
Metaphysical Interview 6

I know you've been thinking about Intelligent Design and I have, too.

But aren't you an unlikely person to find credence there?

NORMAN MAILER: Why?

ML: Because it's a pet theory of the fundamentalists.

C NM: That's the last of my concerns—what fundamentalists think. I-start-as-

something we/ighL^ees-iE'fYe-tend tfb" tie ourselves up by wayof our style.

write only about certain kinds of things. They were :heir style.

Picassq/Ss4^,e-sftid-L>efog^had a huge influence on me because for-him7

style^was not a part of one's person, not necessarily I think he-aaw-si

with which you could attack reality1JEj£st=£pemn7rre-tfireW

jram-another?

Tgke Henry James and Hemingwa^BtSth were fabulous styfetST-but

"^hey paid for the huge achievement of their separate styles by being able to
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^amaceLi&U-A^novelist cannot afford to be ideologically bound. It's
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Asdar~as- this-fidea-oTTiTfelligent Design, let me say T come to it 

^-superfieiaHyr-On thc-otherhaftd, the prcmise-behind these interviews,4s—>

cd up

that I won't bettfnbaiiassed by inyfack-efiknewledge^- Theologian§£Mtg7'

matter what high level^^hey cerebrate- thflji arqffrapped by4heir idcas 

are obliged to do their thinking with received ideas, -thatis, ideas they are 

not free to change. (As, for example, God is All-Good andAll-Powerful.)

So theologians build their philosophies by way of unstable mental 

■gymnasties. -Se/fhere arsfinany questions they cannot begin to confront.

fr-rnusvsay ttae tsunami comes to mind. All they can offer for 

explanation is that God is a great mystery and His ways are unfathomable.

4tJwas_as if they defighted4n-the4aefr(hey cgu-ld hide/fiehmd the "mystery" 

one more time—for the twenty-eighth thousandth time.

My feeling has always been that God-ereated us in His image oriir

Jbfer image. That seems reasonable to me. God, by my notion, is always

laboring, to find a better, more well-adapted creation than His latest design.

Remember my remark that the dinosaurs, at one point, must have been a 

huge part of God's beliefs. He had dared to create this immense animal 

might be able to rule the jungles, the mountains, and the plains. They He 

discovered that He had misdesigned it. Had to go back to the drawing 
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board. God, like us, makes mistakes. I must say that I had no idea

Intelligent Design has been given to us by fundamentalists.

ML: Well, I don't want to say they invented the idea. It's been around since

the 18lh century when the world was conceived to be virtually a clock, it was

so perfectly designed. Intelligent Design grows out of the Enlightenment.

NM: Perhaps I have a misunderstanding of what is meant by Intelligent

Design. I can only speak of it on the basis of reading one good article in the

New York Times, which spoke ofZaconcept that-was at odds with evolution.

talking about. Because I do think, yes, that God is always looking to make 

existenceQsetterand-bettes^more finely designed^ God also makes errors,

jq nn firtigt—As an.artist. He doesnU-a1wayK~siiLi.eeil. Tie can fa'rl~m^

It offered the notion thatthere-may-b e ^TorceTnexi stenc ethat brings^

'sense of design mfo-Greatieft-itself. I thought this perfect for what I am 

ML: You understood the article, but can't you see how it would lend

support to people who are opposed to evolution? Intelligent Design, by

contrast, shows the hand of the Creator.
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NM: only-poeple-jjke fundamentalists who have no understanding of

an artist, .wWare able to speak that way. As they seefit, the Creator saw it

all at once, did it perfectly and brought it-out^”Lo and behold, it’s been

perfect ever since. He never failed once. The design was extraordinary

from the start. He even gave us an Old and New Testament to bolster our

understand/of His immaculate design.

ML: Let me say what I understand to be the position of present-day

Intelligent Design. It would say: we don't know exactly which processes of

natural selection, mutation, evolution, are directly related to the Intelligence

used to create the world, but we are saying that what does exist out there in

nature speaks of the presence of an Intelligence behind it at some level—

maybe at some removes back, but it is certainly opposed to those

fundamentalists who would say God created the world in erre'instant six

thousand years ago. Y-muvouldn't go along with thaf-at-attr-,

NM^-OLGettrseTTot.
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that evolution cannot explain all-the

appearance of design that we see in natural life. Intelligence had also to be 

involved. Whereas Darwin said. IIeie's~tiie-proces3y I donh-know ifthere"?

-was anything behind jtL

NM: It certainly makes great sense to me that Intelligent Design is one of 

the elements in evolution. What I find d^mfortable,-croft agreeable about it 

as a notion, is that if we do have a God who created a universe as manifold

as ours—how indeed could it have been done without Intelligent Design?------ 

over and over is that God is not all-powerful. These

desgning artist has to say to Himself or Herself, "I didn't this.

creations go out into an existence that doesn't necessarily receive them with

generosity. They-change-under/external circumstances^btrt-God as the

having notions that this is where to go l^enSj^Ws-tsdroviHe-drrthat;—

this is how to develop this species, here's what's wrong with this species,

there d=efefe!t/conceive of enough? The other element present, which I

ML: Tectonic plates...
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NM: Exactly. Tectonic plates are an example of God's incapacity to design

the world so well that there wouldn't be shifting tectonic plates and ensuing.

hideous earthquakes, incommensurable loss, and whole failures of

explanation as to why God permitted or(wi fled itHow much simpler to

assume He didn't^mdce47/justlike us, He was aghast.

ML: (sh0pengage the argument,(ffietectonic plates are just another

example of the randomness and the chaos of the universe.

NM: But, the artist works to extract order from chaos. I would not even say

that chaos is a lack of order. Chaos i^/sTmix of sets of orders that are too

complex and too disparate to be ordered within the consciousness of

whoever would order it. If you will, each element in chaos can have its

irganization within a particularown set of laws and processes, but

through our universe. which I nreon-there areTbrces not at all congenial

chaos comes into conflict with another set of orders and they are-

incompatible. Thej/tear eachapartT LaNirwcrttkkpostulate Malign Design,

to God's concepts of creativity. How (bLarrivc at this? Because nowhere

/m existence can you find a free ride. Anything that comes along which
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ronderfiil in the beginning, meets opposition, enjambments. Sooner

or later a forward motion is paralyzed, or stunned, or hindered.

ML: Do you then espouse a theory of Intelligent Design that has imperfect

design?

NM: The design can be excellent until it runs into chaotic elements that

NMr No. Perfection may norbenlT^besrworddTgi'e. Sometimes you see

creatures in the universe who are so exquisitely designed that the moment

one speaks of Intelligent Design, you say, of course! Orchids, snow flakes,

tigers. Evolution, trial and error, could not have produced some of the

beautiful forms we see in the animal world. Race horses. Certain dogs.

Even if we find most insect forms repellent, nonetheless, when we look at
a

them under the inicroseope/we can see the extraordinary work that went

into them. It becomes harder to believe that evolution said, "yes, the-si*-

<feelerson this particular leg will havefi^ese wonderful curves Like 
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esigned for beauty as well as function.

scimitars," and this ^wifi-comc £bout because it is the only way to do it for
ic-<-

the survival of the species. It is Hteraiiy easier to believe that if watr 

ML: You know the old cliche. You put a million monkeys in a room with

a million typewriters—or a billion, whatever it is—eventually one of them

will produce War and Peace or Hamlet.

That's the sort-of-thing you ge-to-a-cnmputer for. J-forge^-the-,NM:

ML: In the vastness of the universe, there are billions and billions of starsj

sad solar systems and galaxies. So far, by our limited knowledge, of the

ones we've looked at, not one comes close to having the basics to design a

universe. The water and rain, the flora and fauna that went into creating this

amazing, organic system that has been able to work together over a period 
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of time. There's nothing like that anywhere els^we can see in the universe.

, Couldn't it be we're just a fluke of the cosmos? In a universe so vast and

with so many possibilities, finally there is one planet that came to us out of

NM: I would call that an argument for Intelligent Design. Because we —

firrd-nothing that work's remotely liktranything on-carth^H that fineness of

detail—I see that precisely as the powerful argument for Intelligent Design.

ML: What then is the function of all the other stars and galaxies?

NM: All we can say with any authority is that in our solar system, the earth

seems to be the only planet that is now alive with creatures. So it may be

that other gods—conceivably gods more powerful than ours—have had

even larger failures. It is possible that the earth succeeded in accomplishing

something other planets were unable to do. Given the limited powers of

astronomy today, there seem to be no near galaxies that are comparable.

But there may be. There very well may be. There are so many stars. So 

many possibilities. (All we can begin to say is that it seems reasonable to

posit a god for our universe.
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ML: For our solar system.

NM: For our solar system. It may be that this God failed with other planets.

Prior to the earth. I donT(€ven begin to approach that. It's «H-too easy^aad—

too fanciful. I would say it is far more difficult to conceive of our existence

if there is no God. Because then we are back to the trillions of monkeys

writing Hamlet and that is hard to believe. It is much easier for me to

suppose that Hamlet is a part of human design. And if it's not, if it took a

nano-trillion of monkeys to produce an equivalent of Hamlet, what a waste.

There has to be the assumption, along with everything else, that existence is

moving toward a goal. It is certainly possible that existence itself in the

deepest, most cosmic, sense, is in perils.it is moving forward of necessity.

It is as iy??e(will have a rendezvous with disaster if we do not reach a

certain period or place at a certain time, as if indefmables have to be

achieved in order to protect the continuation of existence.

This is what I would term reasonable paranoia. By which I mean one

can think about it without undergoing dire declines or manic outbursts. But

if there is some reason to this last assumption, then Intelligent Design is a

crucial part of itg, had-a-grcat deal ofdntelligent-Design in thgirAveck.

perils.it
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ML: Fine. I want to Lake a ch =-4-want to take a- 

^IlyeFj-so-to-spf -tett-tts-thapif you think at all like a philosopher, it is 

because you have been a novelist all your life. Splendid! I want to see what

you can do with a parallel that's apparent to me. Novelists, after all, create

worlds.

NM: Yes, certainly try to, at times.

ML: Good. Let's-take/ther

novel.

NM: It's true-. You are right. As I said at the beginning, true artisans like

Henry James were given over entirely to design. It's as if

rter^focome in contact with the raw breath of existence.

ML: All right. Let me take another leap. Is there any relation between your

assumption that Intelligent Design is confronted and altered by existence

and your disdain for plot in your novels?
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L<?

NM: Ttefeji good and challenging^question. Before I get into it, let me say

a word or two about James Joyce. Unlike Hemingway and Henry James

who are not only great novelists avatars of Intelligent Design so pure

that their works tend to live by themselves, once it-is-designed, if-you wtH?

Joyce, to the contrary, is playing at the very edge^ of chaos. He's saying,

"Look how much you can do with what would be chaos in anyone else's

hands." Which is why it is v^y hard to get near to Joyce. We have an

instinctive sense that we want to avoid chaos, and so it's very hard to

understand him. But he did undertake to organize whole areas ofchaos-

ML: I don't want to lose my point. In many essays, many interviews, you

have said in effect, I don't worry about plot. Plot is much less important to

me than character. You always have a storyline, but your plots are not...

