

[image: Cover]




Mark Vernon is a writer and journalist. He has degrees in physics and theology and a Ph.D. in philosophy, and has written books on such subjects as friendship, God, spirituality, science and the philosophy of the everyday. His articles and reviews on religious, philosophical and ethical themes have appeared in many newspapers and magazines including The Guardian. He is a regular contributor to debates, festivals and radio programmes, and also teaches at the Idler Academy in London. He is the author of God: All That Matters in this series.




[image: image]


Use Philosophy to be Happier: 30 Steps to Perfect the Art of Living


Mark Vernon




Foreword


Advice on how to live is hardly in short supply these days. And that fact, in itself, might give us pause for thought. Why, we may wonder, is it such a growth industry? It’s more than 150 years since the Scottish writer Samuel Smiles published the first avowed self-help book (and the first to carry the title Self-Help). Think of all the advice that’s appeared since, all that good sense! So how come we’ve still not worked it out?


Many of the self-help books published over the last few years draw on new insights from psychology. Or, at least, they are claimed as new insights. What psychologists do, more or less, is assemble groups of people – often students, since they are cheap to hire and ready to hand – and ask them how they feel about, say, keeping resolutions or being liked. The psychologists then process the responses, with statistics, and publish the means and averages. Voilà! New insights.


Now, I don’t want to offend any students, but I’m not so sure about this whole process. The science certainly produces empirically based results. And you want that if you’re having heart surgery. But what about the more subtle, less mechanical questions of living? If you, an individual, apply those means and averages to your life, is it surprising that the benefits can seem a bit mean and average? I notice it when I become exhausted by self-help’s relentlessly upbeat tone. The only way is up. Things can only get better. I can’t help but feel that what’s being peddled is a flat-pack life lite, not the infinitely textured, often troubling and always fascinating thing that hits me day by day.


What is lacking is what might be called wisdom. I don’t think this is something that can be obtained in a lab. It comes from the careful, often exceptional, experience and reflection of those individuals who have been best at the art of living. It’s like music, one of the subjects we’ll consider here. Science and psychology can tell us a certain amount, and it can freshen up what has been learned before. However, Mozart and Moby can tell us a whole lot more besides.


In fact, Samuel Smiles might have made the same point. Many of his best ideas come from the ancient Greek philosophers, a source we’ll draw much from too. They’re often forgotten today, as we’re so enamoured by the new. But what’s new can also be a little green, a little untried and untested. My hope here is to reopen some of the oldest and deepest seams of insight, and to mine others that are newer but perhaps overlooked.


It turns out that there is more to life than success; that happiness, though desirable, is not enough. Those ideas are not big enough to inspire us to be all that we might be, to reach for our potential. They do not risk making weighty calls on our nature. They can’t speak to the whole of our humanity, and thereby enlarge it.


If there’s one theme that weaves its way through these 30 chapters (which, incidentally, can be read in succession or dipped in and out of), it’s the approach known as virtue ethics. Virtues are those skills, habits and excellences that enable us to flourish, if we can nurture them. Virtue ethics does not seek definite answers, but rather a way of life, much like the musician who orientates their days around practice, learning and performance. It aims at those qualities that, got right, ensure you’re heading more or less in the best direction – even though, for us humans, our exact destination is never entirely clear.


Simone Weil is one of the wise guides to the virtues that I’ve built into each chapter, and she put it roughly this way. We need both indicators of ‘gravity’ in life – the things that would drag us down – and indicators of ‘grace’ – the things that lift us up. Like Hercules, who myth tells us came to a crossroads in life and had to make a choice, a sense of gravity and grace can help us decide what to commit to. In the following pages, I’m hoping to identify and suggest some of the indicators of grace to commit to, and those of gravity to question.


I’ve tried to pick themes that are important, and are also perhaps unexpected, and in each case to find thoughts on them that are arresting, that might catch your imagination and encourage you to see things in a different light. The hope is that this then opens up a new step forward towards the good in life. Any of the end-of-chapter suggestions I’ve called ‘Steps’ are not designed to change your life in an instant. Rather, they might yield an intimation of what is possible. It’s such intimations that can take deep root. This principle of revelation by prompting a memory, reflection or insight is called ‘love’s knowledge’, as expounded by Martha Nussbaum, another guide for us here. It’s possible that, if a different dimension to life is awakened in you, or remembered, then life might take a slightly different course than it would otherwise have done.


