
 

 

 
READING: 
 
 
LA Times columnist Meghan Daum writes, 
 
It’s interesting to me, when I read comments online. (I don’t read my own 
comments but I read comments on other articles.) They’ve really replaced the 
man-on-the-street interviews in a lot of ways. If you watch local news, instead of 
man-on-the-street interviews they’ ll say, “This person tweeted this,”  or “This 
person’s Facebook comment said this!”  But so many comments are like, “In my 
experience, blah, blah, blah!”   
 
They didn’t even read the piece –  they’re just letting everyone know that they’ve 
also heard of this subject, or been to this location…  it’s like a pile-on. Everyone 
has their hand out –  “ let me tell you about my experience.”  That’s what 
constitutes having a participatory discussion. “I’ve just got to let you know, I’ve 
got something to do with it…”  
 
“On Rolling Stone, Personal Essays, Internet Culture”  
 
  



 

 

 
The Waiting Is the Hardest Part 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
There’s an old Buddhist anecdote about the difference between belief and 
knowledge that goes like this:   
 
Suppose a man is dying of thirst in a desert. He sees water, shimmering on the 
horizon. He runs to it. The water was only a mirage. But—coincidentally—there is 
a well there and he finds water.  
 
The question is this: When he ran toward the water, did the man KNOW there was 
water there? 
 
The traditional Buddhist answer is that, even though the outcome was positive—
the dying man found water and lived—still, he had fallen into illusion.  
 
After all, wasn’t the outcome due merely to luck? How far can we trust luck to 
save us? 
 
 
 
The British philosopher Bertrand Russell considered a similar idea with a word 
problem: 
 
Suppose that Jane looks at a clock and sees that both hands are on the 12. 
Therefore, Jane believes it is noon. Further, let’s suppose it really is noon, 
meaning that if she looked at three more clocks, they would all say noon. So, 
Jane knows it is noon. 
 
But— let’s also suppose that the first clock she looked at has been stopped for 48 
hours. It’s broken. The knowledge Jane first acquired is only happenstance—
luck. 
 
So—has Jane experienced “ justified true belief”  when she sees the first clock? Or 
an illusion? It’s good that she verified!  
 
And another question—  
 
Does believing something is true  
feel differently  



 

 

from believing something that is false? 
 
 
ONE 
 
 
Another Buddhist story: 
 
Once there lived a man by the name of Yajnadatta.  Yajnadatta got up one 
morning, walked to his mirror, looked in, and saw a man with a head.  
 
A chill ran down Yajnadatta’s spine: there was proof: in the mirror, he had a head, 
but when he turned away from the mirror, he could not see his head! He looked 
from side to side. He focused on that tiny shadow before him that must his nose. 
But . . . he didn’t have a head. 
 
He ran out of his house screaming, and ran up and down the street asking 
everyone he saw, “Where’s my head? Where has my head gone?”  
 
The neighbors all said, “Poor Yajnadatta. He has a perfectly good head but he’s 
looking for a new one!”  
 
The Buddhist moral to the story is this: Most of us are like Yajnadatta: we are 
already whole and well and doing just fine. But we don’t FEEL whole and well and 
fine . . . 
 
Therefore, we are out in the streets running in circles looking for completion.  
 
Just because we don’t FEEL OK . . . but . . . is that feeling a true feeling, or is it a 
false feeling? Can we feel a difference between a true feeling and a false feeling? 
 
 
 
Welcome to the time of year when nearly everyone is waiting for something.  
It’s the time of year for planning and anticipation. And lines. It’s the time of year 
that insistently tells us we don’t have our heads.  
 
And just look at us running in circles in the streets. And from shop to shop. 
 
It looks like there’s water right over there! Is it real? Is it illusion? Is it OK that it is 
illusion, if it feels real? 
 



 

 

We live in a rush. In an endless scatter of “news”  and “opinion”  and an utter 
disregard for the difference between “opinion”  and “fact,”  between delusion and 
reality. 
 
Screens endlessly flash violence and angry talking heads. Emotion. Feeling.  
 
The reading this morning was from an article on salon.com by personal essayist 
Meghan Daum. This article caught my attention— in the endless rush of 
information we live in—because it is a plea to get outside of ourselves—our 
“stuff.”  A plea that we realize we have a perfectly good head, if we stop living in 
our own feelings and look outside ourselves for a moment.  
 
That attempt to look outside our own subjectivity is called reason—that old 
touchstone of humanism.  But reason has fallen upon hard times. It’s not 
something you’re supposed to be doing in church. 
 
Un-reason is nothing new in the human experience. Sir Francis Bacon, a 
contemporary of Shakespeare and considered the first formulator of the scientific 
method, said this—  

 
Knowledge suffered from littleness of spirit and the smallness and 
slightness of the tasks which human industry has proposed to itself. And 
what is worst of all, this very littleness of spirit comes with a certain air of 
arrogance and superiority. 