NM: They're not clockwork.

ML: No. So I've wondered if for you to have a plot that is neat and tight 

and ordered would run counter to your ideas of metaphysics.
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NM: Seed, ^Plot, if you will, is Intelligent Design. It is interesting to me—

and I thought about it a lot in the years I wrote Harlot's Ghost because the

CIA is a perfect example of plot, that is, Intelligent Design, coming into

contact and conflict with the world. The reason I don't like plots to prevail

is that they don't allow the figures in the book, the characters, to push the

limits of-wh&Hy pre-designed plot to the point where life rejects the plot,

45eGause4ife4iftds-the-pk>Heo/unacceptable, and so throws the design into 

another set of conditions no longer as definable?-

Borges is the brilliant modej/ofthis process. Borges wrote five and

six page short stories that start with incredible plots. Then-Jhe plots get

shattered. All in five or six pages. Incredible stories. He, like Joyce, was

fascinated with making attacks on the nature of chaos. Borges showed us

for all time—talk about a novelist's novelist! He said to us: "Look at what

you're all doing. You take yourselves too seriously. You miss the fact that

once a plot is shattered, life still goes on. Another species of life begins

and you have to deal with it."

Take this back to Intelligent Design. God looks for Intelligent

Design. Then that Intelligent Design gets worked upon by existence.

Orville Wright designed an airplane. Don't we know that! And after he

designed it, he got it up in the air for the first time, and it flew a few 
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hundred feet. He went back to the drawing board to refine the knowledge

received. Intelligent Design cannot exist without experience. So long as it

remains Intelligent Design, pure but untested, it remains analogous to any

number of very talented young novelists who never publish because they

never get their book to the point where they want it to be seen. They will

not put their book out on the waters. Whereas God, I will obviously argue,

darnrches-eachTntelligent Design to see what happens to it. That's how God

learns, how God gets to the nexj/Tntelligent Design.

Let me enjoy a-wUd/aspect of this-iTOcTOrr.Hn my book about Henry

Miller, I spoke of three men coming into a hostess's living room, Henry

James, Hemingway, and Henry Miller. Each takes off his hat and behold!

There's a-essMurd on each head. James, I then go on to say, might have 

perished from an experience that awful. Hemingway would have gone into 

a depression—he would have seen it as emblematic of the nature of life.

Just when life seemed something you could enjoy, unexpected disasters
I

shattered your mood. Artel-Miller would have said, "Good Lord, how did 

that shit get on my head? And look at the hostess. Are her nostrils

quivering or is it her twat? She is so excited and perturbed—what a

wonderful moment!" Miller is an example of someone who couldn't stay

with a plot for five minutes because he wanted to smash into the world and 
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reveal something new about himself and the world. He's one extreme,

Henry James is the other. And between them lies the effective use of

Intelligent Design.

ML: But what would Joyce have done?

NM: Joyce is so much of a genius I don't want to hang onto his coattails.

-JWfbiall off. I don't know what he would have done with the cow turd.

ML: I think he would have appreciated it.

NM: He might have looked for the twenty-two words in fifteen languages

that were closest to the sound of shit. What would be the wonderful sound

he would come up with? On the other hand, he would have been removed

from the situation. It was not life he was interested in so much as language,

ML: I disagree. The first person to wipe his ass in a novel is Leopold

Bloom.

NM: Your point.. You are ad-in.
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ML: You recently criticized Sartre's existentialism for being "floorless."

Without floor.

NM: Without a foundation.

ML: Because, as you put it, "It is, after all, near to impossible for a

philosopher to explore into why we are here without entertaining some

notion of what the prior force might have been." Therefore, if we grant your

limited God as that prior force, then I'm compelled to ask what force

preceded your God? I assume you would choose infinite regress rather than

a Prime Mover?

NM: Again, I refuse to be trapped in such questions. That's the atheist's

last line of defense. There's a story you're probably familiar with, of

Bertrand Russell and an old lady—Russell is talking about how the origin of

the universe is not knowable. And an old lady in the audience speaks up

and says, "On the contrary, Professor Russell. I know the basis of the

universe." He says, "What is it, Madam?" She replies, "The universe is 
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resting upon a turtle." "Madam, that's very helpful, but what is the turtle

resting upon?" And she says, "It's turtles all the way down!"

ML: I do remember that.

NM: I'm not going to get trapped in arguments that ask me to explain what

came behind the God I'm talking about.

ML: But you beat Sartre over the head because he won't allow for a force

behind humanity. Why can't we then try to find out—I'm not trying to

refute you, but—

NM: Let me put it this way: we first have to become close enough to God

and helpful enough to God—large questions we haven't even entered—the

relationship of humankind to God is something we haven't even touched

upon—until we're a great help to God^^vhy should God trust us? You

remember, at the end of Harlot's Ghost, Hugh Montague goes off on this—

to me—intriguing speech that God^iaving decided man was wholly

untrustworthy, created the illusion of evolution, that indeed, the universe
really wa/creatS entire, ex nihilo, by God in six days, but He then laid in 
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evidence all over the place that evolution had done it over millions of years

so that we could not get near to God's roots. So, implied in all that is that &1'1

when we get close enough to God to feel we are in some kind o ^alliance

with Ggd"~whichl-think has~always~been implicit in the relationship, why; » 

then-we-might begin to have some knowledge of who is behind God. But 

that won't happen until we get nearer te-God.

ML: But you do see that as a possibility.

NM: UktmatebA If things go far better than I expect they will.

ML: I don't know if you're familiar with the philosopher David Hume—

NM: Vaguely. I had him in college.

ML: Well, he got into the intelligent Design-argument way back. One of

the proofs of St. Thomas Aquinas for the existence of God is the argument

from design. It goes back that far, a thousand years. Aquinas has many

proofs of God's existence but the fifth one was that design is so perfect in

the universe—he didn't even see beyond the solar system—
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NM: Right there, you run smack into the ugliest aspect of Catholicism, the

insistence of Catholicism on God's perfection. What characterizes

Intelligent Design is that it is partial. We do well to grasp the notion that
ccf~ S'-up i

these are partial /attemptsxfmso glad I have the novel to fall back upon^ife
‘fa>u I

metaphor for this. When I write a novel, it's an attempt to come up with a

piece of intelligent design, but it's never perfect. Some parts are better than
(<V/<

others and these you find outfl5y"publishing.^goes into existence, and then

the returns come back. Very often the returns have no relation to what you

had written. Occasionally, they do. Slowly, over the years, you learn more.

By the end of your life, you may be wiser as a novelist than when you

started. So, the heart of one of my notions is that God is always looking to

become wiser. God the Father does not always necessarily understand t4e 

children all that well. That is also in the nature of existence. What you

create, you do not necessarily understand all too well.

ML: Listen to this collision between Aquinas and David Hume: Hume

criticized the argument from design. In particular, he emphasized there is

no legitimate way to infer the properties of God from the qualities of the

world, His creation. For instance, Hume questioned, how can we be sure 
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the world was not created by a team? Or this may be but only one of many

attempts at creation, the first few having been botched? Or, on the other

hand, our world could be the puerile first attempt of an infant deity who

afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame performance.

NM: I think it's a little weak to say it was a lame performance and He

moved on. That doesn't fulfill my notion of the passion implicit in the

artistry of God. I can't conceive of a great artist ever junking a work and 

moving on because it's lame, if that has been h+sfmajor opus. I do lean to

the notion that our world is God's major opus. But Hume did put it well.

The argument for a perfect universe is near to intolerable. It scrambles
J7' [ p

people's brains. Everrthetpriests suffer prodigiously^Tfeally think an

absolutely great novel could be written about the Catholic Church and the

people who work in it. Mae; Wat material is theref what material-! But the

training is such that it's almost impossible for a priest to become a great

novelist.

ML: It's a fabulously successful institution—and probably because of that.
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NM: Fabulously successful, yes, but you could also say the Jewish religion

has been fabulously successful in that the Jews didn't perish—but what a

price they paid. And I'd say what a price Catholics have paid. To have

created a Church that brought so much architectural beauty to the world, so

much musical beauty, so much ritual beauty—and then be locked into a set

of notions they can't let go of, notions that explain nothing clearly and

magnify spiritual and moral confusion.

You know 

move me. I feel "How tragic. How painful." All this pondering, all this

devotion, all this loyalty, and it all goes into^stns^ an intellectual sump. It

explains nothing. All you are finally asked to believe is that God will be

there to hear your prayers if your nose is clean enough. God will welcome

us when we die—as if that's all God has to do, as if God is a couch potato-^

sighs when He has to get up to answer the doorbell to welcome a new

devotee.

'hen they are beautifullyJthe services of organized religion

ML: What about Hume's idea the universe might have been created by a 

team?
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NM: Not impossible. Not impossible. It explains one of my basic notions.

The team soon fell out of sorts with one another and we ended up with God

and the Devil.

ML: A joint endeavor—
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JMcN: If, as you say, the Creator is an artist, and not all creative works are

equally successful, wouldn't this lead quite easily to racism—i.e., the

"inferior race"—however one's defining it, whether the non-Aryans

scapegoated by the Nazis, or the "ice people" of the Afro-centric extremists,

wouldn't that "inferior" group simply be one of God's early, inferior drafts?

NM: Well, I reject the language of the question. One of the absolute

disasters that Hitler brought to human understanding was an abuse of the

concept of race. Because race offers us great clues. It is perfectly

possible-—and here again, one can only speculate—but it is perfectly

possible that races, in the beginning, were/Intelligent Design for different

LiA~ —situations. Ifi-ether-woi^sTfcrpeuptenTrtheHroprcs? God was paying, "well,
e- C' C p I d

how can I design the-heating system of theip-bedies do they can bea'rTfie’heat

a-little more easily?" Ditto/for the north. We^re-discowring that Joying in

separate climates produces different relaxations and strretwWof the throat.

Languages reflect that. Mind you, God as the artist, is discovering within

the material itself, where the continuation might be. Certain sculptors talk

about how they do not know exactly what the work will become until they
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with the next stroke. The same thing may be true with human designs,

begin to cut into the marble. The marble reveals to-them what they inustao

&>(/ animal designs. The environment plays a great role.

JMcN: Your conception of God as artist assumes that God is both vastly^

but not all-good, and vas$ ^5ut not all-powerful. But why couldn't God

be not very compassionate at all and instead immensely curious? In other

words, He is fascinated by, but not especially compassionate toward

creation, much like a child who winds up toys and watches them slam into

each other and chortles at the smashup. You say, "In other words, why are

there volcanoes? Because God was not a perfect engineer" Or because like

a two-year-old, God found the noise and fury fascinating and amusing.

Maybe even the shrieks of the dying fascinating and amusing. You keep

assuming God is a nice person, so to speak, but that seems a bit arbitrary.