I’d like to thank all those at Hodder who have worked on the book too, particularly Harry Scoble. There are some extraordinary individuals introduced in these pages, with some of the best ideas human beings have ever had about how to live well. I hope you find them as stimulating as I do.


Mark Vernon




Introduction:
What is the good life?


Three first things


There are three things that are worth saying about the good life from the start. First, it is discovered by living and by reflecting on your life – on your experiments and mistakes, on your pleasures and fears. The idea is that reflecting as closely as possible on what is actually going on for you now provides the best basis for shaping and directing what might go on tomorrow, next week, next year. I’ve called them ‘Steps’ at the end of the chapters in this book.


Second, the fulfilment and flourishing promised by this phrase ‘the good life’ emerges because of who you are becoming as a whole person, not because of what you are here and now. You will do things here and now as a person, of course. But the philosophy of the good life encourages us to use the present so as to move into the future and train ourselves at the level of character and habit, and so cultivate the so-called virtues. This is subtly but crucially different from thinking about ethics at the level of making piecemeal decisions about whether such and such an action is right or wrong.


Third, the good life is only indirectly connected to happiness. Sometimes it is a happy state. Often the word ‘happy’ is too shallow a word to describe the good life. So, in order to unpack these three elements, let us begin with this issue about happiness because it is probably the main stumbling-block that presents itself today. We can then come back to the others.


You might ask, who today would not seek human happiness? Is it not obviously what we all look for? That is right, in a sense, but the deeper questions are, first, what is happiness and, second, what actually makes for our happiness?


What is happiness?


Happiness is, you might say, an unhappy word to capture all that might make for human flourishing and fulfilment, potential and perfection. In common use, it tends to mean something like a sustained state of inner pleasure that is at least a little higher than normal. Immediately you can see a problem. It is judged by what is normal, and what is normal is, well, normal. Happiness, therefore, is always going to feel elusive or, at least, to feel as if it comes and goes. That is not a promising starting point for the pursuit of the good life.


The word ‘happiness’ is often used as the translation for the ancient Greek word eudaimonia. This is compound word. The first two letters, eu, mean ‘good’, as in euphonium, a ‘good noise’. Daimonia is related to our word ‘daimon’ or ‘demon’, though, for the ancient Greeks, demons were not bad or evil. Rather, they were simply go-betweens – the mediated forces between human beings, and between mortals and the gods. Love – Eros – could be personified as a demon, being that force of attraction, desire and concern that appears to move between people and thereby connect them and pull them together. So eudaimonia might be translated as ‘good-godedness’ or ‘having goodness within’.


You can see that this is already a long way from the modern notion of happiness. Hence, eudaimonia can also be translated as ‘flourishing’ or ‘fulfilling’. This is better because they are richer notions, though they don’t quite capture the sense of the questing nature of the good life – the desire to know the good as intimately as you know what it is like to fill your lungs with clean air on a clear day.


So much for the difficulties with the word ‘happiness’. What of ideas about what makes for our happiness?


What makes for our happiness?


The currently dominant tradition in modern ethics, and the one that tends to dominate discussions about the good life, is known as utilitarianism. Its temples are shopping malls. Its priests are economists. It teaches that we find happiness when we do things that feel pleasurable and/or feel praiseworthy. If I help someone cross the road, give a coin to a wayfarer, clean up after my mess; if I enjoy a night out, an award ceremony for my child, a fine wine; then I can expect to feel some happiness or satisfaction as a consequence of engaging in these acts. To put it in a philosophical way, utilitarianism is a consequentialist philosophy. It advocates doing this or that because of the consequences of doing so, namely that they deliver happiness.


The advocates of the contemporary science of happiness, or positive psychology, are quite explicit about doing things because of what they deliver. They would advise you to keep a gratitude diary and so ‘count your blessings’ at the end of the day. They would tell you to practise contemplating what you count as happy things in life, so as to counteract the bad feelings associated with things that leave you distressed, anxious or sad. They would suggest that you pick someone whom you regard as admirable – a Nelson Mandela or perhaps a friend – and to imitate something of their behaviour. The reason to do all these things is because of the consequences of doing so. The evidence suggests that you will feel happier, more satisfied.


To put it another way, offering help, feeling grateful, contemplating what is pleasurable, are encouraged for their instrumental value. It is not that offering help and so on are regarded as intrinsically good. Some will think that giving money to a wayfarer is a good thing to do, too. Others, though, will disagree – arguing, perhaps, that hand-outs encourage such people to become reliant on others. This leaves them dependent and not able to find fulfilling lives, and so less happy in the long run. Your momentary happiness leaves them sad.


