasure from the bathos of the abyss. Get a previously hidden measure of meaning for yourself. Read all of AAW. And then, when you have finished, reread it. And then, when you have finished, read certain books in addition to this one. Read books on clear thinking, logic, neuropsychology, and philosophy. And then, if you consider yourself a real scholar, tackle Carroll’s major work, The Game of Logic, solving all the problems. If you can, if you can.


This Game of Logic text, although Lewis Carroll meant it for children, is certainly not suitable for a modern child. Carroll’s approach assumed much more patience than the child of today expects to be asked for. “Mark the correct answer” is all he or she expects, where The Game of Logic begins with five pages of closely, if nicely, printed prose. The explanations of the Propositions that “Some new Cakes are nice” (the Categorical Particular Affirmative), “No new Cakes are nice” (the Categorical Universal Negative), and “All new Cakes are nice” (the Categorical Universal Affirmative) are best savored by an adult as the children are usually saying at this point, “Can’t we cut all this out and get on with the game?”


On page ten, when Carroll asks whether the Proposition “The Cake you have given me is nice” was Particular or Universal (believe it or not it is Universal as all the cake is referenced, not a particular part of it) a modern eleven-year-old couldn’t and wouldn’t see it mattered anyway. Was this a game or wasn’t it?


By page thirteen there is no more pretending that this is a game for children—well, perhaps Carroll could go on pretending, but the children cannot—Carroll starts talking in algebraic symbols. And not only are these totally devoid of interest for children, they are TOO DIFFICULT even for most modern adults. Thus Carroll’s book The Game of Logic swims out of the ken of all but the chosen few. If you want your ego shrunk further, take a look at Lewis Carroll’s Pillow Talk, which contains seventy-two problems that Carroll solved in his head and which he proposes as good questions for “ordinary mathematicians” to develop their powers of mental calculation! Whew! Those problems are not for the fainthearted.


Rather, I think—or rather, I hope—that the seventy-five pages of The Game of Logic and the seventy-two questions of Pillow Talk were meant for postgraduate university students or those who will have first read my other book Truth, Knowledge, or Just Plain Bull: How to Tell the Difference, a beginner’s text on practical thinking and informal logic.♦ Having worked all the problems in the game of logic myself (and the only three of Pillow Talk that I could do), I have reluctantly reached the conclusion that those books are meant in part to show up the abysmal illogic that passes for thinking in normal life. My experience also exposes the unnerving fact, mentioned, but not highlighted by Carroll, that logicians do not themselves agree on what is logical. As we shall learn at the end of chapter 12, it turns out that most products of human mental activity in this wide world, logic included, exist by fiat. All of them depend on which system you choose to believe in, which system you wish to emulate or propagate. This is sad, I know, but it also happens to be the truth, the truth that professional logicians don’t like. Sorry, pals, sometimes—nay—often, the truth hurts.


Carroll has no desire to enter into controversy with logicians who operate according to their own quite separate arrangements; that is their prerogative, no matter how little he (or we) approve, no matter what the consequences. “Let us not quarrel with them, dear Reader!” said Carroll. If Carroll wouldn’t quarrel with them, if he won’t enter the lists, should we?


There is room enough in this wide world for everyone. Let us quietly take our broader system. Here I quote Carroll directly: “If those idiots choose to shut their eyes … we can but stand aside, and let them rush upon their fate!” (By the way, note the prejudicial and biased term that Carroll uses: idiots.)


After you have finished The Game of Logic or (which is more likely) after The Game of Logic has finished with you, reread AAW again. Your pleasure (and genuine appreciation) will multiply a thousandfold.


No kidding!


While we are on the subject of reading, I can’t resist giving you one more piece of advice that you may find strange and surprising:


Read AAW at your leisure while sober. Read it again at your leisure while drunk. Sober and drunk, read it so that both the left and the right hemispheres of your brain (each of which as we have learned have different interests and different cognitive styles) can fully participate in the fun. Along the way, try to capture some of the full wit and wisdom of Lewis Carroll as I try to capture some of those splendid essences in the chapters that follow.





WHAT’S WITH THIS TALKING WHITE RABBIT?

Herman Ebbinghaus and, after him, a century of brilliant neuropsychologists have taught us that the human brain is specialized to focus its attention on whatever departs from the routine. It’s peekaboo all over again, but now in words. It is the unusual that catches our attention and keeps it. Fair seas and calm weather—blah! Who cares! It’s the trouble that interests us. The sinking of Titanic has occupied more pages of text than all the discussions of easy cruising and safe crossing ever concocted.