Your reaction?

NM: It is arbitrary, and it could be my conditioning. I grew up in a

household that was as religious as the next—it wasn't a dogma-driven

household, but I remember my mother on Friday night praying before a lit

candle, praying to the Shekhina, who is, of course, the wife of God, and
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there were tears in my mother's eyes and a feeling of great tenderness came

from her. I think I always took it for granted that God is compassionate in

relation to us.

Now, the arguments raised above cannot be refuted. I cannot say,

"No, God is not going in for capers." Of course, God could go^XXnean

acts. But to me—maybe because I, too, am searching for an orderly

existence to some degree—the notion that God and the devil are in conflict

with one another makes more sense to me. We^ve-gottliis onmGod who is

•more-goedzihamneU.

ML: Well, your mother's father was a rabbi.

NM: Yes. He studied to be a rabbi in Lithuania but by the time he came

over here, the only way he could make his living was as a peddlar. Then he

moved to small town called Long Branch, New Jersey, where he opened a

butcher shop. There he worked as a butcher, but there was only one

synagogue in Long Branch—and so when the rabbi was ill or off on

vacation, my grandfather stood in for him. And my mother was very proud

of this. The fundamental snobbery of the Jews—it was much better to be a
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rabbi than a butcher. I was delighted, it gave me two different sets of

inherited strains to develop.

ML: Well, I'm thinking of your mother's devotion and the tear in her eye—

obviously, she must have come from a pretty religious household.

NM: My grandfather was very religious—he began studying the Talmud

when he was four years old. The best thing to be said about the Talmud is

it's very hard to become a fundamentalist while studying it. It's all too easy

to go fundamentalist when living with the Bible but difficult when reading

the Talmud. It is the opposite of the Old Testament. It inquires into the

>e Talmudj-pcoplc brought-animalG to.nuances of things-. For instance, t

the temple to be sacrificed. Very often there were small disasters—a poor 

man might have decided to sacrifice his prize heifer because his child was 

ill. But on his way with his heifer into the synagogue, the animal wetrfch 

the aisle? At the altarappreach? Was it enfthe altar? For all these are

/defecate. Well, the Talmud does focus on wheremid it defecate? Did it do
/JV '’2-^ LiAa-

it outside? On the patio? Dh/it defecate on the steps? In the vestibule?/!] 

different proximities, there are^differentpunishments. In certain cases the
?

animal can still be sacrificed. At other sites, the animal is lost completely—
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if it defecates too close to-the alta^lthas to be disposed of completely. It 

is the way it is. Don't argue with it." Then, of course, they contradict

femselves two pages later.

of relative compatibility between God and humans^-scyt is the exact
i'A(5

opposite of the Old Testament, or the New Testament where belli lay-it grip

can't even be eaten. In the Talmud, there are all thes orts to find zones

ML: Well—there is a certain measure of Orphic ambiguity in the utterances

of Christ.

j&itjf I give you this, yott-mnst~gtv^Bg=thatr

NM: I wouldn't call it ambiguity. I see it as the wars/STthe committees?

Analegefeto-whaLS-going-eft-betweeii the~Sttfms and the^hiites in Iraq, t» 

ML: Did your mother talk much about her father?

NM: With a kind of gentle reverence. She adored him, and he was a very

kind man. One story I loved when I was a kid. She once said, "My mother

worked so hard in the butcher shop, and we as children worked hard, too. I

worked hard—we'd get angry at my father because whenever a poor woman 
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would come in and he'd be weighing the meat she bought, he'd put his finger

under the scale so it cost less. And we thought, That's all very well, but

you're taking the money away from us."

ML: So he was a compassionate man.

NM: Most people seemed to think he was a lovely man. I was only four

when he died. But I like to think so too.

JMcN: Here's a question on ritual: All your ideas have an underlying

assumption that God has a continuing, even a profound interest in at least

some individuals, and certainly in the ultimate fate of the human species and

the rest of His creation. This is completely at odds with some of the earliest

recorded religious expression, namely from the Sumerians, whose prayers

were always begging the gods to "Remember!" Prayer and ritual were a

constant attempt to engage the attention of forgetful and indifferent gods

who had created and abandoned humanity. This, by the way, wasn't a

notion emerging from disasters and dislocations but could be found even as 

their civilization flourished. Can you comment? 
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NM: It's the other half of the equation. The obverse side of prayer is that it

rarely gets answered. So rarely that people at religious meetings cite such

events as miracles, [in a southern accent] "I prayed to God and I didn't

know if I was answered or not, but then, to my astonishment, I fell to me

knees and I began to weep, I began to weep for the sores of Christ because

my prayer had been answered." Prayers are not answered. I always felt the

Lord has enough to take care of without having to listen to all that. Think

of God wading through those prayers: "Oh, God, let my team win the

game!" "Oh, God, let me get some money. Let me sell this old heap that's

no good and get something better," all that, all that.

I don't think God listens to prayer. The Sumerians—1 dorft/know

anything about them. As you describe them, they were relatively

sophisticated people who recognized that they prayed and prayed

pr-aycrl and answers did not come very often.

Now let me say some people have a child who's ill, and they pray to

God with great sincerity for their child to live, and usually the child does

live—I'm willing to accept the idea that that's not something to sneer at. I'm

not saying it helps or it works but humanly speaking, we can certainly feel 

for the parent.
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JMcN: When you were talking about Gandhi, you said: "But there are a few

fdxymoromjjthat are vital and immensely valuable. One of them is ^heroic

passivity? One's wisdom has to become the arbiter then. We can be

encountering heroic passivity, or only the quasi- heroic variety and the latter

might be a disaster." Along that line, what would you say about the

contemplative life? By that I mean the cloistered orders who don't run

hospitals or schools, just pray for the world. This is a strong Christian

tradition, ditto for the Buddhists and some Hindus, and probably the Jews

have some variant of that.

NM: The Twelve Just Men...

ML: Do you see a value in this kind of passivity?

NM: I would answer yes. I'm not opposed to that. If we're going to get

nearer to God to find the God behind the God, it's perfectly conceivable to

me that the God of which I speak does pay attention to transcendental

sincerity. I have a crude analogy to offer. Occasionally, after having

worked on a novel, you come across a review that's so intelligently written

and gets to close to what you were attempting to do, or, even better, shows
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ways you never saw for the book, but it does illuminate the work, well, I

can esteem that critic and I do feel better about the act of writing. Raise that

up through many orders of magnitude—I do think there are people who

contemplate existence, who pray in depth to God and are qualified to do so.

They are not petty greed-bags. What I hate about prayer is most of the time

it is so greedy, always looking for an undeserved advantage. I'm a

mediocrity, I'm kind of stupid, God, but maybe you'll help me because I'm

praying to You.

JMcN: This is about Buddhism: what's your take on the Buddhist notion of

the boddhisatva vow? Reaching nirvana is a catch-22—if you have

achieved a level of deep compassion, enough to reach nirvana, you can't go

happily off into it while other sentient beings are still here struggling and

suffering. So, even though you personally have a free-pass out of this far

from perfect world, you voluntarily reincarnate as a "boddhisatva"—a

helper, a teacher, a way-shower—and keep reincarnating until everyone has

achieved nirvana. Devout Buddhists of many persuasions—and all the

monks and nuns, take the "boddhisatva vow" at an advanced stage of their

training.
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NM: Well, I think it's a beautiful notion. I subscribe to it—not personally.

I wouldn't make it; I don't have that kind of compassion. The difficulty I've

always had with Buddhism is nirvana—that the point of existence is noty

l^nse above all petty feeling, but on the contrary, the point is to be able "to

struggle with those petty feelings in such a way that we alter them into

^somewhat more vigorous feelings. So-weT<£more able to contributeto the

best of existence. Nirvana always struck me as a place I had no interest in.

If it existed or not—I had no idea—it didn't appeal to me. I remember

talking to a friend of mine who's a good Buddhist and scolding him, getting

into a polite rage over drinks: "You bastards always talk about nothingness,

;etting to nothingness. I'm a writer, I live with nothingness every minute

I'm working. I sit at my desk and for the first half-hour there's nothing—I

have to pass through that nothingness in order to geka few ideas. I said,

you're not even talking about nothingness. Nothingness is an awful state!

It's an empty state. Why don't you talk about what it really is, which is the

ineffable? When you get is4o"the ineffable, then you have something to talk

about!"

I like to think he was struck with the thought, even a little.

Back to the boddhisatva: I think ifsYibeautifel Conception. Whether

true or not, I have no idea. In other words, hoe can any human choose to 
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reincarnate rather than going into Nirvana? I think the Lord might say,

"Reincarnation is not your choice, it's Mine." In that sense, I'm obviously

beyond my range. But it is a

JMcN: At the end of your last interview, you said that in many ways the

Creator was like a Greek god—strong yet not all powerful, flawed but

noble, well, you know Greek myths are full of incidents where the gods took

human form, or animal form. Apart from the well-known stories of Zeus

turning up as this or that to impregnate some human woman, there arc also

stories of Zeus turning up as a beggar. In one story, peasants take in a

wretched beggar overnight, share their far-from abundant meal with him,

treat him very well, and next morning, find his bed empty and a sack of gold

in his place—Zeus came calling—and rewarded them for their kindness to

the poor! God showing up on earth is an idea embraced long before

Christian theology, Ubut I see nothing in your writings of God as a swarra,

river, or anything as possibly Jesus.—jm note: I neyer-Wfote that last part!!

And it isn't logical!! Or eyen^orrecC^Ancient Evenings is chock-full of the

Pharaotuas-^divine presence.] / ~~



metapysical interviews6 revision 1 3/28/05 34

NM: I don't see any need to answer the question. I just take it for granted.

If God wants to appear as a human, why not? And indeed, He would. But I

think actually what's more interesting is the belief if you're good when you

don't have to be good, something wonderful happens. Which I think is also
Ks

part of human nature. Humans live for revenge—but they also live for^

sentiment that we are capable of goodness. So the brunt of those storiesjthe

impact41iey-ha-ve-on-mcT-isdook at the human desire involved. One, that I

can be capable of goodness and two, that theret&,something in the universe

-that rewards you forfgoodness. Prayer is the ugly stepchild of that (emotion.

What makes it interesting is the pot of gold—they weren't praying for the 

gold. That's far better than saying, "Hey, 1 was good—now reward me!"
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Metaphysical Interview 6

6 "
MICHAEL LENNON: March 20th, 2005, interview 6.

I know you've been thinking about Intelligent Design and I have, too.

But aren't you an unlikely person to find credence there?

NORMAN MAILER: Why?

ML: Because it's a pet theory of the fundamentalists.

NM: £W-s~?iie last of my concerns^what fundamentalists think. I start as
aJ.

a novelistj rA novclkfcannot-jtnbrd to be ideologically bound^

something we-fight, even-if we tend to tie ourselves up by-way e^our style.