These debates are not easily resolved, and so utilitarianism basically says, don’t bother having them. Instead, do things that make you happy and, overall, that seems likely to increase the happiness of all humankind. That we can call a good thing. This is known as the principle of utility: roughly, an action is good if it tends to increase the pleasure people derive from life, and decrease the suffering, discontent and pain.


Doing what is good


There is another tradition in ethics that would also encourage you to do good things. However, it is not consequentialist. It does not proceed on the basis of the happiness you can expect in return. Instead, virtue ethics argues that doing good things is right and that is why we should do them. However, it agrees that working out the right thing to do is often very tricky. So, instead of thinking about things at the level of what to do – count your blessings, imitate the admirable – it thinks about things at the level of who you are. Further, it says that the good person will be someone who makes mistakes, who does not always do the best thing. The difference is that they are able to reflect on what has happened and thereby, gradually, nurture those good dispositions and habits that are known as virtues.
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Key idea: What are the virtues?








Different traditions have different lists. There are four so-called cardinal virtues, meaning the basic virtues upon which the good life hangs (card ō is Latin for ‘hinge’). First, there is prudence, which really means the ability to make good judgements moment by moment, day by day. It is a kind of practical wisdom. Second comes justice, which is about knowing what is good when it comes to our relationships with others. Third, there is temperance, which means self-control – the ability not to act compulsively, but to take a moment to reflect first. Fourth comes fortitude, the courage to find the good life because it is often a tough course of life to pursue.


In short, if you have prudence (judgement or wisdom), justice (good relations with others), temperance (self-control) and fortitude (courage), then you will discover the good life and come to know it in your own life.


In the Christian period, three more virtues were added. First is faith, which is the commitment to keep at it, even when you are downhearted and despairing, uncertain and doubtful. Second, there is hope, which has nothing to do with optimism, but is instead a kind of inner energy that sustains the passion and nourishes your decision to pursue the good life. Third comes love, which is a compassionate attitude towards yourself and others – necessary because the good life requires you to reflect on your mistakes and the mistakes of others, and this is often a very painful, embarrassing and challenging thing to do.


So, in addition to the cardinal virtues, we can add faith (commitment), hope (energy) and love (compassion).
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Virtue ethics is not much interested in whether the good life makes you feel happy or not. It recognizes that happiness comes and goes in life, and it is actually a poor indicator of whether life is going well. Consider being a parent. Many studies show that, if you ask parents whether or not having children makes them happy, they reply uncertainly. Sometimes it does. Then at other times, perhaps often, it leads to a lot of heartache and troubled concern. But then ask these parents another question: Would they have preferred not to have children, and so be more steadily happy? Not at all, comes the reply, because having children delivers a deeper satisfaction in life than mere happiness. It feels good in a basic, human sense – as though it is what they were made to do.


Albert Einstein made the point when he wrote: ‘The ideals which have always shone before me and filled me with the joy of living are goodness, beauty, and truth. To make a goal of comfort or happiness has never appealed to me; a system of ethics built on this basis would be sufficient only for a herd of cattle.’


Flexibility and rules


Now, sometimes, it is useful to have guidelines for doing the right thing, or doing a good thing, particularly when you are training young people or yourself in how to live a good life. I am not arguing that gratitude, pleasure and the like are bad things. But it is important not to let the ‘happiness rules’ determine how you live, as if the good life were just about doing the right thing – to follow the rules blindly, as if happiness will automatically follow.


Instead, it is important to remember that rules are nothing more or less than the distillation of what many people have found nurtures the most profound human satisfaction. They need to be applied flexibly and, moreover, when someone gains a deeper sense of what is good in life, they won’t need rules. These folk act well quite spontaneously. They know it from within, not because they have been told. They have made a discovery about life and desire to live it out. They have a practical wisdom that transcends rules. This is what the great theologian Augustine meant when he remarked, love and do what you will. The difficult bit is learning to love.


To put it another way, if for the utilitarian happiness is an experience, for the follower of virtue ethics happiness is an activity, a practical way of living. It is a direct reflection of who you are, and who you are becoming, often manifest in the tiny gestures of life – whether you smile at passers-by, forge receipts to make expenses claims at work, turn to your mobile phone for distraction rather than sitting still for a moment. When your actions make you feel good, that is fine. But when they bring pain, that is OK too. Chances are, you are learning something important.


