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            Chapter 1: Why philosophy?
   

         

         When we enter the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, we are guided in several ways. We find a map showing where the various galleries are located and what they contain. Thanks to modern technology, we can use audio and video programs that provide information about specific works and exhibits. If we go to the theater, we are handed a program naming the cast, the director, the set designer, and a variety of others who staged the play we are about to see.

         Sometimes the program includes comments about the work, but they seldom help us understand what it means. Post performance discussions of the production usually fail to get beyond the surface. When we attend a symphony concert, the program says what is being performed, but it does not help us understand why we should listen to contemporary works that sound more like noise than music. If that performance takes place at the Walt Disney Concert Hall in Los Angeles, an avant-garde piece of architecture by Frank Gehry confronts us with a challenging set of artistic values. What sense can we make of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Werner Herzog’s film Fitzcarraldo, Pablo Neruda’s epic poem Canto General, or a piece of music composed by Elliott Carter?

         The 20th century brought turmoil to the entire world of the arts, leaving many people confused and disgusted by art works and performances that assault their senses and violate their expectations. Ugly and repulsive objects and performances greeted those who sought beauty, and abstract symbols replaced recognizable images. In 1906 Pablo Picasso finished a portrait of Gertrud Stein that did not look like her. In 1913 the premier of Igor Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring caused a riot in Paris. In 1917 Marcel Duchamp anonymously submitted a piece for exhibit by the Society of Independent Artists called Fountain. It seemed to be a piece of sculpture, but it was actually a urinal. In 1966 Peter Handke first presented Offending the Audience, a play that is not a play. In 1989 an exhibit at the Corcoran Museum of Art in Washington, D.C. by the photographer Robert Mapplethorpe was cancelled because of the erotic content of his works. Cold and austere buildings replaced the grand and holy structures that had been designed for kings and bishops. Popular culture joined high art in a single section of the New York Times, blurring the distinction between art and entertainment. Two American dancers — Merce Cunningham and Michael Jackson — died in the summer of 2009. Were they both artists? What criteria or what definition of art can guide us in answering that question?

         My purpose in this book is to offer a philosophical guide to the arts.

         There are three main reasons why the guide must be philosophical. Philosophy offers a perspective on the arts that is able to transcend the diverse art forms, treating what is common to visual art, music, literature, architecture, dance, theater, and film. Philosophy provides criteria by which art can be distinguished from activities and objects that resemble but are not works of art. There are fundamental differences between art and craft, art and entertainment, and art and propaganda. We need philosophical analysis to explain those differences.

         Studying the nature of reality, whether alone or in conjunction with another subject, requires philosophy.

         What is philosophy? In the ancient Greek language, philosophy literally means “love of wisdom.” Listen to Plato’s characters Socrates and Glaucon in Book Six of The Republic. They are talking about the nature of genuine philosophers.

         
            Socrates: We should begin, as we said before, by determining their basic nature.
   

            Once we agree about that, then if I am right, we can agree that this combination of qualities is possible. Only those people should rule the republic. Do you agree that by nature philosophers love to know what endures, the essence of things, rather than wandering between what comes into existence and passes away?
   

            Glaucon: Yes, I agree about that.
   

            Socrates: Then can we also agree that they love all of reality and that they are unwilling to relinquish any part of it, whether great or small or more or less important? We have already illustrated this point with examples of various kinds of lovers.
   

            Glaucon: They will not settle for only a part
            1

         

         That original meaning of philosophy is easily displaced by more narrow definitions generated by people who are only interested in promoting themselves and their own special interests. They pretend to be lovers of wisdom, but they actually love power, fame, and money. The ancient Greeks seem to have had the same problem. Socrates says: “The greatest and most severe attack on philosophy comes from the very people who pretend to practice it.”
         2

         Philosophy is the property of all people, not a pursuit limited to the ivory tower. Those who pretend to love wisdom can be recognized by their attempt to exclude anyone who has not been inducted into their group, usually by paying large fees and acquiring the proper credentials. Socrates tried to do just the opposite by taking philosophy into the Agora, the marketplace. Even a casual reading of Plato’s dialogues shows that philosophy does not come easily. It requires the most rigorous and disciplined kind of thinking, often leading to frustration and the painful awareness that what seems to be true is not. In order to acquire wisdom, we must go beyond the surface of things and seek what is real. Here is a working definition: Philosophy is the rational analysis, synthesis, and justification of fundamental concepts and principles. Each of these terms also requires explanation.

