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	Literature is a fantastically important aspect of human life. It is not an educational “frill” nor merely a means for entertainment to pass some time. But what is it, and how does it arise in a talented author? Walker Percy’s life and work provides an excellent focus for study of this issue. Today I shall attempt just one small aspect of that topic.
	Percy was a very well-educated scientist/physician, who attended a distinguished university at Chapel Hill, and graduated from a top medical school—the College of Physicians and Surgeons at Columbia University. His bout with tuberculosis gave occasion for a two-decade self-guided education in the humanities—roughly 1940-1960. He emerged at the end of that period with an award-winning novel, The Moviegoer. Critics wisely noted that Kierkegaard and other existentialist thinkers influenced that effort. Of this there is no doubt, but it wasn't the sole factor. During those twenty years, these additional interests,
• solid preparation in science, 
• deepening religion, and 
• growing study of Charles Peirce's hypotheses about
interpretation and meaning, 

also became well established in Percy's "search" to understand human nature.
	These four focal points continued throughout his career as a writer. There is a tendency for students of his work to think that literature was the heart of his later career, while scientific studies were a feature only in early times: There is growing evidence now that this is not accurate. I want to consider an example from the later period—roughly 1980s—showing how expanding research in neuroscience reached Percy's worktable and from which he drew some encouragement for support of his hope to identify a "coupler." Then I will propose some testable hypotheses about the nature of Percy’s “coupler.” There is an excellent review of Percy’s thoughts about the coupling agency in human consciousness—what unites “body” with “mind”—in Perkins (2011, 178 f.). Her research shows that Percy sought a piece of matter—some brain tissue—to perform the requisite coupling.
	Percy stayed informed on developing research in neuroscience. For example, in The Message in the Bottle (1975) he mentioned Geschwind’s study (year, page) related to the issue. He also tracked some of the seminal articles of Nobel Laureate Eric Kandel—also from Columbia University—on the “Biology of Mind” as we can see from his annotated copies of those studies (Kandel refs). Thus, one cannot infer that Percy was seeking a coupling factor only as a writer without being aware of important developments in neuroscience.
	What is the question for which Percy’s “coupler” hypothesis is an answer? It is roughly this: What connects bodily sensations, perceptions, neurological processes so that mental phenomena appear?
	I propose that coupling does occur, but it is not between two different kinds of items—body and mind: rather, (1) such coupling occurs between two or more items of the same kind, and (2) the coupling is of the same kind. Whatever form it takes, Mind/Body dualism requires a dichotomy of two differing kinds; in the classic case of Descartes’s thinking, it is res extensa (material substance) and res cogitans (thinking substance). If one takes this dualism as a given, then one has to answer how a human being can be a combination—or coupling—of those two radically different items. 
	If Percy’s proposed material coupling entity is to perform appropriately, it will, by hypothesis, have to be, in turn, coupled to the two (or more) items it is to couple. The problem is, then, that any given material coupler proposed will, when put in action, require at least two more material couplers, and each of those additional couplers, will in turn require two more such coupling features, and so on ad infinitum. So, it appears that finding another hunk of matter to be a Percy coupler does not solve the problem but instead compounds it. Does this mean that Percy’s search for a proper coupler is to be unsuccessful? << above detail: If thing A needs a coupler to connect to thing C, one proposes thing W as the coupler between A and C; now we have A coupled to W coupled to C; but now instead of needing one thing coupler to connect A and C, we now need two additional material coupling things M and N to create A*W*C, namely A M W N C, which creates a new need for four coupling thing components to couple A with M/ & M with W/ & W with N/ & N with C; This strange result is due to the demand that each coupler be only a physical item.>>
	While the above factor seems discouraging, we can take heart because while pondering the above features, one is led to another point in Percy’s writing wherein perhaps he did solve the issue, but—one might propose—maybe he did not categorize that particular point as the “coupler solution.” I am referring to section 15 of “The Delta Factor” (Percy 1975, 39). Here is his statement, including his important footnote:

A NONLINEAR NONENERGIC
NATURAL PHENOMENON
(that is to say, a natural
phenomenon in which energy exchanges
account for some but not all
of what happens) [*]
	*I am aware of course that other phenomena can be described in a sense as nonlinear, e.g., action of a force field, gestalt perception, transactions in a neural net, etc. Yet these events lend themselves to formulations by equation and to explanatory models which discern this or that causal or statistical relationship within a structure.
	The utterance or understanding of a sentence does not so lend itself.

