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Introduction







‘…art education is radically undertheorized.’1





Ever since Fine Art moved into the universities in the 1970s, the pressure has been on to find answers not only to tricky questions about the academic status of Fine Art, but also to what art historian Carl Goldstein calls its fundamental and enduring problematic – whether art can be taught at all.




The single question that has haunted the history of art teaching from the renaissance to the twentieth century…precisely what should be taught and whether the essence of art can be taught, or can art be taught? (Goldstein, 1996, pp. 4-5)





Fast forward to the twenty-first century and these answers seem further away than ever. The very title of art educationalist James Elkins’ Why Art Cannot be Taught (2001) signals that both the phrase and the concept are still part of the mainstream discourse of art education. According to Elkins (2001), our current model of Fine Art teaching does not even have a name. His only suggestion is “post-war Art Schools” which would signify a commitment to “non-aesthetic forms of art” (Elkins, 2008, p. 2). There is no curriculum in art departments, with art programmes “marked by an absence of almost all restrictions on the kind of courses that can be taught” (Elkins, 2001, p. 38). The underlying order of the field itself has been lost, since “contemporary artists and critics don’t care very much what is counted as art and what isn’t, and they are likely to accept anything (billboards, miniature golf ) as a visual art” (p. 50). Art students themselves are mediocre, “average and uninventive” (p. 68), and traditional skills have been neglected in favour of the seduction of the “giddy growth in new media” (p. 75). Art schools are an illusion. It may look as if art is being taught in all sorts of ways but “what is done in studio classrooms is often the determined opposite of the customs and habits of the older academies or else the lingering, nearly inaudible echo of the Bauhaus” (p. 39). In contrast to the certainties of the past, art departments are experiencing an abrupt disconnect with the past and facing a future that is both unnameable and impossible to explain.





For art curator Charles Esche, Fine Art remains a subject that is “by many standards unteachable and unlearnable” (Esche, 2009, p. 102). Similarly Daniel Birnbaum (I) reflects in his dialogical encounter with Adorno/the devil (He).




I: Well, art is taught. But nobody seems to know how.


He: And yet people like you keep doing it for years. Isn’t that hypocritical, even cynical?


I: ‘I don’t think art can be taught. I really don’t,’ says John Baldessari …which seems a bit paradoxical perhaps. I don’t think one could call John a cynic…he has been teaching art, whatever that may mean, for half a century, so his account is probably realistic…


He: …so perhaps we should end the conversation here.


(Birnbaum, 2009, p. 232)





This isn’t just an abstract philosophical problem either. It can be tough for art tutors to deal with the accountabilities of the university system without some sort of straightforward explanation at hand. As tutor Louisa Buck wistfully reflects, “How do you teach something that has no parameters? No subject, no medium, no process, no professional protocol?” (Tickner, 2008, p. 93).


This, then, is the challenge before us: to find a way of explaining Fine Art in the context of the university.


Part 1: Theory looks at the theory of explanation, and culminates in a framework to use as an analytical tool. This is the Framework of educational assumptions, described in detail in Chapter 4, which gives us the quadrants of Normal science, Professional practice, Extraordinary science and Voodoo.


Part 2: The historical perspective looks at the history of Fine Art education in relation to the Framework.


Finally, Part 3: Fieldwork presents the findings of research carried out with a Fine Art studio group as part of my PhD thesis (Waller, 2014). Using discourse analysis, the research provides insight into contemporary Fine Art teaching with a view to understanding where we are now, and how the 21st Century paradigm of Fine Art in the university can be described as Extraordinary science.


And interestingly, this conclusion may turn out to just as relevant for the sciences as it is for Fine Art. Back in the 70s, researchers Risenhoover and Blackburn (1976) used the analogy of new settlers arriving in territories already occupied by “old-timers” to describe the arrival of art as a new discipline. They anticipated that its impact would be significant, with art tutors teaching the university about “creativity and productivity…highly important matters regarding the creative side” (pp. 212-3). Art tutors would be better at identifying subjective criteria for excellence than their science colleagues, and at establishing the conditions for “sparking innovations” given their propensity to “try something new for the fun of it” (pp. 206-8).