Take Henry James a»d Hemingway. Both were fabulous stylists, but

they paid for the huge achievement of their separate styles by being able to
f-f — Z C

write only about certain kinds of .things. They were locked into their style. -

'-Bica&sof^s I've said fefeiwKad a huge mtluence’on me(b©eaus@ fer him,

b u ‘"VC
style was not a part of one's person, not neccssarilyrH think he saw style a-s-

a tool with which you could attack reality. First from one-du^cUon^-then-
Li.
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As4ar-as this idea of Intelligent Design, let m.e sayQ come toX

•n the other hand, the premise behind these interviews, is

that I won't be embarrassed by my lack of knowledge. Theologians—no

matter what high level they cerebrate—they are trapped by-their-ideas.-^Tl

are obliged to do their thinking with Received ideas, that-is? ideas they are

one more time—|5r the twenty-eighth thousandth time.

explanatior/is that God is a great mystery and His ways are unfathomable.

It-waras tfThey delighted-in theHaet tjhey cotrtd-hide behind the "mystery"

not free to change. (As, for example, God is All-Good andAll-Powerful.)

So theologians buildtfheir philosophies by way of unstable mental

gymnastics, ^fthejy ase^any questions they cannot begin to confront.

frmust say t/ie tsunami comes to mind. All they offer for

I lei linage That seems reasonable to me.—God, by my notioafis always*

tetrering/to find a better, more well-adapted creation than His latest design.
Remember my remark that the dinosaurs, at one point, mtrst^ve been a

huge (part of God's He had dared to create this immense animal

u/Gc’ might be able to rule the jungles, the mountains, and the plains. ThejeHen’

icoveiW that He had misdesigned it. Had=te=go back to the drawing
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board. God , like us, makes mistakes. I must say that Lhud nu iduTT

Intelligent Design-has been given-te-us (5y fundamentalists.

ML: Well, I don't want to say they invented the idea. It's been around since

the 18th century when the world was conceived to be virtually a clock, it was

so perfectly designed. Intelligent Design grows out of the Enlightenment.

-New York Times, which spok-e/of a concept that was at odds with-evolution^

NM: Perhaps I have a misunderstanding of what is meant by Intelligent

Design. I can only speak of it on the basis offreadingyOfte good article in the

Thsffered the notion that there iBayfea forcekn existence that brings-a-^-

sense of (design into Gpeatfon-iteelf. Lthnughffms Kperfect for what I am

talking about. Becausey~do think, yes,(tKatGod is always looking to make

existence better^attd-bettor, more finely designed. God also makes enure:
St /a&C? <s^.

God-is-an-artist. As an artist, Ho deesti'l always succeed, lie can fail as

well?

ML: ¥oiujiud©rsteed--&e-articl€rhat can't you see how k-would fend

support to people wh©=axe opposed to evolution? Intelligent Design,^"

contrast,, shows the hand of the Creator.
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NM: Jt-is only people like fundamentalists who have no understanding of

an artist, who are able to speak that-way. As they see it, the Creator saw it
/A 4.

all at once, did it perfectly^hnd brought it out. Lo and behold, it's been

perfect ever since. He never failed once. The design was extraordinary

from the start. He even gave us an Old and New Testament to be-lstcr our-,

understand-of His immaculate design.

ML: -Lefc-me say what I understand to be the position of present-day

Intelligent Design. It would say: we don't know exactly which processes of

natural selection, mutation, evolution, are directly related to the Intelligence

used to create the world, but we are saying that what does exist out there in

nature speaks of the presence of an Intelligence behind it at some level—

maybe at some removes back, but it is certainly opposed to those

fundamentalists who would say God created the world in one instant six

thousand years ago. ^¥ou-wouldn'i go along with that al all?
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~Mix; Intelligent Design people do say that evolution cannot explain all the

appearance of design that we see in natural life. Intelligence had also to be

involved. Whereas Darwin said: Here's the process; I don't know if there

was anything behind it.

NM: It certainly makes great sense to me that Intelligent Design is one of

the elements in evolution. What I find comfortable, even agreeable about it

as a notion, is that if we do have a God who created a universe as manifold

as ours—how indeed could it have been done without Intelligent Design, 
-ft*

without having notions that this is where to go here, this is how to eft) that,

this_LS-how -teudevelop this species, here's ^rhafa~4rong with thts species,.

.there I didn't conceive of enough? The other element present, which I

generosity. They-ehango under external circumstances but God as the—

desgoing artist has-tg say to Himself or Herself, "I didn't anticipate this."

ML: Tectonic plates. ..
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NM: Exactly. Tectonic plates arc arrexample of God's incapacity to design)

world so-woll that there-wouldi^t bc’sfiifting tectonic plates and ensuirrgr>

■ hideeus-earthquakoo, incommensurable loss, and whole failures of-

explanation as tn why Ged-ptJi iirillHil-irr willed it. How much simpler to

assume aidn't-r-yinaeed^ush like us, fie was aghast.

ML: Or, to engage the argument, the tectonic plates are just another

example of the randomness and the chaos of the universe.

NM: But, the artist works to extract order from chaos. I would not even say

that chaos is a lack of order. Chaos is the-mix of sets of orders that are too

complex and too disparate to be ordered withintKSx^onsciousness^ofx

•whoevepAveuld order it. If you will, each element in chaos can have its

own set of laws and processes, but that organization within a particular

eteos comes into conflict with another set of orders and they are

incompatible. They tear each apart. I also would postulate Malign Design

e^ 9y which I naean-thefe -ar^forces not at all congenial

to God's concepts of creativity. How do I arrive at this? Because nowhere
c&e>

in existence-can you find a free ride. Anything that comes along which 
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ML: Do you then espouse a theory of Intelligent Design that has imperfect 

design?

NM: The design can be excellent until it runs into chaotic elements that 

could not be comprehended in advance.

seems wonderful in the beginning, meets opposition, enjambments. Sooner

or later a forward motion is paralyzed,^ stunned, hindered^ w ?

ML: That's imperfection.

NM: Perfection may not be the best word^here^ Sometimes you see

creatures in the universe who are so exquisitely designed that the moment

one speaks of Intelligent Design, you say, of course! Orchids, snow flakes,

tigers. Evolutior^frial and error, could not have produced some of the

beautiful forms we see in the animal world. Race horses. Certain dogs.

Even if we find most insect forms repellent, nonetheless, when we look at

them under the microscope, we can see the extraordinary work that went

into them. It becomes harder to believe that evolution said, "yes, the six P 1 w

feelenfonthis particular leg will have those wonderful curves hke
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*5 scimitars
fCc*? -f&e.

and this will come about because^is the only way te do it fet*
‘-f ? H “ v' lt><

4he-sj,ir.y.ival of the species. It is literally easier to believe thatJtesas-

designed for beauty as well as(function.

Lti

ML: You know the old cliche. You put a mdHen monkeys in a room with

-eventually one of them

will produce War and Peace or Hamlet.

NM: That's the sort of t-hing-you^e-to a computer fo^. I-forgeHhe

inerodiblonumbeii-bttt-w!s too vast to be interesting.

NM: I'm listening.

ML: In the vastness of the universe, there are billions and billions of stars

and solar systems and galaxies. So fer,_by our limited knowledge, of the

ones we've looked at, not one comes close to having the basics to design a

univers^ Tfee (water and rain, the flora and fauna that went into creating ttars 

amazing, organic system that has been able to work together over a period
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of time. There's nothing like that anywhere else ^e can see in the universe.

the equivalent of mega-billions of monkeys whe-pottnds out Hamlet.

, Couldn't it be we're just a/fluke of the cosmos? In universe s» vaat-nnd

with so many possibilities, finally there is one planet that camo to-us 6ut of 

NM: But I would call that an argument for Intelligent Design. Because we 

ireciselv/6s)fa^powerful argument for Intelligent Design.

find nothingrfhat works remotely like anything on earth—all that fineness of

ML: What then is the function of all the other stars and galaxies?

NM: All we can say with any authority is that in our solar system, the earth

seems to be the only planet that is now alive with creatures. So it may be

that other gods—conceivably gods more powerful than ours—have had

even larger failures. It is possible that the earth succeeded in accomplishing

something other planets were unable to do. Given the limited powers of

astronomy today, there seem to be no near galaxies that are comparable.

But there may be. There very well may be. There are so many stars. So r

many possibilities. All we can begin to say is that it seems reasonable to

posit a god for our universe.
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ML: For our solar system.

far more difficult to conceive of our existence 

if there is no God. Because then we are back to the triHkmc of monkeys 

NM: For our solar system. It may be that this God failed with other planets.

Prior to the earth. I den't-evenTbegin to approach that. It's aS too easy and

too fanciful. I

writing Hamlet and that is hard to believe. It is much easier for me to

suppose that Hamlet is a part of human design. And if it's not, if it tedk-a’

nano-trillion of monkeys to produce an equivalent of Hamlet, what a waste.

There has to be the assumption, along with everything else, that existence is

moving toward a goal. It is certainly possible that existence itself in the

deepest, most cosmic, sense, ism peril, w^^^ioving forward^f neeessity.—,
exf-i J

It is as if we will have a rendezvous with disaste/if wedo not reach a
f <

certain period or place pLa-eefteinftime, as if indefinables have to be
achieved in order to protect the continuation of^xistence.

This is what I would term reasonable paranoia. By which I mean one 

dire declines on bursts. But

if there is some reason to this last assumption, then Intelligent Design is a 

can(think about it without

crucial part of it,, had~n-great-doal of Intelligent Design in their work.
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ML: Fine. I want to take a chance with this discussion. I want to take a

flyer, so to speak. You tell us that if you think at all like a philosopher, it is

because you have been a novelist all your life. Splendid! I want to see what

you can do with a parallel that's apparent to me. Novelists, after all, create

worlds.

NM: eertaiftiy try to, at times.

ML: Good. Let's take the notion of Intelligent Design in relation to the

novel.

NM: It's true: - Yorrare rtfekt. As-1 -sarcT at the beginning, true artisans like

Henry James and Hemingway wexe_given ^ver entirely to design. It's as if
ire. t<?Zg

their works had to live Bnt4rely,<5ythemselves>tp8-if4hey/felt less need a»> '

^eaters^tgvume-in contact ^vifl^rtfea/raw bseath of existence.N

ML: All right. Let me take another leap. Is there any relation between your

assumption that Intelligent Design is confronted and altered by existence

and your disdain for plot in your novels?
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NM: That's a good and challenging question. Before I get into it, let me say 

a word or two about James Joyce. Unlike Hemingway and Henry James 

who are not only great novelists and avatars of Intelligent Design so pure

that their work^end to live by themselves, osee-it is dcsigncdfif-you willy

Joyce, to the contrary, is^playtng at the very edgaS of chaos. Ho'g sayings 

k^ok how much you can do with what would be chaos in-anyone clso's- 

kagdgr1-Which is why it is very hard to get near to Joyce. Wc have an-
it ad

instirtetTve-sense that we-want to avoid .chaes^nd so it's very hard-te?