         By rational analysis I mean that the rules of logic apply. Artists seem to follow their intuitions, instincts, passions, feelings, and hunches. For them mythos is more important than logos, but logical reasoning is necessary for philosophy. However, logic itself needs explanation because it takes more than one form and not all of its forms are of equal value. I will explore the concept of dialectic, one of the forms of logic, more fully in Chapter 6.

         The arts are especially important for the synthetic dimension of philosophical thinking. Unifying diverse impressions by a common idea is an intuitive act, emerging from the imagination. Philosophy and science are impotent without the images that integrate individual sensations, observations, feelings, and hunches into universals. Once this synthetic activity takes place, analysis is required to sort out the false from the true, but without synthesis the life of the mind is stunted.

         To say that philosophy justifies fundamental principles means that philosophers must do more than simply declare or assert the fundamental principles they are considering. Philosophy asks: On what basis is this principle judged to be fundamental rather than some other one? What makes a principle truly fundamental? Why are fundamental principles important?

         Fundamental principles shape the way human beings live their lives.

         Often those principles are tacit, but they influence human decisions and actions even when they are silent. The arts play an important role in exploring fundamental ideas such as justice, goodness, beauty, truth, love, power, courage, and wisdom. In order to distinguish between genuine ideas and the deceptive appearances that often masquerade as reality, we need a philosophical guide. The world is full of people who attempt to sway our thinking in favor of beliefs, actions, and things that they think will benefit them. People seeking to be autonomous and shape their own destiny, either alone or in the company of others, must clarify and justify their fundamental principles.

         If we think about art as a process, not simply as a product, we can distinguish three major stages of abstraction that embody relatively discreet activities. Each level is more abstract than the one that precedes it. These aspects are part of a whole, with each one growing out of the previous one. What is the nature of the whole of which these stages of mental activity are a part?

         That question cannot be fully answered apart from determining the nature of reality itself, including the relationship between the various aspects of the physical world and the realm of the mind.

         In recent years scientists have tried to determine the place in the body where various mental activities are located. Whereas people once thought that human emotions are centered in the heart, experiments using magnetic resonance imaging indicate that they are located in specific parts of the brain.

         Various kinds of artistic activity have specific locations in the brain. For example, listening to music activates the temporal lobe, but imagining a specific musical work takes place in the frontal lobe. The so-called “higher” mental activities (such as analyzing, reasoning, and judging) also take place in the frontal lobe. This information is useful to physicians who are treating brain injuries, but it does not provide an account of the overall reality that includes both mental and physical processes. The nature of mind and body and how they are related is a philosophical topic that requires a different kind of explanation on the most abstract stage of thinking.

         The first stage of abstraction includes both creation and appreciation of the arts. It involves both the artist and the audience. It might seem that creation should precede appreciation. Painting is an example of an art form in which the artist usually finishes a work before inviting the audience to view it. But the performing arts often include the audience in the process, blurring the line between these two aspects of artistic activity. For example, in a musical form such as jazz, a saxophone player, a pianist, and a drummer might take turns as creator and as audience. Even the people who attend a performance and are not part of the ensemble can contribute significantly to the overall work through applause and other forms of active participation. Actors in a play depend on their audience to help create the work at that moment.

         During this first stage of artistic activity, a single, unique work comes into existence. This is the most concrete phase of the overall artistic process, but even it requires abstract thinking. All art employs symbols, whether they are verbal, musical, visual, or some other kind. On this level, the symbols do not function primarily to point beyond themselves, as do signs. Rather, they present themselves to consciousness, to the imagination, and they fulfill their immediate purpose within the work of art. Art works manifest ideas so that those ideas can appear to the mind. In this way they are potentially public and sharable, and that means they might also have a larger purpose outside the work of art itself. Art works often involve various forms of sensory activity, but sometimes they initially exist only in the imagination. For example, a short poem created and appreciated only by the poet does not need to be sensed or perceived; but it must be imagined. Memory alone can provide the elements for such a work, apart from any immediate or direct sense perception. In that stage of activity even the artist has little or no idea of the ultimate value or role of what is being created.