Risenhoover and Blackburn expected the influencing process to happen naturally over the years through a mutually satisfactory process of contagion. Yet there’s little evidence that this has happened so far. Perhaps it’s only when Fine Art and the university can find a way of explaining themselves to each other that this integration can finally take place with considerable benefit to both sides.




1 Elkins, 2008, p. 1




















Part 1: Theory




















1: The problem of explanation







‘To a man with a hammer everything begins to look like a nail. But because we can come to know things only in terms of other things, every ‘explanation’, however convincing, is merely a model; a comparison of something with something else.’2





1.1 Stephan Körner and the horse beside the writing desk


A useful starting point for the problem of explaining Fine Art at the university is to establish what we know about explanation in the first place. For this we can turn to Stephan Körner, a philosopher in the field of logic and classification.


To illustrate the issues associated with explanation, Körner (1974) asks us to imagine the scenario of a horse appearing beside his writing desk. The event itself isn’t a problem. The real problem is, how can we explain it?


According to Körner, we can explain the event “naturally” if we can find reasons for it which don’t challenge our assumptions about horses and writing desks in general, and this horse and writing desk in particular. A natural explanation would be that, for example, the horse has wandered in from the field next door.


But what if there is no natural explanation? What if there is no field next to Körner’s study? What if his writing desk is up the stairs on the first floor? In that case it’s possible to find an explanation by going back to the event itself to reclassify it, to understand it in a different way. Maybe, for example, the horse is actually a man who for some reason has been misidentified (Körner, 1974, p. 62), since lighting can be poor, shadows may fall, and our perceptions deceive.


If this still doesn’t give us an answer, we’ll generally give up around now and say that the event simply can’t be explained. But in philosophical terms, Körner reminds us that “unexplained” is not the same as “unexplainable”.




If…I saw a horse beside my writing desk and did not believe any of a number of propositions tracing its journey from a more likely place to my room, I should regard its appearance at my desk as unexplained, though not necessarily as unexplainable. (Körner, 1974, p. 61)





In fact we can still explain it, but only by revising our assumptions about the nature either of horses or writing desks or both (Körner, 1974, p. 61). Unfortunately Körner doesn’t suggest what this kind of explanation might be, but it’s safe to say it’ll be surprising and it will challenge our day-to-day understanding of the world. Could it be a magic horse?


According to Körner’s logic, there’s always an explanation for everything, as long as we’re prepared to revise our assumptions and engage in the metaphysical activity of creating meaning by “the exhibition of implicitly accepted categorial frameworks…their critical examination, and sometimes, also…their modification” (Körner, 1974, p. 59).


In reality, though, Körner reminds us how rarely this happens, given the strength of our instinct not to question our assumptions. Our commitments to what he calls our categorial frameworks run deep, and are “easily confused with truth” (Körner, 1974, p. 24). Indeed, logically, these frameworks are incorrigible (p. 14)3 when viewed from the inside, ruled by their own unassailable logics: literally, their assumptions can’t be questioned by the people who accept them.


But if “the propositions and distinctions which are characteristic of a categorical framework are incorrigible if viewed from the inside”, they are “corrigible if viewed from the outside of it” (Körner, 1974, p. 14): “internal incorrigibility does not imply external incorrigibility” (p. 20). That’s why questioning assumptions is always so risky. It may change what we think we know and challenge our certainties: we may have to change our minds.


So it’s not surprising that it may be a thankless task. As Körner (1974) notes, if observations are “characteristic of one’s own categorial framework, their familiarity may make them seem trivial; if of another’s radically different categorial framework, their unfamiliarity may make them seem absurd” (p. 65).


Look at what happens when researcher Sarah Thornton ([2008]2009) sets out to investigate the paradigm of the artist.