-trrnfcrstandTrifti. But Wcfidundertake to organize whole areas of chaos.

ML: I don't want to lose my point. In many essays, many interviews, you

have said in effect, I don't worry about plot. Plot is much less important to

me than character. You always have a storyline, but your plots are not...

NM: They're not clockwork.

ML: No. So I've wondered if for you to have a plot that is neat and tight

and ordered would run counter to your ideas of metaphysics.
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NM: Good. Plot, if you will, is Intelligent Design. It is interesting to me—

and I thought about it a lot in the years I wrote Harlot's Ghost because the

CIA is a perfect example of plot, that is, Intelligent Design, coming into

contact and conflict with the world. The reason I don't like plots to prevail

is that they don't allow the figures in the book, the characters, to push the

limits of wholly pre-designed plot to the point where life rejects the plot

because life finds the plot too unacceptable, and so throws the design into

another set of conditions no longer as definable.

Borges is the brilliant model of this process. Borges wrote five and

six page short stories that start with incredible plots. Then the plots get

shattered. All in five or six pages. Incredible stories. He, like Joyce, was

fascinated with making attacks on the nature of chaos. Borges showed us

for all time—talk about a novelist's novelist! He said to us: "Look at what

you're all doing. You take yourselves too seriously. You miss the fact that

once a plot is shattered, life still goes on. Another species of life begins

and you have to deal with it."

Take this back to Intelligent Design. God looks for Intelligent

Design. Then that Intelligent Design gets worked upon by existence.

Orville Wright designed an airplane. Don't we know that! And after he

designed it, he got it up in the air for the first time, and it flew a few 



metapysical interviews6 revision 1 3/28/05 14

hundred feet. He went back to the drawing board to refine the knowledge

received. Intelligent Design cannot exist without experience. So long as it

remains Intelligent Design, pure but untested, it remains analogous to any 

number of very talented young novelists who never publish because they

never get their book to the point where they want it to be seen. They will

not put their book out on the waters. Whereas God, I will obviously argue,

launches each Intelligent Design to see what happens to it. T-b&hs/how God
p ry

learns, how God getsfto the next Intelligent Design.

Let me enjoy a/wild aspect of this notion. In my book about Henry

Miller, I spoke of three men coming into a hostess's living room, Henry

James, Hemingway, and Henry Miller. Each takes off his hat and behold!

There's a cow turd on each head. James, I then go on to say, might have 

perished from an experience that awful. Hemingway would have gone into

a depression—he would have seen it as emblematic of the nature of life.

Just when life seemed something you could enjoy, unexpected disasters

shattered your mood. And Miller would have said, "Good Lord, how did

that shit get on my head? And look at the hostess. Are her nostrils

quivering or is it her twat? She is so excited and perturbed—what a

wonderful moment!" Miller is an example of someone who couldn't stay
I/^u_va

with a plot for five minutes because he wanted to smash into the (world and 
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Henry James^the other. Aed-l^tween them lies the effective use of

—revealrtfomething new about himself and-die world. Hetyw extreme,

15

Intelligent Design.

ML: But what would Joyce have done?

NM: Joyce is so much of a genius I dontt-want fo^hang onto his coattails.

•££E)fall off. I don't know what he would have done with the cow turd.

ML: I think he would have appreciated it.

NM: He might have looked twenty-two words in fifteen languages

that were e-lesost totlre-3ound<>phit. What would be the wonderful sound

he would come up with? On the other hand, he would have been removed

from the situation. It was not life he was interested in so much as language.

ML: I disagree. The first person to wipe his ass in a novel is Leopold

Bloom.

NM: Your point.. You are ad-in.
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ML: You recently criticized Sartre's existentialism for being "floorless."

Without floor.

NM: Without a foundation.

ML: Because, as you put it, "It is, after all, near to impossible for a

philosopher to explore into why we are here without entertaining some

notion of what the prior force might have been." Therefore, if we grant your

limited God as that prior force, then I'm compelled to ask what force

preceded your God? I assume you would choose infinite regress rather than

a Prime Mover?

NM: Again, I refuse to be trapped^such questions. TftaTsyhe atheist's

last line of defense. There's a story you're probably familiar with, of

Bertrand Russell and an old lady—Russell is talking about the origin of

the universe/is not knowable. And/tn old lady in the audience speaks up,

awdsays, "On the contrary, Professor Russell. I know the basis of the 

universe." He says, "What is it, Madam?" She replies, "The universe is 
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resting upon a turtle." "Madam, that's very helpful, but what is the turtle

resting upon?" And she says, "It's turtles all the way down!"

ML: I do remember that.

NM: I'm not going to get trapped in arguments that ask me to explain what

came behind the God I'm talking about.

ML: But you beat Sartre over the head because he won't allow for a force

behind humanity. Why can't we then try to find out—I'm not trying to

refute you, but—

NM: Let me put it this way: we first have to become close enough to God 

and helpful enough to God—large questions we haven't even entered—the 

relationship of humankind to God is something we haven't even touched
la c-d~~

upon—and until we're a^reat help t$God, why should God trust us? You 

remember, at the end of Harlot's Ghost, Hugh Montague goes off on this— 

to me—-intriguing speech that God having decided-man-wao wholly 

unt^rstwoi4hy,^reated tf^illusion 'of evolution* that indood, the universe -

reafiy^yfas created entire, ex nihilo, by God in six days, but He then laid in
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evidence all over the place/Ihat evolution had done it^6ver millions of years,

get near to God's roots. Sq.implied in all that is ^ct~

metapysical intervicws6 revision 1 3/28/05

'hen we get close enough to God to feel we are in some kind of alliance 

>vifrtirG,otr which I think has always been implicit in -the relationship; wh.y.

then we might begin to have some knowledge of who is behind God. But

that won't happen until we get nearer to God.

ML: But you do see that as a possibility.

NM: Ultimately. If things go far better than I expect they will.

ML: I don't know if you're familiar with the philosopher David Hume—

NM: Vaguetyrddrad-himjn college,

ML: Well, peCgotmto the Intelligent Design argument 

the proofs of St. Thomas Aquinas for the existence of God is the argument 

from design. It goes back that far, a thousand years. Aquinas has many

proofs of God's existence but the fifth one was that design is so perfect in

the universe—he didn't even see beyond the solar system—
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the world was not created by a team? Or this may be but only one of many

attempts at creation, the first few having been botched? Or, on the other

hand, our world could be the puerile first attempt of an infant deity who

afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame performance.

NM: IThmk it's a little weak to say it was'a lame peifuimance and He 

moved on. That/Soesn't fulfill my notion of the passion implicit in the

artistry of God. I can't conceive of a great artist ever junking a work and 

moving on because it's lame/if that has been his major opus. o lean to

the notion that our world is God's major opus. But Hume did put it wellz

■^he argument for a perfect universej^nkar to intolerable, k se-rambfes— y

peopled brains! Kww-tlw. piiitsTt sriffei* prodigiuuslv^fEjeally Hihil^n

absolutely great novelmould be .written about the Catholic CIiuilIi and Lite— 

people who work in it. Man, what material is there] what material! But the—,

tiauiinfri3=sneh-fhflt4t's almost impossible for a priest tn hgcomn-a-gre^t

-rruvcli-st,-
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created a Church that brought so much architectural beauty to the world, so 

much musical beauty, so much ritual beauty—and then be locked into a set 

move me. I feel "How tragic. How painful." All this ponderiag, all this 

devotion, all this loyalty, and it ah-goes into a-stmxp^an intellectual sump. It 

explains nothing. All you are finally asked to believe is that God will be 

us when we die—as if that's all God has to do„ as if God is a couch potato 

sighs when-He has-lu get up-to answer the doorbell to welcome a new

ML: What about Hume's idea the universe might have been created by a 

of notions they can't let go of, notions that explain nothingclearf^and

magnify spiritual and moral confusion.

You know,^he services of organized"religion^henthey are beautiful^ 

NM: Fabulously successful, yes, but you could also say the Jewish religion

has been fabulously successful inihattfhe'Jews didn't perish-^-but what a

price they paid. And I'd say/what a price Catholics have paid. To have 

there to hear your prayers,jf-yotH^rresc is clean-enough* God will welcome 

team?
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NM: Not impossible. Not impossible. It explains one of my basic notions.

The team soon fell out of sorts with one another and we ended up with God

and the Devil.

ML: A joint endeavor—

NM: Like those South Seas Companies in the 1700s, the 1800s. They— 

stalled UTfighrandiiave been at odds-eveF-since—,

/
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JMcN: If, as you say, the Creator is an artist, and not all creative works are

equally successful, wouldn't this lead quite easily to racism—i.e., the

"inferior race"—however one's defining it, whether the non-Aryans

scapegoated by the Nazis, or the "ice people" of the Afro-centric extremists,

wouldn't that "inferior" group simply be one of God's early, inferior drafts?

NM: Well, I reject the language of the question. One of the absolute

disasters that Hitler brought to human understanding was an abuse of the

concept of race. Because race offers us great clues. It is perfectly

possible—and here again, one can only speculate—but it is perfectly

possible that races, in the beginning, were Intelligent Design for different

situations. In other words, for people in the tropics, God was saying, "well,

how can I design the heating system of their bodies so they can bear the-Lsaa

a-httle more easily?^ (V^re discovering that living in

separate climates produces different relaxations and strictures of the throat.

Languages reflect that. Mind you, God as the artist, j^hscovering within

the material itself, where the continuation might be. Certain sculptors talk

about how they do not know exactly what the work will become until they
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beginrfo cut into the marble. The marble reveals^XheaJwhat they must do

with the next stroke. The same thing may be true with human design^, ot/^

animal design^?. The environment plays^ great role.

JMcN: Your conception of God as artist assumes that God is both vastly—.

but not all-good, and vastly—but not all-powerful. But why couldn't God

be not very compassionate at all and instead immensely curious? In other

words, He is fascinated by, but not especially compassionate toward

creation, much like a child who winds up toys and watches them slam into

each other and chortles at the smashup. You say, "In other words, why are

there volcanoes? Because God was not a perfect engineer" Or because like

a two-year-old, God found the noise and fury fascinating and amusing.

Maybe even the shrieks of the dying fascinating and amusing^Vou keep

assuming God is a nice person, so to speal^, teat ^hat seems a bit arbitrary.

NM: It is arbitrary, and it could be my conditioning. I grew up in a

household that was as religious as the next—it wasn't a dogma-driven

household, but I remember my mother on Friday night praying before a lit

—eandle, praying to the Shekhina, who is, of course, the wife of God, and
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there were tears in my mother's eyes and a feeling of great tenderness came

from her. I think I always took it for granted that God is compassionate in

relation to us.

Now, the arguments raised above cannot be refuted. I cannot say,

"No, God is not going in for capers." Of course, God could go in for mean
acts. But to mey maybe because I, too, am searching ^anorderly >

existence ^^m-e-degseg^-the notion that God and the devil are in conflict

with one another makes more sense, t«j?ie. We've (got”thisone God who is

more good than not..