Or here is another way to think about it again. For the utilitarian, life is about maximizing the number of happy experiences, or sustaining happy states of mind. But for the virtue ethicist, life is about becoming more fully human. It is about who you are, reflected in and cultivated by your actions.


A training via mistakes


Virtue ethics is a kind of training in the practical intelligence that means you tend to lead life so as to flourish, to become more fully human. It is not primarily a cost–benefit analysis, as if you ask yourself, if I do x, will it make me happy? That is the consequentialist approach. Rather, virtue ethics provides the means to reflect on life and how well it has gone so that you slowly build up a sense of how to do better in the future. That is what I hope this book will give you, a set of resources in order to help you reflect on life and slowly discover more of the good life.


In other words, mistakes are crucial in virtue ethics. If you do not make mistakes in life, how can you learn? The key is not to avoid making mistakes but to ensure you reflect upon them when they happen. This is why religious traditions, which tend to promote virtue ethics, are so keen on forgiveness. They are not trying to encourage you to wallow in your sin and failings, as is often assumed and fairly often taught, too. Rather, if you know you have been forgiven, then you are free to reflect on what went wrong and energized to start again. Virtue ethics is an approach that understands that human beings fall down many times a day. But it believes that it is always possible to pick yourself up – with help, with time.
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Key idea: What are the vices?








Virtue traditions have also arrived at lists of human vices. These are the difficult feelings and destructive habits that anyone might discover inside themselves when they reflect on their lives.


The original aim of listing vices was not to judge people. Rather, it was to research the best way to deal with the moods and attitudes that, left unchecked, thwart the realization of the good life. Therein lies their value: they are not there to condemn, but unflinchingly to encourage.


Christianity traditionally lists seven key vices:



✽  Pride: the delusion that I can find the good life on my own, without others.



✽  Envy: the desire to destroy the good life in others because I don’t have it myself.



✽  Anger: rage directed at others because, actually, I am raging against myself.



✽  Sloth: the opposite of hope, so it is a lack of the inner energy required.



✽  Avarice: the desire to steal the good in other people’s lives, not cultivate myself.



✽  Gluttony: the desire to binge on poor substitutes for the good life.



✽  Lust: the desire to possess another and try to live my life by manipulating them.
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The mention of religion reminds me of something else. Everyone is born into a tradition that has struggled to understand what makes us human. It might be Christian or Jewish, Buddhist or secular. These traditions provide further resources that help with our own reflection upon life. The individual who is living the good life will not be someone who has created themselves from scratch. That is, in fact, a delusion – quite as odd a thought as thinking someone could make up their own language. They will be someone who is an admirable Christian, an inspiring secularist. We are thrown into life when we are born and the best approach, though it is not always easy, is to embrace where we find ourselves and to cultivate a way of life that allows us to flourish by taking responsibility for our lives in that particular context. As the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has put it: ‘I am someone’s son or daughter, someone else’s cousin or uncle; I am a citizen of this or that city, a member of this or that guild or profession; I belong to this tribe, that clan, this nation.’ These are the places in which we must live our lives and discover the good life. They are good because they resource us.


An education to virtue


The good life is, therefore, a kind of education – not to pass an exam, but to enable you to live more consciously and richly with what you have and with what more is possible. It is an education that partly goes on in schools, but also in homes, in the workplace, in churches, temples and mosques, and in communities.


The quality of the education may be poor. One way of working out whether you are getting a decent virtue education is to notice how people talk about ethics.


As we have said, some talk about ethics in terms of rules. They debate whether or not abortion is bad, or whether gay marriage should be allowed, or if it is ever right to lie. These are important questions that governments and lawyers have to take a view on. But the shape of our own lives is not best determined by lawyers and governments. Their role should be to intervene when different groups of people clash.


If you imagine that your personal life is one that should be governed by rules, then your personal life will become a kind of check-box activity, constrained by whether you feel you are being watched by some omniscient judge. It will lack spontaneity and creativity, risk and adventure. In a sense it will not be your own life, but one decided upon by others. So while questions about abortion and lying must be asked, they are secondary ethical questions. The primary ones are those that allow you to reflect on what has happened today, and what kind of person you have become a little more of today.