During my stay in Los Angeles, I asked all sorts of people, What is an artist? It’s an irritatingly basic question, but reactions were so aggressive that I came to the conclusion that I must be violating some taboo. When I asked the students, they looked completely shocked. ‘That’s not fair!’ said one. ‘You can’t ask that!’ said another. An artist with a senior position in a university art department accused me of being ‘stupid’, and a major curator said, ‘Ugh. All your questions are only answerable in a way that is almost tautological…I mean, for me, an artist is someone who makes art.’ (Thornton, [2008]2009, pp. 51-52)





Thornton’s question “What is an artist?” seems innocent enough: she’s looking for insight into the paradigm, not making judgements about it. But the very act of asking invokes strong defences. Just as Körner predicts, to those within the paradigm the answer is so obvious as to make the question seem not only trivial but also “stupid” (Thornton, [2008]2009, p. 51) or “tautological…an artist is someone who makes art”. Thornton also notes the unexpected aggression her question produces, leading her to conclude she must be “violating some taboo” (p. 52). Indeed she is: the taboo of making assumptions explicit, since what can be made explicit can also be challenged.




What the teacher spells out, the pupil can question. What he assumes, especially from a position of unchallenged legitimacy, his pupils will tend to swallow whole and unawares. (Hudson, [1972]1974), p. 43)





In the same way Elkins (2001) is also wary of any external perspective which invokes corrigibility: “one can also ask if it is a good idea to keep trying to make rational sense out of art teaching” (p. 189), since “…in the end, if it were possible to produce a full account of how art is taught, it might be a boring, pernicious document, something that should be locked away” (p. 191).


Meanwhile for those outside the Fine Art paradigm, its characteristics may seem simply absurd. Take for example the paradox that art cannot be taught but is taught. Art teachers accept the paradox, working “right at the centre of the contradiction” (Elkins, 2001, p. 97), but to many if not most outside the discipline the proposition seems nonsensical. As one lecturer put it to me, “it’s beyond paradox…impossible”. Körner seems to be right about that too.


1.2 Two case studies


The difficulties we have with finding explanations that don’t present themselves naturally are illustrated in two well-known studies of Fine Art teaching: Art students observed (Madge & Weinberger, 1973) and the influential book we’ve noted earlier, Elkins’ Why art cannot be taught (2001). Both studies look for ways to explain art at the university; it’s fair to say that both fail.


1.2.1 Art students observed (Madge & Weinberger, 1973)


Madge and Weinberger’s Art students observed (1973) is an ethnographic study of Fine Art education at the fictional Midville College4 from 1967-69, at the time when the integration of Fine Art to the university system is just beginning. Their research is funded by the Social Science Research Council (SSRC), carried out by a team of researchers over five years, and regarded as methodologically sound. It’s based “loosely…[on]…participant observation” (p. 21) and supplemented by a wealth of qualitative data from interviews and questionnaires with staff, students, and parents as well as quantitative data about student qualifications and destinations.5


For Brighton (1992, p. 139), Madge and Weinberger’s research is “seminal to the study of art students in higher education, although this is not always acknowledged” because of the wealth of reliable data it provides: “descriptive rather than explanatory in character” (p. 140), this is pure research where the facts are allowed to speak for themselves.


At the heart of the description is the Illustrative section (Madge & Weinberger, 1973, pp. 123-187) which makes up twenty per cent of the book’s content and consists of documentation about fourteen students, including tutors’ reports, autobiographical statements from the students themselves, and data from the observers’ notebooks. As empirical data, this material certainly has the potential to provide insights into the paradigm of Fine Art at a particular moment in time.


In the event, however, the descriptive status of the data is compromised by Madge and Weinberger’s (1973) commentary which reveals a commitment to a particular set of social and educational assumptions which are never fully examined. Consider their opening statement:




There is little or no consensus either among artists or among their public about the nature and purpose of artistic activity. Socialization into art is therefore socialization into nobody quite knows what. (Madge & Weinberger, 1973, p. 15)





Here the unexamined assumptions are that consensus is necessary, that purpose and clarity are desirable, and that if Fine Art lacks these qualities, it is in the wrong.