Yes, a story usually begins (after an interval of warm-up and descriptive scene setting) with some breach in the expected state of things, the peripeteia (according to Aristotle), the complication and conflict that gets the story going: Something goes awry, must go awry; otherwise there isn’t much to tell or talk about. And after the disturbance (to use my granddaughter Callie’s term for peripeteia—two pages into the story and Callie wants to know what’s the disturbance?), the tale considers how the characters come to terms with the problems and try to restore their homeostatic equilibrium and original status.






AS IN REAL LIFE, AAW USUALLY OPERATES ON TWO LEVELS


Usually, the story operates dually (just the way we operate in real life). We are simultaneously or alternatively in the heads of the characters and outside the heads of the characters in the real world in which they are (supposedly) functioning.


Kant holds that there are two realities: The subjective reality in our mind and the objective reality in the external world. Both are important, he says, but the external world’s reality is more important (according to him) because it exists independently of what we think of it. Admittedly, I am not in a position to pick an argument with Kant, but he is assuming that the external world exists without our thinking about it. The external world probably does exist without our thinking about it, but strictly speaking that is not proven. So what? Well, even assuming that is true, does that make the external world more important? Furthermore, Kant assumes that the internal mental world that we have cannot exist without the external world. The internal world probably needs the external physical world for existence, but strictly speaking that is not proven. Many people (neurologists like myself for instance) would argue the opposite. So what? Even assuming that is true, that the mental world does need the external world, does that in and of itself make our mental world less important? And if it is less important, to whom is it less important? And when and under what circumstances is it less important?


Lewis Carroll, from what I know of his character, would question Kant’s assumptions, demanding relevant and adequate evidence in support of the Kantian assertions. As for me, I think the external world is more important sometimes and I think our internal (mental) world is more important other times. If I want an Irish whiskey and none is available, then the external world, the reality prevents me from having a drink. If I don’t want an Irish whiskey and some is available, the internal reality prevents me from having a drink. Dig?


In the movie Hustle & Flow we get the same Kantian message that you have probably heard before: “There are two types of people. Those who talk the talk and those who walk the walk. Those who walk the walk can talk the talk, but usually they are too busy walking the walk to talk the talk.” Dig?


For exercise you might try breaking down the Hustle & Flow overgeneralization the same way I broke down the Kantian overgeneralization: Question assumptions. Demand evidence. Give counterexamples. Destroy the overgeneralization by finding the exception.


The walk is real and important, but the talk is real and important. The talk is a work of the imagination that enables us to read the world, turning facts into literary symbols, tropes that point to the complex patterns embedded in the real and that help us deal with the real realistically. The magic is in the mix of reason and experience. That’s the ticket.


By masterful manipulation we see in Alice both views of reality: a personal view of what’s happening and what’s happening itself. The magic is in the mix.





THE DISTURBANCE THAT STARTS AAW

And so we have Alice who leaves her routine (boring) riverside life to enter the extraordinary world of Wonderland. The appearance of the White Rabbit is the disturbance that changes Alice’s normal existence into something special. It channels her attention onto the plane of the unusual, the weird, the bizarre.


Shall we go with her? Shall we go see how she handles all the sudden reversals and alterations of circumstances that are thrown her way?


What do you say?


Yes?


No?


Maybe?


Don’t care?


What?


O.K.?


Really, O.K.?


Do you really want to continue?


Great!


Let’s do it!


Let’s go down the rabbit hole!


Ready?


Set?


Go!







♥ Lewis Carroll Review 36 (October 2007): 5


♠ The Romans marked a good day by putting a white stone in front of their homes. Lewis Carroll marked a good day by writing in his diary, “I mark this day with a white stone.” Carroll started his diary in 1855 and continued it until his death in 1898.


♦ Truth, Knowledge, or Just Plain Bull: How to Tell the Difference (Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004).










1

Down the Rabbit Hole

The phrase “down the rabbit hole” has become the symbol for adventure into the unknown. That is why Neo in the movie The Matrix is told to follow the White Rabbit, which he soon sees is a tattoo on a woman’s arm.

Neo’s curiosity, like that of Alice, leads him to follow the signaling woman (her arm has a White Rabbit tattoo) to the disco. From thence he goes on to meet Trinity. Thus begins Neo’s journey of enlightenment and adventure.