That is a claim that there are natural phenomena that are not exclusively causal nor material in nature. As Percy noted in the same page, Charles Peirce agreed and described this additional relational reality as Semeiosis (sign in the broad sense, that is, a triadic sign relation), which is a natural phenomenon possessing triadic relational features. For an example, consider:
A functioning weather vane (Representamen: a narrow-sense sign) indicates the direction of the wind (Object, within the semeiosis) to an observer (Interpretant within the semeiosis)—this is an example of an Indexical Semeiosis.
Percy was inclined to dismiss Peirce’s hypothesis on this point as “metaphysics”; however, that is a misreading. Peirce was a scientist who proposed as a laboratory hypothesis that semeioses were real features of the world that are open to experimental study. That is, Peirce proposed that the world was composed of existing items such as pencils and propellers as well as relational realities such as one finds in a fire-tower occupant’s call that “There is smoke at grid 13—check for a fire!” or the successful understanding of a communicated sentence.
	Maybe the key here is that Peirce’s relational realities, particularly as they can be found in semeioses, are exactly the NONLINEAR NONENERGIC NATURAL PHENOMENON (NP) Percy discussed, and NP also provides us with an answer to the question about the nature of the coupler. If so, the answer for “What is the coupler?” is:
The “What” is not an existent item such as bodily tissue; but the “What” is a Natural Phenomenon NP, specifically one or another semeiosis relation.

	Why might Percy have not come to think of NP as a resource for solving the coupler question? The footnote as cited above is revealing: He stated that actions of a field or of a neural net are nonlinear—meaning “are noncausal.” Thus he pointed to exactly the appropriate examples. A field is a law-like relational phenomenon such that items within the field relate according to the field laws. Consider the classic magnetism experiment with a bar magnet covered by a sheet of paper sprinkled with iron filings. The magnetic field is the zone around that magnet wherein the relations of the field laws control orientation of the iron particles. We have the magnet, a given particle, and field laws. Thus, the orientation of particles is a fact about those three items: magnet, iron particle(s), law. And remember that a law is more than a list of previous observations. Its generality provides reliable expectations for the future. So, a magnetic field—a relational reality—is precisely an instance of NP and is also a semeiosis in a manner analogous to weathervanes that are capable detectors of a field known as wind. This shows that physical science, both physics and biology, contain natural relational phenomena that Percy described as NP, or that Peirce described as semeioses.
	The difference between the two researchers, as we find in Symbol and Existence (S&E), is that Percy wants standard science to always be concerned with linearities, or dyadic relations only (such as causes or stimuli); so, if one finds a natural phenomenon such as semeiosis that is not completely causal—as indeed it isn’t—then for Percy it is not a part of science. A dyadic/material science was appropriate and acceptable for him. If, however, such an understanding of science were elevated to an all‑encompassing worldview that denied phenomena such as semeiosis, he regarded that elevation as inappropriate. 
	Percy’s strategy here was to deny the elevation of causal/material science, and then to seek a way to understand NP outside of the only kind of science he accepted: namely the kind that only dealt with causes and materials. (klk ref in Thief)
	But Percy has overlooked one of his own accomplishments. Suppose there are other objective natural phenomena in science besides causes and stimuli and materials. Peirce argued that science is about whatever is found to be really the case independently of arbitrary and egocentric desires. If one follows that guidance, one finds that relations of any valency are really to be found in scientific study, and that they can be studied objectively. So, science can study relations of valency one (“That object is black”), of valency two (“Fire causes smoke”), of valency three (“An electron was raised to the next energy level by an incoming photon”), of valency four (“John sold his car to the junk dealer for $5)” and so forth. It does not matter that the results of science are expressed in everyday language or in the language of mathematics and carefully drawn special terminology, nor does a mode of expression force one to think that scientific phenomena are exclusively valency two expressions.
	If this hypothesis is correct, that the coupler Percy sought is more than only a physical entity, but has also relational features that often are triadic semeioses, then what relevance might there be for literary studies? Although there is no time for it at the moment, perhaps we can foresee that poets, essayists, novelists also deal in real relations. Moreover, a successful literary art event in which a reader “takes the writer’s meaning” is also an instance of semeiosis (klk Marsh article). Because semeioses are observable realities (WP, obs a sign, MB, 192-8) then literary semeioses may also be objectively studied. In Percy's studies of Natural Phenomena as outside of his understanding of science considered only as causal/material, he did objectively discover valuable scientific features of semeioses (refs – sections in lost in c, MB, etc.) 
	Thus we may conclude that there is no need to look for a special coupler that is only material located in a special kind of place. Semeioses are objectively observable in everyday life, in physics, in the biology of neurons, in social activity. Semeiosis is everywhere there is intelligibility. With a slight adjustment to Percy’s general understanding of science, by admitting real relations such as semeioses as matters for scientific study, one can relieve a paradox in his research approach. The clarifying step he needed was to admit real natural semeioses into the scope of science, as Peirce did. Percy’s study of symbols and his semiotic were objectively scientific in that expanded sense, so it will stand as an example of pioneering results of the science of semeiotic.
	Scientism—the elevation of exclusively causal/material science to be an emperor of all knowledge and comprehension—dies hard. Percy knew this well (KLK article on WP/scientism). Yet we can see that there is a broader sense of science, as the objective approach to realities no matter of which kind. Percy was not the first to comprehend this. Peirce was soaked in the topic. From the literary side, there have been many similar voices that could sing in Percy’s choir. One such fascinating figure is D. H. Lawrence (DHL, Why novel matters). Another possibly similar perpetrator is Edgar Allen Poe in his Sonnet to Science and his late book Eureka (Poe refs). It appears that there might be a tradition for this sort of thing that has survived sub rosa over the ages.
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by my changing, that I can continue to love her. If she stayed put, I
might as well love the pepper-pot.