The clues about Madge and Weinberger’s assumptions are everywhere throughout the research text: for example when they contrast Fine Art students and their “extremely fluid and ill-defined rôle” with medical and law students whose roles have “a considerable degree of definition and stability” (Madge & Weinberger, 1973, p. 19), or when they compare the career prospects of art students with the “hazardous existence and ephemeral rewards of the pop group” (p. 21).


The analysis of their statement of the art student’s predicament below (Table 1) reveals how these assumptions act throughout the research discourse, shaping our response to the data.












	Statement

	Madge and Weinberger’s assumptions






	The art student’s predicament

	Art students are in a predicament; all is not well.






	He has opted out of the dominant occupational system;

	It is good to be part of the dominant occupational system. Opting out is problematic.






	He is driven to behave as though he had access to a charisma which may not be his to command;

	Art does not have the status to justify authoritative behaviour of this kind; artists should be more humble.






	and he has to justify this to himself and to his peers and teachers, in intellectualised terms and conditions of almost unbearable ambiguity.

	Everyone has to justify themselves in terms of their performance. Art students struggle to be intellectuals. Ambiguity is unbearable.









Table 1. An analysis of the underlying assumptions of Madge and Weinberger’s (1973) statement of the art student’s predicament.








Madge and Weinberger’s (1973) treatment of the theme of stability shows the limitations of this approach. As the research progresses, the authors realise that change, uncertainty, and ambiguity are something of a central theme: “our study has demonstrated the ambiguities of the process of socialization into art” (p. 27). This might well imply a fundamental affinity between “fluidity” and the artistic temperament: “societies provide such roles in order to accommodate unpredictable personalities” (p. 20).6 Here the authors seem on the verge of insight into the central role of uncertainty in the Fine Art paradigm. In the event, however, they choose to dismiss it as unfortunate and problematic. The ambiguity the students experience is “almost unbearable” (p. 21); the process of disorientation in the studio is “unnerving and depressing in the extreme”, especially for girls (p. 276); while for the tutors, the debate about the role of verbal analysis in studio practice needs to be resolved by “a more coherent policy” (p. 277). In fact “the whole situation [is] problematic” (p. 17) as much for the authors as for the art students they observe.


We know that problems of reflexivity and positionality are recognised in the research literature of the time (for example Garfinkel, 1967), but Madge and Weinberger (1973) seem unaware of the extent to which their assumptions about education and society colour what they observe.


In the end, Madge and Weinberger are forced to conclude that art education does not make sense to them, and that “almost everything about art education, and about art itself, remains almost totally in question” (Madge & Weinberger, 1973, p. 26). The sense of disappointment is palpable. Five years of research, all methodologically sound, seem to have led to nothing. How has this happened?


Madge and Weinberger are certainly right in concluding that Fine Art education can’t be explained in any normal way, given their unreflective assumptions about educational and social values. The wealth of evidence they have gathered seems confused and contradictory, leading them to conclude that art itself is confused and contradictory.


But as we have seen, to be unexplained is not the same as to be unexplainable. Had Madge and Weinberger been explicit about their assumptions, and accepted the possibility that those of art students might be different from their own, explanations would have been possible. As educational ethnographer George Spindler warns:




If educators assimilate ethnography and in doing so erase its identity, ethnography will not be capable of challenging educationalist assumptions and suggesting innovations in educational practice. (Spindler, 1982, p. 18)





1.2.2 Why art cannot be taught (Elkins, 2001)


The title of Elkins’ book Why art cannot be taught signals his intention to exorcise once and for all the question identified by Goldstein as haunting Fine Art education from its beginnings (Goldstein, 1996). This is, according to Elkins, a book of two parts: “one concerns the historical and critical issues around the development of Art Schools…and the other concerns critiques” (Elkins, 2008, p. 9).