Which pill would you choose, the red or the blue? Is ignorance bliss? Or is the truth worth knowing, no matter what? The blue pill contains nothing and will not change Neo’s situation. The red pill has neurotrophins and lysins that will liberate Neo from the pink goop in the pink pod. The red pill will take Neo out of the (pleasant) unreal world of the Matrix and release him into the (harsh) real world of the non-Matrix.

Those of you who saw the movie may recall that Neo took the red pill. His reason: he wanted to “see how far down the rabbit hole goes.”

What? What are we talking about here? What have a rabbit hole and The Matrix to do with anything?

On the anagorical level—well, I’ll leave that to you to work out. Mystical interpretations are not my forte. And Carroll repeatedly denied that any exist in AAW. He wrote to Edith Rix, “I have a deep dread of argument on religious topics. My vew [sic] of life is, that it’s next to impossible to convince anybody of anything because one of the hardest things in the world is to convey a meaning accurately from one mind to another.”



CURIOSITY DRIVES ALICE AND THE ALICE NARRATIVE


O.K. Alice followed the rabbit down the hole for the same reason that Neo followed the rabbit tattoo, for the same reason that you are probably reading this book—(no special reason at all) just CURIOSITY and a certain bursting youthful spirit avid for mischief, adventure, and new knowledge. Recall how Alice plunged right in: “never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.”

Humans are by nature a curious lot. Our expansive sense of time and space stimulates us to ponder our place in the scheme of things. That’s what we do.

But what is curiosity? Who has it? And why? And what good is it?

The fact that you are reading this book is evidence that you are curious. In general, our species remains curious about anything and everything. Aristotle held that certain basic drives were part of human nature, among these he reckoned drives toward food, drink, sex, and knowledge. Yes, knowledge. “All men,” said Aristotle, “desire to know.” Aristotle was therefore asserting that all men are curious; they want to experience and understand. They want to know.

That’s good. I like the idea. And wouldn’t it be nice if it were true?

In a sense, curiosity is the seeking of the truth and knowledge. Truth seeking is good and normal. Most of us are curious. Most of us normally seek the truth. That’s what Aristotle implied when he said in book I of The Metaphysics: “All men by nature seek to know.”

But was he right?




ARISTOTLE WAS WRONG

Strictly speaking, Aristotle was wrong. He was wrong because the all-inclusive word “all” makes his claim overly general, simple and simplistic, and easily refuted by finding just one counterexample.

If just one man does not seek to have knowledge, then the statement “All men by nature seek to know” cannot be true. If the statement cannot be true, then it is false.

The reason that the statement would be false is that the word all means all. In the parlance of logic school and logicians, the statement “All men seek the truth” is a statement in the Universal Categorical Affirmative form (what the medieval scholastics called mood A) that entails several subaltern claims including multiple particular claims like “some men seek to know,” “many men seek to know,” “this man currently drinking his can of Bud seeks to know,” and so on, as well as the bigger and more general claim “No man seeks not to know.”

Here’s the nub and the rub: If we find one man who doesn’t seek to know, then Aristotle’s statement is proven false.

Personally I know quite a few men who don’t want to know (much about anything) and prove it every day. Whether or not most men seek to know is also debatable. If that were true, then how come most men don’t know the names of the bushes, flowers, and trees in their front yard? How come most men don’t have the foggiest idea of how their TV works or what mathematical algorithms let their computer fetch the e-mail?

Neo and Alice are different. They are not like all men. They are not like most men. They are like us, you and me. They are curious. They are curious in both senses of the word. They are curious (inquisitive and prying) to explore, learn, find out, and know. And they are curious (strange, unusual, and odd—set off from the group and the ordinary), arousing our attention and interest.

It so happens that “curious” is also the favorite word of Mr. Spock, an emotionless Vulcan, an almost purely intellectual personality on the television series Star Trek. Spock is never excited, amazed, or dreadfully afraid. He is detached, sometimes amused, and (like Alice) always curious (interested in finding out stuff) and also he is always curious (strange and unusual), especially with those long ears (or are those ears just pointy, simply appearing long?). But unlike Alice, characters like Spock and the others in Star Trek are as unbelievable as the rest of television.

What I did just then by using a word like “curious” in a single context while implying different meanings is an equivocation, something Carroll is fond of demonstrating and that is of course a classic error in thinking. For in a given context the meaning of a word must remain constant else we are likely to reach an erroneous conclusion. Here’s the classic example of this error:


All men are rational.