In all this change, I maintain a certain integrity. But woe betide
me if I try to put my finger on it. If I say of myself, I am this, I am
that!—then, if I stick to it, I turn into a stupid fixed thing like a
lamp-post. I shall never know wherein lies my integrity, my indi-
viduality, my me. I can never know it. It is useless to talk about my
ego. That only means that I have made up an idea of myself, and
that I am trying to cut myself out to pattern. Which is no good.
You can cut your cloth to fit your coat, but you can't clip bits off
your living body, to trim it down to your idea. True, you can put
yourself into ideal corsets. But even in ideal corsets, fashions change.

Let us learn from the novel. In the novel, the characters can do
nothing but live. If they keep on being good, according to pattern,
or bad, according to pattern, or even volatile, according to pattern,
they cease to live, and the novel falls dead. A character in a novel
has got to live, or it is nothing.

We, likewise, in life have got to live, or we are nothing.

What we mean by living is, of course, just as indescribable as
what we mean by being. Men get ideas into their heads, of what
they mean by Life, and they proceed to cut life out to pattern. Some-
times they go into the desert to seek God, sometimes they go into
the desert to seek cash, sometimes it is wine, woman, and song, and
again it is water, political reform, and votes. You never know what
it will be next: from killing your neighbour with hideous bombs
and gas that tears the lungs, to supporting a Foundlings Home and
preaching infinite Love, and being co-respondent in a divorce.

In all this wild welter, we need some sort of guide. It's no good
inventing Thou Shalt Nots!

What then? Turn truly, honourably to the novel, and scc wherein
you are man alive, and wherein you are dead man in life. You may
love a woman as man alive, and you may be making love to a
woman as sheer dead man in life. You may eat your dinner as man
alive, or as a mere masticating corpse. As man alive you may have a
shot at your enemy. But as a ghastly simulacrum of life you may be
firing bombs into men who are ncither your enemies nor your
friends, but just things you are dead to. Which is criminal, when
the things happen to be alive.

To be alive, to be man alive, to be whole man alive: that is the
point. And at its best, the novel, and the novel supremely, can help
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you. It can help you not to be dead man in life. So much of a man
walks about dead and a carcass in the street and house, today: so
much of women is merely dead. Like a pianoforte with half the notes
mute.

But in the novel you can see, plainly, when the man goes dead,
the woman goes inert. You can develop an instinct for life, if you
will, instead of a theory of right and wrong, good and bad.

In life, there is right and wrong, good and bad, all the time. But
what is right in one case is wrong in another. And in the novel you
see one man becoming a corpse, because of his so-called goodness,
another going dead because of his so-called wickedness. Right and
wrong is an instinct: but an instinct of the whole consciousness in
a man, bodily, mental, spiritual at once. And only in the novel are
all things given full play, or at least, they may be given full play,
when we realize that life itself, and not inert safety, is the reason
for living. For out of the full play of all things emerges the only
thing that is anything, the wholeness of a man, the wholeness of a
woman, man alive, and live woman.
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We have curious ideas of ourselves. We think of ourselves as a
body with a spirit in it, or a body with a soul in it, or a body with
a mind in it. Mens sana in corpore sano. The years drink up the
wine, and at last throw the bottle away, the body, of course, being
the bottle.