In the first part, Elkins’ historical survey follows art historians Pevsner (1940) and Goldstein (1996) in tracing the development of art education from “the ancient art schools” (p. 5) to the modernist studios of the Bauhaus and beyond (p. 37). His proposal is to use teaching in its taken-for-granted sense7 as a template to show historically where art education does or, more likely, judging by the title, does not fit the pattern. So Elkins’ primary interest is in “curricula – the experiences a student might have had from year to year in various academies, workshops and art schools” (p. 5), the structure of the teaching institutions, and the quest for academic prestige which has a particularly contemporary relevance.




It is often said that Renaissance artists rebelled against the medieval system and attempted to have their craft (which did not require a university degree) raised to the level of a profession (which would require a university degree), a status they eventually achieved by instituting art academies. (Elkins, 2001, p. 7)





Elkins produces a coherent, if selective, historical analysis, which as we saw in the Introduction, ends abruptly at the end of the twentieth century without providing any insights into contemporary practice. This has happened because Elkins’ focus on traditional educational themes such as curriculum or academic status has taken his attention away from what’s actually happening in the art schools, events which are central to the paradigm of Fine Art education but unavailable to his analysis.


The second and significantly longer part of Elkins’ text focuses on studio critiques.8 Elkins is drawn to the glamour of critiques, describing them as “nearly inaccessible, unlit, dangerous and utterly seductive” (p. 191), but he’s also frustrated by their elusiveness: “we know very little about how we teach and learn” (p. 1). Working “on the assumption that it is a good idea to try for some measure of clarity”, since “in most subjects clarity and sense are ultimate goals… the principles of physics are best when they are clear” (p. 190), he deploys the sociological research toolbox with some enthusiasm,9 using a combination of observation, transcription, discourse analysis, personal experience, and reflection in a bid to find an explanation about what goes on. Elkins even flirts with pseudo-scientific methodologies, developing a list of research questions based on “real-world hypotheses” (p. 168) to test assumptions about critiques such as subjectivity or “the developmental narrative” in an objective way, which could then be compared to statements by artists and critics themselves.10 Elkins does emerge with some analytical insights, for example the pattern of “seduction… wooing and refusal” (p. 237) derived from an examination of critique transcripts, the classification of different types of critiques, or the “four-step chain of questions” tool (p. 175). But he’s the first to admit that these insights don’t take him much closer to the heart of the matter. In the end, art isn’t physics and no amount of research can explain critiques which remain “the most irrational form of educational evaluation that exists in any field. I think of them as 99% irrational” (Elkins, 2008, p. 7). Elkins concludes that if Fine Art critiques can’t be understood rationally, they can’t be explained at all and the attempt is pointless:




It does not make sense to understand how art is taught…I am not sure that it is ultimately such a good idea. (Elkins, 2001, p. 190)





Elkins has reached the same impasse as Madge and Weinberger (1973), and for the same reasons.


1.2.3 Conclusions


Both studies conclude that Fine Art teaching can’t be explained naturally in terms of our normal assumptions about education.




Education assumes that people learn by being taught, that it consists of a social enterprise of knowledgeable people teaching people who are less knowledgeable and typically, not surprisingly, less powerful and less well-placed. (Becker, 1990, p. 237)





The fact that neither study examines or revisits these assumptions is hardly surprising, given that the prevailing paradigm of education is unusually potent and well-defended against criticism11 to the extent that “it is inseparable from judgements of value” (Peters, 1967, p. 2), all of them positive:




Education is like reform…it would be as much of a contradiction to say “my son has been educated but has learned nothing of value” as it would be to say “my son has been reformed but has changed in no way for the better”. (Peters, 1967, p. 4)





But if we want to find a way of explaining art teaching, we’re going to have to examine some of these strongly-held assumptions. We have been warned.




2 McGilchrist, 2009, p. 98


3 In philosophical terms, an incorrigible proposition is one which, if honestly believed, cannot be mistaken, and is intrinsically unverifiable or unfalsifiable. According to Körner (1974, p. 25), most metaphysical propositions belong to this category.