Women are not men.

Therefore, women are not rational.



Women not rational? That can’t be true. So where is the error?

The error is in the equivocation or double meaning of the word “men.” In the first sentence (the major premise) “men” means all humans. In the second sentence (the minor premise) “men” means the male sex. Hence, the meaning of the word “men” has changed. Therefore the conclusion cannot follow. This error was known to our ancient ancestors as the error of the fourth term because the argument contained four terms (men 1, men 2, women, rational) and not three. Cool!




SOMETIMES EQUIVOCATION IS ON PURPOSE

One famous example concerns the oracle at Delphi, the supreme court of the ancient world to which important political and military questions were often referred: “Croesus, king of Lydia and other countries, believing that these are the only real oracles in all the world, has sent you such presents as your discoveries deserved, and now inquires of you whether he shall go to war with the Persians, and if so, whether he shall strengthen himself by the forces of a confederate.”

Both the oracle at Delphi and the oracle at the shrine of Amphiaraus agreed in the tenor of their reply, which was, in each case, a prophecy that if Croesus attacked the Persians, he would destroy a mighty empire. There was also a recommendation to look and see who were the most powerful of the Greeks and to make alliance with them.

At the receipt of these oracular replies, Croesus was overjoyed. Feeling sure now that he would destroy the empire of the Persians, he attacked, leading his forces into Cappadocia, fully expecting to defeat Cyrus and destroy the empire of the Persians. In so doing, the ancients believed he had interpreted the oracles in the wrong sense. An empire was in fact destroyed. However, it was not the Persian Empire. It was his, his own empire.♣

The Delphic oracle was great at equivocation. Take for instance the prediction given to expectant parents. The question was, “Will it be a boy or a girl?” The answer was, “Boy not girl.”

This statement equivocates because “Boy, not girl” means a boy is predicted and “Boy not, girl” means a girl. Irate parents who complained that the prediction was wrong were told, next time around, to listen more carefully.




NEO AND ALICE ARE CURIOUS AND CURIOUS

When Neo and Alice don’t know something, they want to know or at least they want to try to find out. In fact, Neo and Alice both made an existential choice to find the truth. That they were able to make that choice indicated that free will exists: that choice, their choice, was an exercise of their free will.

Neo chose the red pill, proving he could choose what to take. Neo chose not to choose the blue pill, thereby proving he was free not to choose the blue. If he was free to choose and if he was free not to choose, he was free because “free to choose or free not to choose” is logically equivalent to “free.”♥ In the same way, if I tell you never speculate if you don’t have money and never speculate if you do have money, I am actually saying never speculate, as that is the logical equivalence of what I said. And, by the way, it’s good advice.




CARROLL PROVED BY TRUTH TABLE THAT FREE WILL EXISTS

f = false

t = true

Let F = free, C = choose, then (F&C)V(F&~C) ≡ F where “≡” means “is logically equivalent” and “V” equals the logical operator “or.” This “or” is the inclusive “or” meaning either one or the other or both.
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Note that in every case the truth values of F are the same as for (F&C)V(F&~C), which in symbols says free to choose or not choose, proving that the complex expression is logically equivalent to “free.”

By the same token and the same reasoning and demonstration, it can be proved that Alice was free. She was free to choose to make a daisy-chain and free to choose not to make a daisy-chain:


So she was considering, in her own mind (as well as she could, for the hot day made her feel very sleepy and stupid), whether the pleasure of making a daisy-chain would be worth the trouble of getting up and picking the daisies.



And Alice is free to choose not to follow or to choose to follow the rabbit down the rabbit hole.





FREE WILL EXISTS


Epicurus (341–279 BCE) thought that if every event is caused by other events, there can be no free will. That idea is obviously nutty. So he postulated that the atoms (following Democritus, he believed that these small units constituted the material universe) randomly “swerve” as they move through space. The random swerve, according to him, knocks out complete determinism and permits a degree of indeterminism that in turn permits free will.

The problem with indeterminism so conceived is that it seems to undermine the notion of causal responsibility. Think about this: “Alice chose to go down the rabbit hole” compared to “Alice happened to go down the rabbit hole.” The second version clearly does not involve a causal claim about choice and seems to make going down the rabbit hole more a matter of happenstance, if not chance. Well, which is it? Did she choose or did she not choose to go down the hole? Read the AAW text for the answer or read on and I will give you the answer.