         We can avoid misunderstanding and confusion about works of art by reserving judgments about their meaning and use until we reach the second major stage of artistic activity. Interpretation, explication and analysis are proper to the second and third stages where more abstract thinking about art takes place. Neither the artist nor the audience fully knows in advance what the work is about. Its meaning and use do, of course, depend upon what is actually present in the first stage, but judgments about the works require a different kind of symbolic formulation that employs explicit concepts, principles, and judgments.

         Is art a form of language? Leonard Bernstein, in his 1973 Norton Lectures at Harvard University, argued heroically for the analogy between music and language.
         3
       Those lectures helped distinguish the various levels of artistic activity. However, in relation to the present topic of art and reality, it would be a mistake to think of music as language in the same way that English, German, Chinese, and Latin are languages. Also, the formal symbolism used by logic and mathematics differs significantly from the kind of symbolic forms used by musicians. Performers and composers who have never studied music theory may serve quite well as creators of musical works. The same is true of painting and the other visual arts, theater, dance, and the various forms of poetry. Theory is not a prerequisite for creation. At the second and third stages of reflection on the arts, language must be used to make factual, interpretative, and prescriptive statements and judgments, but that kind of analysis and evaluation is foreign to the first stage in which art is created and appreciated.

         The second stage of thinking includes both the history and the criticism of the arts. Sophocles was an Athenian dramatic poet who wrote more than 120 plays, one of which bears the title Oedipus Tyrannus. Jocasta is one of the characters in that play. Information about Sophocles such as his biography, the names of his various works, and his role in Athenian political life belong to the realm of history, but information about Jocasta is not historical. To claim that Sophocles held public office in 443 B.C. is a historical claim, and its truth should be judged according to the criteria that are proper to historical evidence. But to say that Jocasta was the wife of Oedipus as well as his mother is not a historical claim. Yet from the standpoint of Sophocles’ play as a work of art, it is true that Jocasta was the wife and mother of Oedipus even though Jocasta never existed as an actual person. This example introduces one aspect of the problem of the relationship between art and reality.

         It is tempting to say that fictional characters in poems, novels and plays have nothing to do with reality. On the other hand, to dismiss Jocasta and Oedipus, Hamlet and Ophelia, or Faust and Mephistopheles because they are unreal omits something that is extremely valuable in human culture. The role of imagination and its relationship to sense experience and to conceptual formulation and judgment involves philosophical questions and issues that are more abstract than the kind of thinking normally practiced by historians and by art critics. The primary value of abstraction lies in its ability to comprehend large domains, soaring far beyond individual things, people, and events.

         This second stage of thinking about the arts requires a wide range of information and classification, including such diverse areas such as the history of painting, sculpture, photography, architecture, music, dance, theater, poetry, and film. Increased abstraction provides greater generality, and that means what the historian or critic says can transcend particular works, specific times and places, and conventional practices. One of the earliest examples of this kind of study is The Ten Books on Architecture by Vitruvius, a Roman who was born around 75 B.C.
         4
       Even today architecture students benefit from reading Vitruvias, because he grasped and articulated universal architectural principles.

         Heinrich Wölfflin is one of the most influential contemporary art critics.

         In Principles of Art History,
         5
       he formulated and applied a set of concepts by which he sought to distinguish between the major qualities of the classical art of the High Renaissance of the 16th century and the baroque style that emerged in the 17th century. Instead of limiting himself to a single medium, he included drawing, painting, sculpture, and architecture. The British art critic Sir Herbert Read said: “When Heinrich Wölfflin died in 1945 at the age of eighty-one, it could be said of him that he found art criticism [as] a subjective chaos and left it [as] a science.”
         6
       Rather than simply presenting and describing individual works or groups of such works, Wölfflin developed a set of abstract principles of the sort that biologists use to identify various forms of life according to their distinguishing features.