4 Coventry Polytechnic, according to Tickner (2008).


5 Specifically, the research includes transcripts of conversations with students, photographs of student work, a standardised questionnaire for students, an agree/disagree exercise for students at Midville and other colleges for comparison, interviews with students planning to go to art school, interviews with parents of students who both do and do not intend to study Fine Art, data about student destinations, and staff reports on the students being observed.


6 In support of this point Madge and Weinberger quote S. F. Nadel (1957), who cites “poets, artists [and] millionaires” as examples of society’s eccentrics for whom fluidity is acceptable (Madge & Weinberger, 1973, p. 20).


7 Such is the strength of the traditional educational paradigm that Elkins feels no need to be explicit about it, any more than Madge and Weinberger (1973). Goldstein (1996) is more aware of the issue when he notes that “…these terms [school and academy] are so freighted with ideological preconceptions that to use either one of them is to conjure up an image of an organisation with a definite program, conceived with particular goals in view” (p. 5).


8 Indeed Elkins (2008) suggests that a more appropriate title for the book would be A handbook of critiques (p. 7).


9 Elkins sees many possibilities for new ways of thinking by applying social sciences thinking to art education (Elkins, 2001, p. 41).


10 For example one research suggestion is “to explore what it means to be taken seriously as an artist. Take an artwork done by someone else, and place it among your own. See what kind of stories the critique panellists come up with in order to explain how that work is one of your own. Hypothesis: judgement is subjective and influenced by the context of the artist’s work” (p. 169).


11 As Peters (1967) observes, no other social institution enjoys quite this prestige or unassailability (p. 2).




















2: The characteristics of paradigms







‘It is the assumptions, prejudices, and implicit metaphors that are the true burden of what passes between teacher and taught.’12





In our discussion so far, we’ve seen that the idea of categorial frameworks or paradigms is central to explanation. So before we go any further, let’s review what we know about paradigms and how they work.


For Thomas Kuhn in his classic text The Structure of Scientific Revolutions ([1962]1970), the paradigm is “the fundamental unit” (p. 11) of education, representing the “constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community” (p. 175). Kuhn’s field is science with its own special characteristics, but his concept of the paradigm is widely accepted across the disciplines. As Kuhn himself points out, “historians of literature, of music, of the arts, of political development, and of many other human activities have long described their subjects in the same way” (p. 208). Across the disciplines all students study the paradigms of their field as essential preparation for membership of their chosen community, committing to a shared set of values and practices. For teachers, the responsibility of passing on the paradigms of their discipline or profession to the next generation is implicit in their membership of that community (p. 177).


If the concept of the paradigm is fundamental to education, it is nevertheless difficult to define with any precision. An early “sympathetic” reader of Kuhn points out that “the term is used in at least twenty-two ways” in his text (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 181), prompting him to consider, briefly, more specific alternative terms for some usages13. But if Kuhn’s account falls short of a precise definition, it is nevertheless clear about the defining characteristics of paradigms.





2.1 Invisibility


Perhaps the most defining and also frustrating characteristic of paradigms is that they are invisible. Paradigms represent ways of seeing and thinking about the world which, to those who commit to them, are so self-evident as to need no explanation: “scientists do not see something as something else; instead, they simply see it” (Kuhn [1962]1970), p. 85). For information scientists Bowker and Star (2000) there is considerable irony in the fact that the paradigms that most affect us are also the least recognised:




Remarkably for such a central part in our lives, we stand for the most part in formal ignorance of the social and moral order created by these invisible, potent entities. (Bowker & Star, 2000, p. 3)





Indeed, “the easier they are to use, the harder they are to see” (p. 33). This is the phenomenon noted by Elkins (2001, p. 1) when he observes the tendency of art tutors to see “what happens in art classes…as timeless and natural” and incapable of change.