 
 
Bacon sounds a lot like Meghan Daum, doesn’t he? 
 
Reason has fallen on hard times. Partly because Plato and the Western 
philosophical tradition saw the reasoning mind as somehow above and beyond 
the merely human. That was wrong-headed (if you will). In the Twentieth Century, 
as science and applied science changed everything, claims for reason got 
overstated. Hubris grew. Now we know that much of what we considered 
reasoned choices are really merely preconception or prejudice. 
Neuroscience has shown that many of the actions we think we are reasoning out 
. . . we have actually already done. Because our perceptual circuitry is slow.  
 
There’s now an entire field of study called “behavioral economics”  dedicated to 
figuring out how and why we make choices—and, of course, how to manipulate 
those choices.  
 
But that, too, is nothing new. Once upon a time it was called . . . propaganda . . .  
 



 

 

The examined life . . . a life reasoned out . . . Plato thought that part of being a 
free person in a democratic society was being an UNDECEIVED person—a 
person as free as possible from those illusions and delusions that the Buddhist 
story about the desert is considering.  
 
Plato’s mentor, Socrates, said (as he accepted the death sentence imposed upon 
him because of his examination of illusions) “the unexamined life is not WORTH 
living.”  
 
But, the objection goes, Plato was considering a very small slice of the 
population, a well-educated ruling class.  
 
In our mass society, populism and demagoguery usually trump reason and calm 
debate in religion and politics. Mass society has given rise to a whole industry 
that says, “Step right up, folks, there’s water RIGHT OVER THERE!”  
 
Sometimes there is. Sometimes there isn’t. And too often, even when there is 
water, it is merely there . . . by accident.  
 
Remember my beginning question: does a false belief feel different from a true 
belief? If so, how? If not, how do we know truth from illusion? 
 
 
TWO 
 
Edward Bernays is considered the father of mass marketing. Parenthetically his 
book, called Propaganda and published in 1928, is the bestselling book on 
political psychology of all time. It has recently become a favorite among business 
people in China. Also parenthetically, when Bernays saw that the word 
“propaganda”  had negative connotations, he invented the term “public relations.”) 
 
Bernays, who was a nephew of Sigmund Freud, believed that a democratic 
society required what he called “hidden governors.”  (With the assumption that 
people who read his book were those sorts of people.) Bernays starts his book 
this way: “The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and 
opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society.”  
 
Early in his carrier Bernays was hired by a theatre company afraid that the police 
would shut down their play which contained sex education, illegal at that time. 
Bernays invented an organization called Medical Review of Reviews Sociological 
Fund. His fake organization endorsed the play. And the ruse worked.  
 



 

 

Bernays is probably most famous for breaking the taboo against women 
smoking. He was hired by a tobacco company to convince women to smoke. He 
hired a group of models who marched in a parade in New York City. On cue—and 
in front of the cameras—the models lit up their cigarettes, called in the press 
release “Torches of Freedom.”  And soon every trendy flapper smoked.  
 
Who doesn’t want to light a freedom torch? 
 
Bernays is less well known for his greatest coup. He was hired by the makers of 
Beach-Nut chewing gum, who also happened to be in the meatpacking business, 
to sell Americans on pork. Until the 1920s, most Americans had eaten a version of 
what we nowadays call a Continental Breakfast—something bready. Bernays 
paid a physician to write an article praising heavier breakfasts as healthier 
breakfasts—never mentioning pork. That physician sent his article to 5000 
physicians, asking if they agreed. Forty-five hundred responded in the affirmative, 
and Bernays had his “most physicians say”  press release (with the addition of 
pork consumption). Media outlets picked up the “story,”  generating lots of free 
advertising. And pork became a staple of American breakfasts. And many 
Americans still believe a “hearty”  breakfast is a breakfast with pork. 
 
Bernays was afraid of what he termed the “herd mentality.”  Counter to Karl 
Marx’s reading of economic history, Bernays thought that the bourgeoisie—the 
upper-middle class—had deposed the kings, but had been in turn deposed by the 
working class masses. He was convinced that the way for the upper-middle class 
to reestablish power was through propaganda.  
 
A good friend of Bernays, Walter Lippmann, also feared the multitudes and 
famously came up with three propositions concerning how the mass of people 
will react. (Incidentally, Lippmann coined the term “stereotype”  in its current 
meaning. Previously, it had been a printing term.) 
 
First, he said, public opinion is volatile. It changes all the time. 
 
Second, he said, public opinion is erratic. He said Americans have “non-
attitudes.”   
 
Thirdly, he said, public opinion is irrelevant to the political process. The American 
public neither, “understand nor influence the very events upon which their lives 
and happiness are known to depend.”   
 