         The Canadian literary critic Northrop Frye attempted a similar analysis of literature in his book Anatomy of Criticism.
         7
       Frye claimed that the purpose of that book is to provide “a synoptic view of the scope, theory, principles, and techniques of literary criticism.”
         8
       Frye’s approach utilized a set of principles that is even more abstract and comprehensive than Wölfflin’s, but it remains at the stage of history and criticism rather than being part of the third stage because of its more limited scope. It applies only to the literary arts and does not encompass either visual art, music, or dance.

         Modern technology has spawned innovative art forms that require the development of new forms of art criticism. Rudolf Arnheim treated the topic of film as art; Susan Sontag wrote books and articles treating photography from a critical point of view.
         9
       Now there is a growing body of literature that critically examines works of visual art and music created and disseminated by using computers.

         The third stage of abstraction includes philosophy of the arts. As with the relationship between the first and the second stages of thinking about the arts, the third stage draws upon the previous stages of the process and appeals to the work of creative artists as well as the reflections of historians and art critics. The third stage employs an even more abstract and complex set of conceptual distinctions. Like the sciences, philosophy works with concepts and principles.

         The major difference between science and philosophy lies in the degree of abstraction and the scope of the content. Just as art historians and art critics usually limit themselves to a single area such as visual art, music, or literature, scientists tend to work with a single science — physics, biology, or chemistry.

         Although some scientists cross disciplinary boundaries and seek interdisciplinary principles — analogous to what Wölfflin did when he included drawing, painting, sculpture, and architecture — philosophy of science is even more encompassing. Philosophy of science analyzes fundamental principles and concepts, searching for general ideas that apply to all scientific fields. Concepts such as space, time, matter, induction, and causality are examples of fundamental ideas.

         Similarly, philosophy of art treats fundamental ideas such as beauty, creativity, truth, goodness, taste, genius, and greatness. What, exactly, is creativity in the arts? How does art differ from craft? What is artistic truth? But the scope of philosophy also includes another set of abstractions that draw upon important dimensions of human life that transcend the individual arts. What is the moral responsibility of an artist, or does art exist above and beyond morality? We can also ask the same of the scientist. Similarly, what political role should artists and scientists play (if any)? The specific artistic disciplines and the separate sciences tend to ignore political, moral, and religious questions, even when individual artists and scientists are very much concerned with such matters. Scientific inquiry seeks to be “value free” because political, moral, or religious concerns tend to interfere with free and unbiased investigation.

         The arts explore moral, political, religious, and aesthetic values, but artists cannot make value judgments about their works before those works are created. The audience must also be patient. In order to avoid bias, the audience, including historians and art critics, cannot judge the truth, goodness, beauty, meaning, or significance of single work or a body of work in advance. Critical reflection is a quest, not the application of a set of preexisting rules. This is also true of philosophy. The history of philosophy is littered with damage caused by prior restrictions placed on philosophical investigation, especially by political and religious doctrines and creeds. If philosophy is not autonomous, it is worthless. This lesson was learned in the area of natural philosophy — what we now call science — through the bitter experience of Giordano Bruno in the 16th century, Galileo Galilei in the 17th century, Charles Darwin in the 19th century, and several of Darwin’s followers in the 20th century. Natural philosophers eventually won the freedom to pursue and publish their studies unrestrained by religious and political ideology, and today academic freedom prevails in most of the world.

         In the 20th century philosophy suffered from a much greater challenge, not one from barbarians attacking from the outside but from inside its own gates.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2: The eclipse of philosophy
   

         

         In the 20th century the field of philosophy was overshadowed by other intellectual endeavors. Instead of restrictions imposed by popes, kings, and judges, philosophers themselves hampered the life of the mind by redefining and narrowing the scope of philosophy. This is what Socrates meant when he said that “the greatest and most severe attack on philosophy comes from the very people who pretend to practice it.” The movement known as Logical Positivism began in a small group that became known as the Vienna Circle.

         Dominated by scientists, logicians, and mathematicians, they attempted to create a scientific philosophy by developing a view of knowledge and reality that excluded what does not meet their rigorous criteria. Although it was not the only important philosophical movement in the 20th century, Logical Positivism did attract an influential set of thinkers. Because of the fervor of its advocates and their well-timed affirmation of natural science as the only path to knowledge, this movement continues to have a powerful influence long after most of its proponents have died.
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