It is a funny sort of superstition. Why should I look at my hand,
as it so cleverly writes these words, and decide that it is a mere noth-
ing compared to the mind that directs it? Is there really any huge
difference between my hand and my brain? Or my mind? My hand
is alive, it flickers with a life of its own. It meets all the strange uni-
verse in touch, and learns a vast number of things, and knows a
vast number of things. My hand, as it writes these words, slips gaily
along, jumps like a grasshopper to dot an i, feels the table rather
cold, gets a little bored if 1 write too long, has its own rudiments
of thought, and is just as much me as is my brain, my mind, or my
soul. Why should I imagine that there is a me which is more me
than my hand is? Since my hand is absolutely alive, me alive.

Whereas, of course, as far as I am concerned, my pen isn't alive
at all. My pen isn’t me alive. Me alive ends at my finger-tips.

Whatever is me alive is me. Every tiny bit of my hands is alive,
every little freckle and hair and fold of skin. And whatever is me
alive is me. Only my finger-nails, those ten little weapons between
me and an inanimate universe, they cross the mysterious Rubicon
between me alive and things like my pen, which are not alive, in my
own sense.

So, seeing my hand is all alive, and me alive, wherein is it just a
bottle, or a jug, or a tin can, or a vessel of clay, or any of the rest of
that nonsense? True, if I cut it it will bleed, like a can of cherries.
But then the skin that is cut, and the veins that bleed, and the bones
that should never be seen, they are all just as alive as the blood that
flows. So the tin can business, or vessel of clay, is just bunk.

And that's what you learn, when you're a novelist. And that's
what you are very liable not to know, if you're a parson, or a
philosopher, or a scientist, or a stupid person. If you're a parson,
you talk about souls in heaven. If you're a novelist, you know that
paradise is in the palm of your hand, and on the end of your nose,
because both are alive; and alive, and man alive, which is more than

533

584 LITERATURE AND ART

you can say, for certain, of paradise. Paradise is after life, and I for
one am not keen on anything that is after life. If you are a philoso-
pher, you talk about infinity, and the pure spirit which knows all
things. But if you pick up a novel, you realize immediately that
infinity is just a handle to this self-same jug of a body of mine; while
as for knowing, if I find my finger in the fire, I know that fire burns,
with a knowledge so emphatic and vital, it leaves Nirvana merely
a conjecture. Oh, yes, my body, me alive, knows, and knows in-
tensely. And as for the sum of all knowledge, it can’t be anything
more than an accumulation of all the things I know in the body,
and you, dear reader, know in the body.

These damned philosophers, they talk as if they suddenly went
off in steam, and were then much more important than they are
when they're in their shirts. It is nonsense. Every man, philosopher
included, ends in his own finger-tips. That's the end of his man
alive. As for the words and thoughts and sighs and aspirations that
fly from him, they are so many tremulations in the ether, and not
alive at all. But if the tremulations reach another man alive, he may
receive them into his life, and his life may take on a new colour,
like a chameleon creeping from a brown rock on to a green leaf.
All very well and good. It still doesn’t alter the fact that the so-called
spirit, the message or teaching of the philosopher or the saint, isn’t
alive at all, but just a tremulation upon the ether, like a radio mes-
sage. All this spirit stuff is just tremulations upon the ether. If you,
as man alive, quiver from the tremulation of the ether into new
life, that is because you are man alive, and you take sustenance and
stimulation into your alive man in a myriad ways. But to say that
the message, or the spirit which is communicated to you, is more
important than your living body, is nonsense. You might as well
say that the potato at dinner was more important.

Nothing is important but life. And for myself, I can absolutely
see life nowhere but in the living. Life with a capital L is only man
alive. Even a cabbage in the rain is cabbage alive. All things that are
alive are amazing. And all things that are dead are subsidiary to the
living. Better a live dog than a dead lion. But better a live lion than
a live dog. C’est la vie!

It seems impossible to get a saint, or a philosopher, or a scientist,
to stick to this simple truth. They are all, in a sense, renegades. The
saint wishes to offer himself up as spiritual food for the multitude.
Even Francis of Assisi turns himself into a sort of angel-cake, of
which anyone may take a slice. But an angel-cake is rather less than
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man alive. And poor St. Francis might well apologize to his body,
when he is dying: “Oh, pardon me, my body, the wrong I did you
through the years!” It was no wafer, for others to eat.