ML: Well, your mother's father was a rabbi.

NM: Yes. He studied to be a rabbi in Lithuania but by the time he came

over here, the only way he could make his living was as a peddlar. Then he

moved to ^rnall town called Long Branch, New Jersey, where he opened a

butcher shop. There he worked as a butcher,-but there was only one

synagogue in Long Branchyambs© when the rabbi was ill or off on

vacation, my grandfather stood in for him. And my mother was very proud

of this. The fundamental snobbery of the Jews—it was much better to be a 
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rabbi than a butcher. I was delighted, it gave #a®-two different seto-ef

inherited strains to develop./ /h

ML: Well, I'm thinking of your mother's devotion and the tear in her eye—

obviously, she must have come from a pretty religious household.

NM: My grandfather was religious—he began studying the Talmud

when he was four years old. The best thing to be said about the Talmud is

it's very hard to become a fundamentalist while studying it. It's all too easy

tG-ge-iundamegfaUst when living with the Bible but difficult when reading
(i

the Talmud. <@jg-the opposite-da the Old Testament. It inquires into the
i!a

nuances of things. For instance, i«4he-T&lmud/people brought animals to

the temple to be sacrificed. Very often there were small disasters—a poor 

man might have decided to sacrifice his prize heifer because his child was 

ill. But on his way ^ith his heift^into the synagogu^/the animal would

defecate. Well, the Talmud do&s focus on where did-it defecate#/, Qtd it do

^^utsiddp-Qi/the patio? Didjit defecate on the steps? In the vestibule? In

the aisle? At the altar approach? ,Was it on the altar? For all these are f <lpG~

different proximities,ffirere-arefdifferent ftuni-shmotrts. In certain cases the

animal can still be sacrificed. At other sites, the animal is lost completely------ -
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if it defecates too close to the altar, it ie disposed of completely. It

of relative compatibility between God and humans—so it i^the exact 

opposite of the Old Testament^ the New Testament where both lay it out?

"This is the way it is. Don't argue with it." Then, of course, they<Cdntradicf
/.a

ttemsebse^two pages later.

ean't ewaf/be eaten. In the Talmud, there are all these efforts to find zones 

ML: Well—there is a certain measure of Orphic ambiguity in the utterances

of Christ.

NM: I wouldn't call it ambiguity. I see it as the wars of ttee-eommittees,

Ajaalos&us tojwliat^-geiag on between thc-Smsiii) and Lliu Shiitcj in Iraq,to-^ 

-wrtrif-I givc-you this, yea-must-give me thaL

ML: Did your mother talk much about her father?

NM: Wfth u kind -oLgentle -reverence. She adored him, and he was a very

kind man. One story I loved when I was a kid. She once said, "My mother 

worked so hard in the butcher shop, and we as children worked hard, too. I

worked hard—we'd get angry at my father because whenever a poor woman 
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would come in and he'd be weighing the meat she bought, he'd put his finger

under the scale so it cost less. And we thought, That's all very welLbut

yeu^re taking the money^away from us."

ML: So he was a compassionate man.

NM-. to-t+riiik he wns aJgaehjH-ftafr. I was only four

when he died. But I like to think so teera

JMcN: Here's a question on ritual: All your ideas have an underlying

assumption that God has a continuing, even a profound interest in &Ueast

some individuals, and certainly in the ultimate fate of the human species and

the rest of His creation. This is completely at odds with some of the earliest

recorded religious expression, namely from the Sumerians, whose prayers

were always begging the gods to "Remember!" Prayer and ritual were a

constant attempt to engage the attention of forgetful and indifferent gods

who had created and abandoned humanity. This, by the way, wasn't a

notion emerging from disasters and dislocations but could be found even as 

their civilization flourished. Can you comment? 
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NM: It's the other half of the equation. The obverse side of prayer is that it

rarely gets answered. So rarely that people at religious meetings cite such

events as miracles, [in a southern accent] "I prayed to God-andT-didirV

know if I was answered or not, but then, to my astonishment, I fell to me > 

-krtees-and I began-to weep, I began to~wecp4br the-sores of Christ because,,

-my-praycr had been answered?" Prayers are not Answered. I always felt the

Lord has enough to take care of without having to listen to all that. Think

of God wading through those prayers: "Oh, God, let my team win the

game!" "Oh, God, let me get some money. Let me sell this old heap that's 

no good and get something better," all that, all that.

sophisticated people who recognized that theyrorayed-and played- and 

God with great sincerity for their child to live, and-usually the child does 

4tve^J'm willing to accept the idea that that's not something to sneer at. I'm 

not saying it helps or it works but humanly speaking, we can certainly feel 

•prayod-and answers did not come jxecy (often.

Now leUaae-say/Sofne people have a child who's ill, and they pray to

I don't think God listens to prayer. The Sumerians^ T-don't know.

aaj^ttrrg^burrHhem. you describe them, they were relatively 

for the parent.
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JMcN: When you were talking about Gandhi, you said: "But there are a few

[oxymorons] that are vital and immensely valuable. One of them is "heroic

passivity." One's wisdom has to become the arbiter then. We can be

encountering heroic passivity, or only the quasi- heroic variety and the latter

might be a disaster." Along that line, what would you say about the

contemplative life? By that I mean the cloistered orders who don't run

hospitals or schools, just pray for the world. This is a strong Christian

tradition, ditto for the Buddhists and some Hindus, and probably the Jews

have some variant of that.

NM: The Twelve Just Men. ..

ML: Do you see a value in this kind of passivity?

NM: I would answer yes. I'm not opposed to that. If we're going to get

nearer to Goc^to find the God behind the God, it's perfectly conceivable to

me that the God of which I speak does pay attention to transcendental

sincerity. I have a crude analogy to offer. Occasionally, after having

worked on a novel, you come across a review that's so intelligently written

and gets to close to what you were attempting to do, or, even better, shows
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ways you never saw for the book, bttUl-tfogj-ilTuiiilliaLe the-work, well, I 

jTcan esteem that critic aneT-derfeel better about the act of writing. Raise that-

are people who

contemplate existence, who pray in depth to God and are qualified to do so.

They are not petty ̂ greed-bags. What I hate about prayer is most of the time

it is mi greedy, always, looking for an undeserved advantage. I'm a

mediocrity, I'm kind of stupid, God, but maybe you'll help me because I'm

praying to You.

JMcN: This is about Buddhism: what's your take on the Buddhist notion of

the boddhisatva vow? Reaching nirvana is a catch-22—if you have

achieved a level of deep compassion, enough to reach nirvana, you can't go

happily off into it while other sentient beings are still here struggling and

suffering. So, even though you personally have a free-pass out of this far

from perfect world, you voluntarily reincarnate as a "boddhisatva"—a

helper, a teacher, a way-shower—and keep reincarnating until everyone has

achieved nirvana. Devout Buddhists of many persuasions-—and all the

monks and nuns, take the "boddhisatva vow" at an advanced stage of their

training.
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NM: WeH, I think it's a beautiful notion. I-strbsedhe to it ^net poraonally.

I-wouldn't make it; I don't have that kind of compass-tenr* The difficulty I've

always had with Buddhism is nirvana-^&^fthe point of existence is not to

rise above all petty feeling, but on the contrary, the-pottrt4s to be able to

struggle with these petty feelings in such a way that we-alter them into

-somewhat more vigorous feefings . So we're more able to cnntrihiit^wthn

-best of existence. Nirvana always struck me as a place I had no interest in/

rtjt existed or not—I had no idea—it didn't appealxte-me. I remember

talking to a friend of mine who's a good Buddhist and ^seldingdasa?, getting

into a polite rage over drinks: "You bastards always talk about nothingness,

, getting tefnothingness. I'm a writer, I live with nothingness every minute

I'm working. I sit at my desk and for the first half hour there's nothing—I

have to pass through that nothingness in order to get a few ideas. I said,

you're not even talking about nothingness. Nothingness is an awful state!

It's an empty state. Why don't you talk about what it really is, which is the

ineffable? When you get into the ineffable, then you have something to talk 

about!"

I like to think he was struck with the thought, even a little.

Back to the boddhisatva: I think it's a beautiful conception. Whether

true or not, l-havt; no idea-r4n-ethes-wQ4xls,pcte/can any human choose to 
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reincarnate rather than going into Nirvana? fcthmk-lfrc Lord might say,-

"■Reincarnation is not your choice; it's Mine." In that sense, I'm ohyiously1

beyond my range. But it is a beautiful notion.

JMcN: At the end of your last interview, you said that in many ways the

Creator was like a Greek god—strong yet not all powerful, flawed but

noble, well, you know Greek myths are full of incidents where the gods took

human form, or animal form. Apart from the well-known stories of Zeus

turning up as this or that to impregnate some human woman, there are also

stories of Zeus turning up as a beggar. In one story, peasants take in a

wretched beggar overnight, share their far-from abundant meal with him,

treat him very well, and next morning, find his bed empty and a sack of gold

in his place—Zeus came calling—and rewarded them for their kindness to

the poor! God showing up on earth is an idea embraced long before

Christian theology/[butTseenothing in your writings of God as a swan, a

river, or anything as possibly Jesus.—jm note: I never wrote that last part!!

iA.nd it isn't logical!! Or even correct. Ancient Evenings is chock-full of the

Pharaoh as a divine presence.] )
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NM: I don't see any need to answer the question. I just take it for granted.

If God wants to appear as a human, why not? And indeed, He would. But I 

think-aetaaHy what's more interesting is the belief if you're good when you 

don't have to be good, something wonderful happens. Which I think is also 

part of human nature. Humans live for revenge—but they also live for a
ldjzh-e^ TW-> S

■sentiment that we are capable of goodness. Selfie brunt of thgse stories,-fee,

■impact they have orrmc, is look-aVme human desire involved. One, LhaH-

eanfjiecapable of goodness and two, that ■feere's<§omething in the universe 

that rewards you for goodness. Prayer is the ugly stepchild of that emotion.

Whafeaakes- iferrteresting is the pobof gold—they weren't praying for-the^ 

gelfe-^PhaPs-far better-than saying, "Hey, T was good now tewaid ffle!-11-
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JML: We’re going to begin the discussion by talking about the God behind 

the God.

NM: Your question, as I recall, was “What about the God behind the God?

Since you assume that this God is not All Powerful, not all Good, but a 

limited God, an Existential God; a God doing the best that He or She can do, 

is there then a God behind?” And I said, “Yes, probably. But we’re not near 

enough to the God that is there for us”. We finished the last interview about 

a half hour ago but now I feel there were some remarks I want to add.