Although education is certainly identified with a visible paraphernalia of curricula, “textbooks, lectures and…exercises” (Kuhn [1962]1970, p. 43), for Kuhn these are no more than “abstractions” from the wider sets of values and beliefs which make up the paradigm. So paradigms may include rules, but are not defined by them, since they can be transmitted without any explicit rules at all: “rules, I suggest, derive from paradigms, but paradigms can guide research even in the absence of rules” (p. 42). From this perspective, educating students in a particular discipline is less about teaching facts than about showing students how to see and understand the facts that are important to them. In this way paradigms are “more binding and more complete” (p. 46) than any explicit set of rules could be.


For students of particular disciplines, the invisible, taken-for-granted nature of paradigms has obvious functional advantages, since it means they can work within their chosen field without wasting time attempting to redefine or defend the “hypothetical rules of the game” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 47).


But it does make research into paradigms something of a challenge. It’s no good asking people directly since in all probability they will be “little better than laymen at characterizing the bases of their field, its legitimate problems and methods” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 47). Instead, “we must look for indirect and behavioural evidence” (p. 115).14 As Elkins (2001) reflects:




In practice, it is not usually a good idea to press teachers for assumptions…they are usually aware of their reasons, but they often don’t know much about the assumptions that are behind the reasons. (Elkins, 2001, p. 177)





2.2 Incommensurability


Another difficulty with paradigms is that they are not generally commensurable, that is, based on common assumptions that make it easy for us to fit them together or make direct comparisons between them. Borrowing Wittgenstein’s metaphor, Kuhn describes paradigms as members of “natural families, each constituted by a network of overlapping and crisscross resemblances” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 45). And just as with family members, relationships may be more or less harmonious.


In fact as families go, paradigms tend to be notoriously inharmonious. Kuhn’s research suggests that it’s rare for two paradigms to coexist peacefully in the same intellectual space (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. ix). He uses visual Gestalt as an example of the problem. When people are shown images that can be seen in different ways, and “the marks on paper that were first seen as a bird are now seen as an antelope, or vice versa” (p. 85), they can see only one image at a time. One way of seeing is at the expense of the other. In the same way, different disciplines provide different pictures from the same data. As Körner (1970) points out, “psychology, anthropology and comparative linguistics bear witness to the variety of ways in which different persons and groups of persons differentiate the world or experience” (p. 2).


Unlike Gestalt subjects, however, academics can’t simply switch views whenever they want. Belonging to a discipline means committing to one paradigm or another. As a result, “schools guided by different paradigms are always slightly at cross-purposes” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 112), leading to arguments where both sides “are bound partly to talk through each other” (p. 148). Given that paradigms are also invisible, it’s not surprising that the reasons behind such conflicts often go unrecognised and, in the absence of the “enlightened common sense” recommended by Körner as the best adjudicator in such cases (1970, p. 12), remain unresolved.


2.3 Permeability


Although paradigms seem permanent and secure to those who share them, in reality they are permeable and subject to change over time. As our knowledge of the world changes, so does the way we see it. Kuhn devotes much of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions to investigating how and why such changes take place, adopting as a central tenet the historical observation that “scientific communities have again and again been converted to new paradigms” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 152). At any given time, a particular paradigm has the potential to be different from what comes before or after it, and is open to the influence of wider social and cultural change. According to Bowker and Star (2000), it is often only at the point of change, when the structure of the paradigm is breaking down, that its existence is actually revealed for the first time (p. 35).


The permeability of paradigms can give rise to considerable tension as people who are committed to a particular version of paradigm simply can’t change. For this reason new paradigms tend to coincide with new generations of thinkers. As Max Planck “sadly remarked… ‘a new scientific truth does not triumph by convincing its opponents and making them see the light, but rather because its opponents eventually die, and a new generation grows up that is familiar with it.’ ” (Kuhn, [1962]1970, p. 151).