Modern physics backs up Epicurus with evidence that certain events—like radioactive decay—are purely random. The concept is important because if there were no free will, there would be no responsibility for action because nothing humans do would be up to them.

This faith in human freedom despite our deterministic sciences is the first postulate of moral experience and is a key point in AAW where Alice makes so many choices. Her first choice is not to make a daisy chain and her second choice is to follow the White Rabbit down the hole. Yes, that is the answer to the aforementioned question: Alice actually chose to go down the rabbit hole.

By the by, the demonstration of Alice’s freedom also curries favor with children. If Alice is free, then the children reading AAW might also be free. If Alice has enough freedom to make choices, the kids who are reading the book, and the kids who are having the book read to them, might also have the freedom to make choices. If Alice can sit on the riverbank and “consider, in her own mind (as well as she could, for the hot day made her feel very sleepy and stupid), whether the pleasure of making a daisy-chain would be worth the trouble of getting up and picking the daisies,” so can the kids reading the book consider what they might or might not want to do.

We adults, too.

This stuff might apply to us. We might be free. If we are free to choose or free not to choose, we are free.




EVERYDAY EVIDENCE PROVES WE ARE, AT LEAST IN PART, FREE

But of course we all know that we don’t need atomic physics to prove that we have free will. We prove that we have free will every goddamn day by making the multiple choices that we make. Just the way Alice proves her freedom by making the multiple choices that she makes.

It’s true, of course, that we are not entirely free to do entirely what we want, which is to say that our choices are limited—often severely limited—by constraining reality: I can’t flap my arms and fly to the moon. To go to the moon, I need a rocket ship. There have been many days that I would have liked it to rain Irish whiskey. But alas, there was a disappointment ahead. To get a good stiff drink, I would have to go to a package store or a bar. The reality is that I would stand outside with my tongue out forever and it would never rain whiskey, neither Irish whiskey nor any other type of whiskey. Water is just about all that I can reasonably expect from rain, no more and no less.

Thus my will is not entirely free. My will is constrained by the external realities of this wide world. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), the philosopher of the 1700s who ranks with Aristotle and Plato of ancient times (the guy we took down a peg above), said the things of the world are real, but it is the job of the human mind to form and shape those realities and to give meaning to the relationships between them. And then (and this is the kicker) in so doing to alter them as much as possible for human benefit.

So …

We have free will all right: Not a whole lot of it. Not that much. Just enough—just enough of it to make life interesting. And just enough for us to change the world or get it into trouble.

Once a choice is made, it becomes a thing of the past, a past that is closed and fixed, indestructible really. Yes, the past is beyond change and fixed and indestructible such that we can’t change it. We can’t change what’s happened, as this quote from Omar the tent maker says:


LI (verse 51)

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,

Moves on: Nor all thy Piety nor Wit

Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.




Rubàiyàt of Omar Khayyàm (1048–1022)

—trans. Edward FitzGerald






THE PAST IS CLOSED AND FIXED; THE FUTURE IS OPEN AND FLUID

Once Neo takes the red pill, he can’t go back into the Matrix. Once Neo takes the red pill, he must emerge from that pink goop in that pink pod, never to return again. Once Alice heads down that rabbit hole, she can’t return again until her adventure is over.

So please remember this: The past is closed. You can’t change it. But because of free will, the future is open. The future can unfold in multiple ways. Some of those ways depend on your choices—the good, the bad, and the ugly.

Wow!

Free will allows us to direct the future. In a sense, make the future. Think about that! Making the future is a big deal—a major responsibility. Isn’t that fantastic? Are you up to it?

About free will and (no excuses) existential philosophy, more later. Meanwhile, let’s consider that Alice’s opting for adventure is human enough. It has advantages and disadvantages.




ADVANTAGES OF CURIOSITY AND THE QUEST FOR ADVENTURE

The quest for adventure led humans out of Africa to inhabit (eventually) most regions of this planet. The quest for knowledge, especially new knowledge, led to our fictive downfall in the Adam and Eve story, wherein that primal couple suffered exile from the Garden of Eden for eating (I am not making this up, as fantastical as it may sound) some kind of fruit (an apple) from the tree of knowledge. Weird, right?