Neither of us is prepared, but on the other hand, I have been thinking about 

this for a long time. Part of the interest that I’ve had in Theology, not my 



fundamental interest, but still vital, has always been political. In other

words, what kind of political system would God like? And I’m not sure God

Monarchy; to Communism; and certainly/fnterested in Democracy, in

■has boe» certain. I-think, different times

Capitalism. God-was -interested in allffiese systems/JS^y/are not without

comparison to the designs of His animals. Which ones work^''Tthink a great 

deal was put into Communism at one point. However, I also have this 

notion that we-are-very much at the-mercy of diabolical doings. At this point

■Lsee the Devil ag-arretfsstronTpetTforto God. The Devil-may even win.------ ,

V/1,nt form that ’.vonld tqke I don^^gmToitnow T wnnlrln’t bpgin to hnvn.

^notion ThgtTrrcan&-4^ we could end badly. I think that’s

always been implicit. ThatVwhy I speak of an Existential God. Like an

Existential human He does not necessarily live forever.

2



You may ask: Where is the positive element in all of this? What 

might give us a sense of beauty, religious awe, or even a feeling that I want

<£> M-t-'
to be near to God. What do people like me believe? What are seme positive

intimations of God? Well I do believe there are elements of compassion in

our world, elements of goodness. W@-might even believe that love may be

more of a life>giving force than hate.

The war I have with Fundamentalists is not over such basics. I think

many functamentalists feel a need to be close to God and want to feel close.

Fundamentalism works well fobthese evangelists who keep bringing people

to God. What I oppose in Fundamentalisms^, of course, the texts. This

depends altogether on writings that were put together bb^ommittee, writings

j calculated two millennia ago to have powerful political effects. Pai

3



example, kri^w what he was-up to, and his followers treat the Old-and New

even more so. That alone is\noughrfo convince me forever that God had

\ ery, very little to do with>efther. \n fact, I would suggest that if we need an

e uthor it was the J2evil. He was the o^e to inspire Paul and the scribes. All

e that would make some sense?) The majority of us are working

e side of the real question. I|am asking what kind of society can£

nd in the New Testament—some of the sentences irk the Old Testament.

■'react viseerally mst-that. I hate to think that GodTs as bad a writer as

ite-them.Testaments as f^they were revealed to us~by~God; as i

that is to

c? a.
-vfiftett5=OTfff^=^w®5?to create a world where there is reasonable equityy

r-teftder~seiTse of the difficulty and delicacy andjj^tarty riFthc human—-

condition at its best. What political form could that world take? Tdo-not

agree-with the-most powerful uuircei vattvo thinkers, If we start with the

brilliant arguments of writers as great as Nietzsche, we argue that it is wrong

4



to pay great attention to the weak, the poor, the hungry, the meek, the

mediocre, the inferior. They are, argues Nietzsche, a huge drag upon

existence. They are filled with hatred. They wish to destroy all that is noble

or aristocratic, beautiful or fine. AftdjHs a sustainable argument—

Nietzsche is probably the most interesting and powerful conservative who

ever wrote. Yet, as an argument, it only goes so far before it falls short,

even crashes. And for a very simple reason. It is that the aristocracy was

corrupt, the priesthood was and is corrupt oligarchs of capitalism are corrupt.

Conservatism is as filthy in its practices as its opponents. If the poor are

malodorous, so are the rich. And the rich have advantages that the poor do

not have.

On the other hand, Socialism has never worked. Why? Because it

refuses to live with the notion that God exists and is part of the human

balance. So a built- in difficulty intrudes on what was conceived as an

5



omnipotence. Socialists <jlo

not function in a de acy/They face opponents, you are running a

o not believe in the existence of a God then thererEical party and you

might be inwould be happier wit

filing egotism, countermanding egotism in the politically mighty is the

of religion is to make a profound error. The beauty of Christ—what Christ

saying to all of us—is that the poor have as much reason to exist as the 

key—My ('feeling ygjthal to advocate^socialism without an existential sense

equitable system. Tfc^eople who come to power under socialise live in_

r
v acuum of political omnipotence. That destroyed StalinismjSbcial 

irected toward more and more p er. O in my opinion, I have to say that

ay Jehovah, in no way All-Good and All-Powerful.an artist) and in n

ion with certain desires od (provided it is an existential God,

emocracy does not breed that kind of

no-.substitute forffhe hegemony of ego/ Aud.pgn is antitfietjc-to-medestr-aRd,

6



wealthy. Nietzsche hated that. He argued that Christ finally wus-nothiRg-bt$

/-J/
a-t'ahhle-ronsor. I don’t want to over-simplify hfyztrgument, but finally he 

did feel that Christ was not only speaking to the unwashed but arousing a 

great rage in them and this rage would yet destroy all that was noble in 

civilization. I would argue that unless we have a profound understanding of 

the needs of the poor, and the rights of the poor, and the passion of the poor 

to become more than what they are at present, we are merely reshuffling the

work as well^jy^socialism with a belief ih- God? provided—and here-fs-tha-work as well a$?£isocialism with a belief in- God? provided—and here-fs-tha-

u- c--A.
-whose-task is even more difficult than- ours. hha^-God wants the-samc things'

that we want andoften sees nirther-ahead than we do hut not always, not / 

completely. So il is not aslavishrelaiTon-to God so much as-a-senso^gf-thei 

heaufy-o-F-thu possibilities that God-can 6p~en for us in life. . If that is 

7



workable, if a socialist society should ever exist with such a belief in an

Existential God, I think we might begin to get into some of the beginnings of 

human equity. Let me say, since I have a great distrust of large 

organizations and obsessive government power, that I also think small 

business must be a viable part of any state socialism.

fML: All right. Let me add one thing which immediately came to^jahnd.

When you were running for mayor of New York in 1969; you spoke of 

enclaves of people who had small businesses who respected each other’s 

turf, they respected each other. There was a sense of community; you could 

live wherever you wanted. There was a real Existential sense of what your 

community wouia be like

8



IM: You find out through/fiow

prove most viable. One of the extremes was a society of dog lowers. On that

turf, the animals could defecate all over the streets and nob/dy had to clean

it up. That was just the dog-lovers few blocks.

I think the real problejn, of course, would l/e that there would have to

ie structure at thp4op. You couldn’t keep m/dem communities alive

Because the corporation canno e trusted. The corporation is—I’ve called

past, it has very little jhterest in its previous history, it has very little interest

JML: It does have an interest in its future.

\withput huge factories. Or without huge/ntellectual networks. All of that.

ration is psychopathic. It does not care about its

■the largest organiz:

it the Big Empty. The co

in its future.

9



NM: M^st-of that intcrcst-in the future is restricted tcrthe well being ed-thc-, 

-present. Things are done without looking to the long future. For example, 

out-sourcing is an immediate way of making profits. I would argue that they, 

are much more interc^iteripPTiTTi year in the7uWrm-4me They have to show a 

profit every year, just like the psychopath has to feel that he and his ego are

(a. ‘ I ------
developing into more and more profit. (Otherwise they wUl slump and go, 

into a fearful depression. By contrast, under/socialism it eettlt^bemore.

natural to have an interest in the past and the future. The ideaSvetdd-be that 

'^6u don’t look for huge profits^in-sociafem- yuu look for the well being of 

the society,-for-the-well -being- of al-k To keep such Socialism alive, -to-keep^ 

rfr-from deteriorating into one huge mega government, small business has to 

be encouraged, and the notion of community, of neighborhood. A two-tiered 

society with a firm understanding that one tier cannot invade the other.

10



Behind it all would be the idea that we might even be working with God.

Not working to obey Him, to praise Him, to slave for His

vanity, but on the contrary to live with the beautiful idea that we-m-ight even 

•be-working-with-Godrthat God shares desires with us, that we are at last 

working together, yes, finally, after centuries and millennia of hatred of God,

of God, intense if mindless prayer, valleys and promontories of

ritual, attempts to take God by force, attempts to do without god; after-all,

$kat, attempts to glorify Him at the expense of all reason, there might be at 

last an agreeable sense that, yes, we are working with God and God is 

working with us, and we don’t understand God altogether and God doesn’t 

understand us altogether but we even might have a certain tenderness 

compassion for each other. If you have a society built on the religious 

notion that God needs us even as we need God, that offers much more

11



promise than the ongoing idea now, the ridiculous notion of corporate

12
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Metaphysical Interview 6

I know you've been thinking about Intelligent Design and I have, too.

But aren't you an unlikely person to find credence there?

NORMAN MAILER: Why?

ML: Because it's a pet theory of the fundamentalists.

xs=S2nBE£list^-A^n6velist cannot afford to be ideologically bound. It's 

something we/ighL-e^wf^elend (Io tie ourselves up by“wayof our style.

NM: That's the last of my concerns—what fundamentalists think. I-start-a®- 

MICHAEL LENNON: March 20th, 2005, interview 6.

"^chey paid for the huge achievement of their separate styles by being able to

write only about certain kinds of things. They were l^eked-rntrraheir style.

Picassq^Ove-wd-befoj^had a huge influence on me because fcxJhifRr

style was not a part of one's person, npt necessarily J_think he

^x>~atool with which you could attack reality>=Jy£&Hrom-iTOe-direCTfonrthefi----?
eP-tZ-t

from another-
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^upeffieraHyr-GR^he-otheriTaftdHhe-pFeHHse-behind-theseJateFview&r^

that I wun't be ombanass'edby iny~tacfc-of knowledge Theologian:

up matter what high level

are obliged to do their thinking with received ideas, charts, ideas they are

not free to change. (As, for example, God is All-Good andAll-Powerfiil.)

So theologians build their philosophies by way of usstgbJe mental

-gymnastics. -Se/fnere are/many questions they cannot begin to confront.

<1 must say the tsunami comes to mind. All they can offer for

A^fftras-thi>id«n nt Intelligent Hevigrg-W ne ggy ] come tn ft

arq^frapped byrthetr-ideasy'TIiey

explanation is that God is a great mystery and His ways are unfathomable.

-ft-was as if they delighted-in-tke-fttefrfhey couW-hid^bemnd the "mystery"

My feeling has always been that God-eFeated-us-irriftsTmagerurnr

one more time—for the twenty-eighth thousandth time.

image. That seems reasonable to me. God, by my notion, is always
la

laboring, to find a better, more well-adapted creation than His latest design.

Remember my remark that the dinosaurs, at one point, must have been a

huge part of God's beliefs. He had dared to create this immense animal 

ixz^> might be able to rule the jungles, the mountains, and the plains. They He

discovered that He had misdesigned it. Had to go back to the drawing
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board. God, like us, makes mistakes. I must say that I had no idea

Intelligent Design has been given to us by fundamentalists.

ML: Well, I don't want to say they invented the idea. It's been around since

the 18,h century when the world was conceived to be virtually a clock, it was

so perfectly designed. Intelligent Design grows out of the Enlightenment.

NM: Perhaps I have a misunderstanding of what is meant by Intelligent

Design. I can only speak of it on the basis of reading one good article in the

New York Times, which spoke ofra concept tbaWvas at odds with evolution,

It offered the notion thalli lei e-may-be ffTforcein existencethat WingsT*

(sense of design ieto-ereation-itssW. I thought this perfect for what I am

talking about. Because I do think, yes, that God is always looking to make

existenceCE^er-aRd-hettefJrnore finely designed^ Ged-alse-makes-eFFeFS.