The philosopher, on the other hand, because he can think, de-
cides that nothing but thoughts matter. It is as if a rabbit, because
he can make little pills, should decide that nothing but little pills
matter. As for the scientist, he has absolutely no use for me so long
as I am man alive. To the scientist, I am dead. He puts under the
microscope a bit of dead me, and calls it me. He takes me to pieces,
and says first one piece, and then another piece, is me. My heart,
my liver, my stomach have all been scientifically me, according to
the scientist; and nowadays I am either a brain, or nerves, or glands,
or something more up-to-date in the tissue line.

Now I absolutely flatly deny that I am a soul, or a body, or a mind,
or an intelligence, or a brain, or a nervous system, or a bunch of
glands, or any of the rest of these bits of me. The whole is greater
than the part. And therefore, I, who am man alive, am greater than
my soul, or spirit, or body, or mind, or consciousness, or anything
else that is merely a part of me. I am a man, and alive. I am man
alive, and as long as I can, I intend to go on being man alive.

For this reason I am a novelist. And being a novelist, I consider
myself superior to the saint, the scientist, the philosopher, and the
poet, who are all great masters of different bits of man alive, but
never get the whole hog.

The novel is the one bright book of life. Books are not life. They
are only tremulations on the ether. But the novel as a tremulation
can make the whole man alive tremble. Which is more than poetry,
philosophy, science, or any other book-tremulation can do.

The novel is the book of life. In this sense, the Bible is a great
confused novel. You may say, it is about God. But it is really about
man alive. Adam, Eve, Sarai, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Samuel, David,
Bath-Sheba, Ruth, Esther, Solomon, Job, Isaiah, Jesus, Mark, Judas,
Paul, Peter: what is it but man alive, from start to finish? Man alive,
not mere bits. Even the Lord is another man alive, in a burning
bush, throwing the tablets of stone at Moses’s head.

I do hope you begin to get my idea, why the novel is supremely
important, as a tremulation on the ether. Plato makes the perfect
ideal being tremble in me. But that’s only a bit of me. Perfection
is only a bit, in the strange make-up of man alive. The Sermon on
the Mount makes the selfless spirit of me quiver. But that, too, is
only a bit of me. The Ten Commandments set the old Adam shiv-
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ering in me, warning me that I am a thief and a murderer, unless I
watch it. But even the old Adam is only a bit of me.

I very much like all these bits of me to be set trembling with life
and the wisdom of life. But I do ask that the whole of me shall trem-
ble in its wholeness, some time or other.

And this, of course, must happen in me, living.

But as far as it can happen from a communication, it can only
happen when a whole novel communicates itself to me. The Bible—
but all the Bible—and Homer, and Shakespeare: these are the su-
preme old novels. These are all things to all men. Which means that
in their wholeness they affect the whole man aliveswhich is the man
himself, beyond any part of him. They set the whole tree trembling
with a new access of life, they do not just stimulate growth in one
direction.

1 don’t want to grow in any one direction any more. And, if I can
help it, I don’t want to stimulate anybody else into some particular
direction. A particular direction ends in a cul-de-sac. We're in a
cul-de-sac at present.

I don't believe in any dazzling revelation, or in any supreme
Word. “The grass withereth, the flower fadeth, but the Word of the
Lord shall stand for ever.” That'’s the kind of stuff we've drugged
ourselves with. As a matter of fact, the grass withereth, but comes
up all the greener for that reason, after the rains. The flower fadeth,
and therefore the bud opens. But the Word of the Lord, being man-
uttered and a mere vibration on the ether, becomes staler and staler,
more and more boring, till at last we turn a deaf ear and it ceases
to extst, far more finally than any withered grass. It is grass that re-
news its youth like the eagle, not any Word.

We should ask for no absolutes, or absolute. Once and for all and
for ever, let us have done with the ugly imperialism of any absolute.
There is no absolute good, there is nothing absolutely right. All
things flow and change, and even change is not absolute. The whole
is a strange assembly of apparently incongruous parts, slipping past
one another.

Me, man alive, I am a very curious assembly of incongruous parts.
My yea! of today is oddly different from my yea! of yesterday. My
tears of tomorrow will have nothing to do with my tears of a year
ago. If the one I love remains unchanged and unchanging, I shall
cease to love her. It is only because she changes and startles me into
change and defies my inertia, and is herself staggered in her inertia