Lots of stories in the Bible are weird. But they have a message behind them. Take for instance the tale of Adam and Eve. They ate the fruit of the forbidden tree, learned in the process the difference between good and evil, and suffered a big penalty. Weird, right?

But that’s the story. In a sense, the original sin is the sin of curiosity born of the desire to know things. Why did God not want humans to be fully informed about the nature of good and evil? Why God did not want humans to know things is an interesting question for which we have no intelligent answer. Yet in the very first interaction between mortals and their deity, Yahweh, female curiosity was branded as a great sin, a sin that led to the downfall of the whole human race, not just Adam and Eve, but all their children. Weird, right?

The Pandora curse (from the religion of ancient Greece and Rome) is similar: Zeus gave Pandora as a wife to the slow-witted Titan Epimetheus, and then entrusted him with a box containing the ills of the world. Disobeying her husband’s orders to leave the box untouched, Pandora opened the lid and released a collection of evil spirits, which, from that day forward, wreaked havoc on the world. In punishment for her disobedience, Zeus sentenced Pandora and all her daughters to experience difficult childbirth. If this sounds familiar, it is because it is: the first book of the Bible, Genesis, says something similar.

Pandora disobeyed the order not to open the box because she was curious. Pandora disobeyed just as Eve disobeyed. Pandora’s crime and punishment mirror Eve’s with one exception: The only thing to remain in the box was hope—Spes, solum donum deorum bonum—Hope, the only good gift of the gods. Apparently, nothing good came from the Eve thing.




CURIOSITY LEADS TO GOOD AND BAD RESULTS

The quest for knowledge, our basic curiosity, not only led to our damnation, it also led to Neil A. Armstrong’s moon walk, July 20, 1969. Where else will curiosity lead humanity? I wish I could live a thousand years to find out. But alas that doesn’t appear possible under the present constraining biological realities.

Real investigation of the unknown powered by real curiosity—real research, not fake beliefs in UFOs, psychokinesia, extrasensory perception, crystal power, intelligent design, and so forth, has led to real science. Real science had led to real control over the real world and humanity’s emergence from its self-imposed nonage. These benefits follow directly from humanity’s alleged original sin, proving that sin can result in progress. And, by the by, sin can be fun. That’s the reason many of us involve ourselves in it. That’s the reason so many of us do it—actually sin.




CURIOSITY CAN BE DANGEROUS

But sometimes going out into the unknown is dangerous. Sometimes you make a killing. Sometimes you get killed. That’s the rub. And that’s part of the excitement. Magellan never made it around the world because he got into a rather negative situation at Mactan in the Philippines and the natives ate him for dinner. Eating a human isn’t nice. Captain Cook ditto, only he was eaten by the Hawaiians.

What’s another, nonexistential, meaning of the rabbit hole?

It’s a literary device—a trick to get us into narrative time.

In plays, the house lights dim. In fairy tales, we get the immortal words “Once upon a time.” In AAW, we head down a big dark hole and enter Wonderland.

Although Carroll skips “Once upon a time,” he does, as in most forms of children’s literature, begin the actual narrative by mentioning the name of the protagonist. In the case of AAW, he starts in the classic mode with the name destined to become immortal wherever English is spoken—Alice:


Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, “and what is the use of a book,” thought Alice, “without pictures or conversations?”






LITERARY POINTS

Is Carroll puffing his own book?

Times haven’t changed. Authors puff their books. If they did not, who would? From long experience, I have found that if you don’t blow your own horn, it is unlikely to get blown. Let’s work through the syllogism:

Authors puff their books.

Lewis Carroll is an author.

Therefore, Lewis Carroll puffs his book.

Is that bad?

The appeal to children to dislike a book with no pictures or conversations and by inference to like a book, such as the one in hand, the AAW book itself, this masterpiece of children’s literature that has (not coincidentally) lots of pictures and conversations, is a blatant advertisement, transparent in its self-serving self-interest. Ought it to be dismissed out of hand? Ah, but all serious literature has to explain itself, justify its existence so to speak. That’s one of the principles of narrative and a very big topic that I don’t care to discuss.

In a sense the puff is the means by which Carroll asserts the value of his technique in creating an interesting story for children. He is suggesting that a book for children is good if, and only if, it has conversations or pictures or both.

The assertion proves that Carroll knows how to tailor his story and the expectations of his audience to further his own ends. This strategy is human enough and usually starts at an early age beginning with those sly twists that shift the blame for the spilt milk to a younger sibling, then advancing to more-sophisticated deceptions, such as, “He hit first.”