2.4 Potency


An illustration of the potency of paradigms is provided by psychologist Liam Hudson in The cult of the fact ([1972]1974). Hudson describes his book as an autobiographical “dig…into the intellectual training” (p. 29) he receives at Oxford in the 1950s and gives us his personal account of the process of committing to, and subsequently living with, the paradigms of one’s profession.15 The context of Hudson’s account is the intellectual crisis he faces at the height of his career as an academic psychologist, when he realises that he not only no longer believes in the empiricist ideals of research to which he has committed throughout his career, but has little insight into how or why he came to believe them in the first place. The trigger for this realisation is reading the German poet Rilke’s sonnet about a girl and a unicorn and realising that the mythical unicorn, which has no conceivable empirical status, nevertheless constitutes a more powerful psychological insight than anything produced by the “thousands now practising psychological research” (p. 28). In Bowker and Star’s (2000) terms, Hudson’s crisis represents the point of breakdown where the paradigms he has unconsciously adopted start to become visible.


Hudson’s attempts to rethink the terms of his “indoctrination” (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 98) prove surprisingly difficult, however. Where did his assumptions come from? Not from the lectures and set texts provided by the university, since the young Hudson has paid little attention to them, attending few lectures and reading even fewer texts.




I read articles, and skipped to and fro in longer works, but in two years read not a single book of philosophy from cover to cover… in a curious sense… what we did lacked content. It was an activity; something one did – like swimming or playing the piano. (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 37).





The real teaching takes place in small group seminars with a series of “friendly, formidable lecturers” whom he describes as “the managers of our reality” (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 41). Hudson unquestioningly absorbs the principles he comes to recognise later as a kind of “Anglo-Saxon empiricism” (p. 41) characterised by “the concern for logic, the avoidance of feeling, the ideal of clarity, hostility to metaphysics…” (p. 35). Hudson’s tutors have total intellectual control over their students to the extent of deciding “what was worth discussing and what was not” (p. 41), or who to reference and who to ignore: “whole areas of thought, contemporary and historical, were tacitly rejected as illegitimate, unacceptable, bad” (p. 98). Even as a postgraduate, Hudson remembers that:




Assumptions about research were rarely discussed, and as far as I can recall, never critically examined. Sustaining them, inarticulate, were more pervasive beliefs about knowledge itself. (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 41)





As he is indoctrinated into the values and beliefs of the empirical tradition, Hudson’s intellectual landscape quickly polarises into “the most elementary categories of which man is capable: us and them, clean and dirty, right and wrong” (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 97). This polarisation is efficiently reinforced by the politics of the university system, whereby “students who wish to question the prevailing orthodoxy tend in practice to receive poor degrees” (p. 101). This goes deeper than politics, however. In a demonstration of the incommensurability of paradigms, Hudson reflects on how learning to see the world in one way leaves him forever unable to see alternatives: “as a student, I could not understand Sartre…nor can I now, except by the most strenuous effort” (p. 97).


In the end, Hudson’s intellectual crisis is a result of paradigm change. As the field of psychology develops over time, earlier assumptions come to seem flawed and barely credible. For example, speaking of the exclusion of context by the early psychologists, Hudson can only acknowledge that “an oversight of such magnitude is now a little hard to credit” (Hudson, [1972]1974, p. 38) and that, in retrospect, “most of the material we learnt is now outmoded. Its range was in any case narrow, at times eccentrically so” (p. 41). As he learns at some personal cost, “academic orthodoxies do live long and stubborn lives; but they eventually collapse, frequently with surprising speed” (p. 103). Hudson’s encounter with Rilke’s unicorn has its own wistful significance in this context, as a symbol of an intellectual trajectory which could have been his. Ultimately, though, his commitments will have to stand, in spite of his reservations: “what we did, we did thoroughly” (p. 42).





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
|| E

London | New York





OEBPS/9781911110095_cover_epub.jpg
ART AS
EXTRA-
GRDINARY
SCIENCE ;.
A PARA-

PIGM FCR
THE 27
~@=|N|'II'UR\V( —

].E\\Y WALLER