‘Ged^-is on-art-ist^As an artist. He doe-sr&~ftkvayTr-sner^^^

ML: You understood the article, but can't you see how it would lend

support to people who are opposed to evolution? Intelligent Design, by

contrast, shows the hand of the Creator.
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NM: Ifris only-poeplr Jjka fundamentalists who have no understanding of

an artist, .wWareable to speak that way. As LhJy sce^the Creator saw it

all at once, did it perfectly and brought it-oufepLo and behold, it's been

perfect ever since. He never failed once. The design was extraordinary

from the start. He even gave us an Old and New Testament to bolster our

understand/6f His immaculate design.

ML: Let me say what I understand to be the position of present-day

Intelligent Design. It would say: we don't know exactly which processes of

natural selection, mutation, evolution, are directly related to the Intelligence

used to create the world, but we are saying that what does exist out there in

nature speaks of the presence of an Intelligence behind it at some level—

maybe at some removes back, but it is certainly opposed to those

fundamentalists who would say God created the world in efiemstant six

thousand years ago.

NM^OffiQursETiot.
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that evolution cannot explain alLthe

appearance of design that we see in natural life. Intelligence had also to be

involved. Whoroas Daiwin said. Hue's the process; I donfrtaiowl'f llieie-^

-ayqs Anything behind b

NM: It certainly makes great sense to me that Intelligent Design is one of

the elements in evolution. What I find comfortable,-wsS agreeable about it

as a notion, is that if we do have a God who created a universe as manifold

as ours—how indeed could it have been done without Intelligent Design?— 

desgning artist has to say to Himself or Herself, "I didn't/anticipate this.'

J^dat^conceive of enough? The other element present, which I

emphasize over and over is that God is not all-powerful. These

08/30/2014 02:21 FAX

having notions that this is where to go is huw4u du tlrat,-

this is how to develop this species, here's what's wrong with this species,

creations go out into an existence that doesn't necessarily receive them with

generosity. Th^-ehange-undeiyextemal circumstances ba&God as the

005

ML: Tectonic plates...
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NM: Exactly. Tectonic plates are an example of God's incapacity to design

the world so well that there wouldn’t be shifting-tectonic plates and^ensuing.

hideous earthquakes, incommensurable loss, and whole failures of
ft; 

explanation as to why God permitted ortwiHed it How much simpler to

assume He didn't fiust like us, He was aghast.

ML: Qs?^oengage the argument,(ffie tectonic plates are just another

example of the randomness and the chaos of the universe.

NM: But, the artist works to extract order from chaos. I would not even say
be.

that chaos is a lack of order. Chaos Onmix of sets of orders that are too

complex and too disparate to be ordered within the consciousness of
■fC<

If you will, each element in chaos can have its

own set of laws and processes, but/fhatjdrganization within a particular

chaos comes into conflict with another set of orders and-tS^-are-

incompatible. Thej/tear each apart? Lalsrrwottld^postuiate Malign Design,

tfessgh our universe. -=By*which 1 meaa-there-are-forces not at all congenial

to God's concepts of creativity. How dsrf'amve at this? Because nowhere-
Av i

fva existence can you find a free ride. Anything that comes along which
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-secHi^jvonderful in the beginning, meets opposition, enjambments. Sooner

or later a forward motion is paralyzed, or stunned, or hindered.

ML: Do you then espouse a theory of Intelligent Design that has imperfect

design?

NM:r No. Pei fee lion may not be die best wind here. Sometimes you see

NM: The design can be excellent until it runs into chaotic elements that

creatures in the universe who are so exquisitely designed that the moment

one speaks of Intelligent Design, you say, of course! Orchids, snow flakes,

tigers. Evolution, trial and error, could not have produced some of the

beautiful forms we see in the animal world. Race horses. Certain dogs.

Even if we find most insect forms repellent, nonetheless, when we look at

them under thermrcroseope,,/we can see the extraordinary work that went

into them. It becomes harder to believe that evolution said, "yes, the-s»t

(reelerson this particular leg will havefesse wonderfill curves Ebe
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scimitars," and this jWtH-eetne $Eout because it is the only way to do it for

the survival of the species. It is literatty easier to believe that it

"aesigned for beauty as well as function.

ML: You know the old cliche. You put a million monkeys in a room with

a million typewriters—or a billion, whatever it is—eventually one of them

will produce War and Peace or Hamlet.

NM: Thnt'q tho nnrt rrA+iing yon go toAy-nmpnfer for. Lforgnt then

ML: In the vastness of the universe, there are billions and billions of starsj

end solar systems and galaxies. So far, by our limited knowledge, of the

ones we've looked at, not one comes close to having the basics to design a

universe. The water and rain, the flora and fauna that went into creating this

amazing, organic system that has been able to work together over a period
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of time. There's nothing like that anywhere elsa/we can see in the universe.

, Couldn't it be we're just a fluke of the cosmos? In a universe so vast and

with so many possibilities, finally there is one planet that came to us out of

the equivalent of mega-billions of monkeys
Zt r Z-

NM: I would call that an argument for Intelligent Design. Beeause-we—

fiTrd-rtethmg tharworfes remotely like^anything on-earth^ffill that fineness of

detail—I see that precisely as the powerful argument for Intelligent Design.

ML: What then is the function of all the other stars and galaxies?

NM: All we can say with any authority is that in our solar system, the earth

seems to be the only planet that is now alive with creatures. So it may be

that other gods—conceivably gods more powerful than ours—have had

even larger failures. It is possible that the earth succeeded in accomplishing

something other planets were unable to do. Given the limited powers of

astronomy today, there seem to be no near galaxies that are comparable.

But there may be. There very well may be. There are so many stars. So

many possibilities. (All we can begin to say is that it seems reasonable to

posit a god for our universe.



08/30/2014 02:21 FAX

meiapysical interviews6 revision 1 3/28/05 10

ML: For our solar system.

NM: For our solar system. It may be that this God failed with other planets.

Prior to the earth. I darA/€ven begin to approach that. It's ^4-too easy^aad—

too fanciful. I would say it is far more difficult to conceive of our existence

if there is no God. Because then we are back to the trillions of monkeys

writing Hamlet and that is hard to believe. It is much easier for me to

suppose that Hamlet is a part of human design. And if it's not, if it took a

nano-trillion of monkeys to produce an equivalent of Hamlet, what a waste.

There has to be the assumption, along with everything else, that existence is

moving toward a goal. It is certainly possible that existence itself in the

most cosmic, sense, is in

It is as iftwefwill have arendezvous with disaster if we do not reach a

certain period or place at a certain time, as if indefinables have to be

achieved in order to protect the continuation of existence.

This is what I would term reasonable paranoia. By which I mean one

can think about it without undergoing dire declines or manic outbursts. But

if there is some reason to this last assumption, then Intelligent Design is a

crucial part of it*

peril^D it is moving forward of necessity.
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4-want to take a-

fly®Fv-so-t if you think at all like a philosopher, it is

ML: Fine. I want tu take a uh

because you have been a novelist ail your life. Splendid! I want to see what

you can do with a parallel that's apparent to me. Novelists, after all, create

worlds.

NM: Yes, certainly try to, at times.

ML: Good. Eet's-fftke/fKenotion of Intelligent Design in-selatiea to the

novel.

NM: You are right. As I said at the beginning, true artisans like

Henry James were given over entirely to design. It's as if

t-fesi? works had to live entirely by themselves/as if felt less need as

:o come in contact with the raw breath of existence.

ML: All right. Let me take another leap. Is there any relation between your

assumption that Intelligent Design is confronted and altered by existence

and your disdain for plot in your novels?
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NM: Tlrat^ good and ehallenging^question. Before I get into it, let me say

a word or two about James Joyce. Unlike Hemingway and Henry James

who are not only great novelists aed avatars of Intelligent Design so pure

that their works tend to live by themselves, once ife-io designed, ifyou will?

Joyce, to the contrary, is playing at the very edgejf of chaos. He's saying,

"Look how much you can do with what would be chaos in anyone else's

hands." Which is why it is vsy hard to get near to Joyce. We have an

instinctive sense that we want to avoid chaos, and so it's very hard to

understand him. But he did undertake to organize whole-areas of chaos.

ML: I don't want to lose my point. In many essays, many interviews, you

have said in effect, 1 don't worry about plot. Plot is much less important to

me than character. You always have a storyline, but your plots are not...

NM: They're not clockwork.

ML: No. So I've wondered if for you to have a plot that is neat and tight

and ordered would run counter to your ideas of metaphysics.
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NM: Seed, /Plot, if you will, is Intelligent Design. It is interesting to me—

and I thought about it a lot in the years I wrote Harlot's Ghost because the

CIA is a perfect example of plot, that is, Intelligent Design, coming into

contact and conflict with the world. The reason I don't like plots to prevail

is that they don't allow the figures in the book, the characters, to push the

limits ofiwhoHy pre-designed plot to the point where life rejects the plott

-becauso-lifc finds the plot too/unacceptable, and so throws the design into

another set of conditions no longer as definabter

Borges is the brilliant modej/of this process. Borges wrote five and

six page short stories that start with incredible plots. Then^he plots get

shattered. All in five or six pages. Incredible stories. He, like Joyce, was

fascinated with making attacks on the nature of chaos. Borges showed us

for all time—talk about a novelist's novelist! He said to us: "Look at what

you're all doing. You take yourselves too seriously. You miss the fact that

once a plot is shattered, life still goes on. Another species of life begins

and you have to deal with it."

Take this back to Intelligent Design. God looks for Intelligent

Design. Then that Intelligent Design gets worked upon by existence.

Orville Wright designed an airplane. Don't we know that! And after he

designed it, he got it up in the air for the first time, and it flew a few
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hundred feet. He went back to the drawing board to refine the knowledge

received. Intelligent Design cannot exist without experience. So long as it

remains Intelligent Design, pure but untested, it remains analogous to any

number of very talented young novelists who never publish because they

never get their book to the point where they want it to be seen. They will

not put their book out on the waters. Whereas God, I will obviously argue,

■taumhea-sadrlntelligent Design to see what happens to it. That's how God

learns, how God gets to the next/IntelTigent Design.

Let me enjoy a-jyiid'aspect of this notion.fln my book about Henry

Miller, I spoke of three men coming into a hostess's living room, Henry

James, Hemingway, and Henry Miller. Each takes off his hat and behold!
There's a-^sZturd on each head. James, I then go on to say, might have

perished from an experience that awful. Hemingway would have gone into

a depression—he would have seen it as emblematic of the nature of life.

Just when life seemed something you could enjoy, unexpected Efisasters
r

shattered your mood. Affd-Miller would have said, "Good Lord, how did

that shit get on my head? And look at the hostess. Are her nostrils

quivering or is it her twat? She is so excited and perturbed—what a

wonderful moment!" Miller is an example of someone who couldn't stay

with a plot for five minutes because he wanted to smash into the world and