Or as contemporary economist Jared Bernstein puts it, “Politicians use research 
findings the way a drunk uses a lamppost: for support, not for illumination.”  



 

 

 
 
Bernays and Lippmann and many politicians and marketers since have gone 
about becoming “hidden governors.”   
 
I think we have to admit that the experiment worked. The US population is 
convinced that we don’t have a perfectly good head. And so we run about, trying 
to buy one.  And now we live with the intended result: “hidden governors”  saying, 
“Trust us: We know where the water is . . .”  
 
 
THREE 
 
 
This is “privilege.”   
 
Privilege is the advantage you have by being born where you have been born.  
 
The concept of privilege does not imply you did not work hard for your stuff. Or 
work hard for your accomplishments. It means that the stuff and 
accomplishments you get a chance to work for are largely based on arbitrary 
factors such as geography, time, gender, and the religious and racial attitudes of 
the place and time of your birth.  
 
In the United States, privilege boils down to exactly what Bernays and the people 
who hired him were: European, male, heterosexual with a good education. Here 
it’s called “white privilege.”  In China, it will be another sort of privilege.  
 
The public opponent of this mass manipulation was the that darling of humanists, 
John Dewey. And Dewey believed the only way to establish democracy was 
through . . . reason.  
 
Despite his elitism, Plato went at the issue from the opposite side than Bernays—
Plato believed that each citizen must acquire the knowledge and wisdom to make 
informed decisions for themselves. 
 
Plato’s dialogue Gorgias looks at just this question. Socrates meets up with a 
famous orator, Gorgias. Socrates says that it appears to him that there are two 
types of persuasion—conviction without knowledge; and conviction WITH 
knowledge.  
 
Back to my original question: does false knowledge FEEL different from REAL 
knowledge. Both Socrates and Gorgias agree that there is no difference in the 



 

 

feeling. The difference is the evidence. Gorgias—and FOX News commentators 
and most of the bloggers and Facebookers out there—tacitly agree that a 
stopped clock provides true knowledge . . . if the observer FEELS it’s true.  
 
Socrates and Plato and Betrand Russell and Meghan Daum and me and (I hope) 
you agree that knowledge requires evidence in order to be true.  
 
People can shout and clap and sing Kumbaya and feel good about themselves all 
they like: the facts remain the same: the clock is not ticking.  
 
Only reason can tell us this. 
 
Consequently, those who are skeptical about supernatural forces are particularly 
well suited to understanding how arbitrary privilege is: We did nothing to deserve 
it. It is not the choice of, or a reward from, supernatural forces. It is the essence 
of arbitrary.  
 
The very arbitrariness of privilege tells us that privilege is unjust. Furthermore, the 
realization of this arbitrariness tells us that to achieve a just society we have an 
obligation to undo the effects of privilege, even though we may be directly 
benefiting from said privilege.  
 
North Americans of European descent are born with privileges based on 
circumstances they had nothing to do with—the genocide of the peoples who 
owned the land where we live; the unpaid labor of African slaves for hundreds of 
years; the exploitation of the working class for hundreds of years; the exploitation 
of various immigrant groups; the exploitation of poorer and smaller nations . . . 
etc, etc. etc.  
 
These actions are not in the past—because the wealth and power accumulated 
through these actions are not in the past. The solution is not as simple as saying 
“I’m sorry”  or passing laws against prejudice; the solution isn’t as simple as 
changing the hearts and minds of those who have benefited from these actions. 
 
And, yes, the solution would look much like the sort of democracy that Edward 
Bernays feared . . . 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
A couple of weeks ago I made a distinction between empathy and compassion. 
Empathy is a feeling. It is a useful human emotion. But it very well may not be a 
true feeling; and, more dangerously, it very well may excuse prejudice.  



 

 

 
Compassion is the expansion of empathy—through reason—to encompass those 
things that we don’t naturally have any feeling for.  
 
Arguments for the social good only break out of illusion when we get outside of 
ourselves. And the only way to get from selfishness to compassion is through 
reason. BECAUSE many things that are good for society or the earth itself are 
NOT good for ME, me, me.  
 
I can live in delusion and sing Kumbaya and SAY I’m in solidarity with all those 
other people—then do nothing—or I can get out there and break down White 
Privilege. And American Privilege. And HUMAN Privilege, for that matter. But I 
can’t get there through feeling.  
 
 
Let’s face it: our society much more closely resembles a mass market than the 
democracy envisioned by John Dewey. Or Plato. Or Socrates.  
 
And as long as we go running about the streets madly looking for our missing 
heads, depending on gut feelings and now, now, now . . . we don’t have a 
democracy . . . we have a marketing strategy.   
 
We already have our heads— let’s use  them. What are we waiting for? 
 
 