Keeping in mind that AAW was written and published specifically at the request of Carroll’s little friend, Alice Pleasance Liddell, we can, by the evidence of the nature of the book, assume that Alice wanted the following:


	The narrative to start with her name

	Lots of nonsense

	Pictures and conversations

	Animals, especially cats, of which she had four

	A child as the main character

	A child who triumphs over adults

	Fun

	Eating and drinking

	Games, particularly Alice’s favorite outdoor game—did you remember?—the game of croquet







WHAT IS THE DEEP MEANING (OR A POSSIBLE DEEP MEANING) ATTACHED TO THE RABBIT HOLE AND WONDERLAND ITSELF?


In her real world, Alice finds herself in an environment that is not fully understood by her or by us. Alice can’t appreciate why she is bored while her grown sister is engrossed in reading a book, especially when that book seems to have no pictures and no conversations. Later we will see her puzzled even more by other even weirder adults, by adult behavior, and by bizarre situations and conversations that come up in Wonderland.

Thus, Alice is a child a little lost in two worlds—the objectively real world and the subjectively real world of her dreaming mind, both of which are worlds that she does not fully understand. Her situation reflects in the microcosm what we (adults and children) experience, more or less, in our everyday lives. We have to deal with the objectively real world and we have to deal with the subjectively real world that exists inside our heads, neither of which we fully understand. That concept is one of Carroll’s main points. But his point aside, let’s look at Alice’s thinking because in this opening statement Carroll is showing us the baseline standard of Alice’s thinking from which we will measure her progress or lack of progress. At the same time, Carroll is showing us more points in logic and clear thinking than Liz Taylor and Zsa Zsa Gabor have husbands combined.




REFLECTING THE WAY CLEAR THINKING WAS TAUGHT THEN AND IS TAUGHT NOW

The classic way to demonstrate clear thinking in Victorian times and the classic way to teach clear thinking at present is by the demonstration of fuzzy thinking. The teacher shows what is wrong and, by that demonstration, implies what might be right.

In that classic mode, in the very first paragraph of AAW (quoted above), Carroll demonstrates elements of clear thinking by illustrating Alice’s defective version.




TYPES OF DEFECTIVE THINKING ILLUSTRATED IN THE OPENING PARAGRAPH OF ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND


	Begging the question

	Unwarranted or unsupported assumption

	Overgeneralization

	Partial selection of evidence

	Neglect of opposing or contradictory evidence

	Argument contrary to fact

	Simple and simplistic thinking

	Vague definition or idiosyncratic definition

	Weak sense thinking as opposed to strong sense thinking

	Circular argument

	Conclusion not justified because the premise is wrong or questionable

	Imprecision due to fatigue and boredom



Whew!

That’s a lot of freight for just one opening paragraph. But we can handle it. We can handle it the Cartesian way,♠ by breaking the problem down into small parts by reducing it to manageable size. This process is called unpacking, or reductionism.♦

This opening paragraph is there because the eminently logical Carroll put it there. He put it there, I believe, for two reasons:


	To illustrate Alice’s defective thinking

	To establish the set-point from which Alice’s thinking improves as her character arc advances with the advancing story



To explore these two matters, let’s follow the (very unsound) advice of the King of Hearts in chapter 12 of AAW: “‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said, very gravely, ‘and go on till you come to the end: then stop.’”♣




BEGGING THE QUESTION

When we assume the point in dispute and take for granted the truth of something that requires proof, we are begging the question. Alice assumes a book without pictures is bad. Thus Alice begs the question. Assumptions (including those begged) not supported by evidence are irrelevant. Therefore, a conclusion based on them is likely to be wrong. In this case, the fact is that Alice is wrong, books without pictures or conversations can be useful.




UNSUPPORTED ASSUMPTION(S) AND OVERGENERALIZATION

In her assumption, Alice overgeneralizes when she takes for granted that because she doesn’t like books without pictures, other people would not like such books either.

By the way, egocentric views of the world are not confined or restricted to little girls, as we all know. An egocentric view (one might say cat-centric view) of the universe is characteristic of my cat, P. J. Patten, and of all five of my grandchildren. But why are such egocentric views wrong?

They are wrong because egocentric views of the world tend to distort our understanding of the real situation out there in the real world. To the extent that our egos interfere with correct perception of reality, we may be led away from the truth and toward error.
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