We have also mentioned another way of talking about the good life. This is asking whether or not something made you happy. The kindly relative might say that they don’t mind how you live as long as it makes you happy. A hippy friend might say that they are not going to tell you how to live because, hey, everyone must follow their own bliss. These are well-meant sentiments. And they provide almost no education in how to live well.


Behind such views lies the philosophy of each to their own, so long as you cause no harm or injury to others. This kind of utilitarianism separates you from the great ethical traditions that can resource your life so fully. It does not nurture reflection, and build practical intelligence, but a laissez-faire attitude of live and let live that sounds open and liberal but is actually disengaged and empty.


Another way of talking – and the best way, in my view – is the way associated with virtue ethics, though today it is harder to find places where this education is offered. However, you can tell that virtue ethics is in the air because then individuals wonder about the character of this leader or that sportsperson. They will also be interested in their own habits and characteristics – why they are always angry when driving to the city; why they overwork and can’t find the right work–life balance; why they can’t make relationships stick.


These kind of discussions are less concerned to provide quick ethical answers to what is right or wrong, and more interested in exploring what such and such a situation means. There is a curiosity about why this keeps happening, why that is hard. Mistakes are forgiven, not on the proviso that the individual will make every effort never to do the same again, but so that the individual can be free to reflect on what goes wrong. You will do it again, the virtue ethicist knows, but perhaps next time you will be more aware of why. Ethics in this modality is more like therapy than instruction.


So, the good life is something that is discovered. It is not known ahead of time, so that rules can be drawn up to guide you there. It is not defined as the increase of happiness and the decrease of pain. Rather, it is a life that grows minute by minute, month by month.


We collaborate with this unfolding by reflecting and gently undoing old habits and nurturing better ones. We are guided by the virtues, and alerted by the vices, to help us spot what we should pay better attention to. Gradually, we notice that a kind of practical wisdom takes hold. We love better and will better. We notice that life is richer than we had imagined. We might even come to say that we have a sense of good-godedness, that a good god lives within.


In that spirit of curiosity and courage, let us now explore some particular situations in closer detail.




Part one


Spiritual virtues


What is spirituality? It is one of those words that is bandied around and might mean anything from lighting an incense stick to following 30 days of rigorous exercises designed by Ignatius of Loyola. For the purposes of the good life, it is vital that we locate the spiritual in life, not in some other world apart from the here and now. When that happens, we actually become detached from the spiritual.


To that end, the Jungian psychotherapist Andrew Samuels has articulated humdrum domains of spirituality that give substance to the word. These domains enable us to relate spiritual virtues to crucial parts of life and so develop our central notion of the practice of wisdom and character.


Samuels believes that spirituality can be experienced in all manner of ways, but he focuses on four key areas: social spirituality, political spirituality, craft spirituality and profane spirituality.


Social spirituality happens when people come together to do or share something. The shared activity takes the individuals out of their separate lives and puts them in touch with an experience that is collective and inspired by values that are shared. Samuels writes about ‘a kind of spiritual rain that can descend’. It is felt when people draw together and something new comes into being because what they experience and achieve mutually is more than they could do on their own. Social spirituality takes us out of ourselves.




An obvious example is sport and what the founder of the modern Olympics called the religio athletae, or religion of sport. Pierre de Coubertin knew that the ancient Olympics was conceived of as a religious festival. In a 1935 radio address, he noted: ‘The first essential characteristic of ancient and of modern Olympism alike is that of being a religion… I therefore think I was right to recreate from the outset, around the renewed Olympism, a religious sentiment transformed and widened by the internationalism and democracy which distinguish the present age.’ In other words, Coubertin was capitalizing on the natural forces that emerge when individuals gather in crowds to support their team. By coupling that to the sense of a common humanity, the Olympics could cultivate a social spirituality that might work for the common good.



Political spirituality is similar, Samuels continues, only now it is focused on political action. Members of political groups have sacred values. They pursue high ideals. They are prepared to sacrifice themselves for the cause – which also alerts us to the dangers of these collective spiritualities: they have a shadow side manifest in war, terrorism and mob rule. The cultivation of the virtues, and a steady eye on the good life, are therefore vital to stem these darker tendencies.



Craft spirituality is different. It emerges from an engagement with the material world and the shaping of wood or clay, paint or sound, to create beautiful and useful objects. In this way, we make holiness, Samuels says – thinking of everything from fine art to sacred architecture; from items that are personal and precious to you, to the drawing your child brings back from school that you ceremonially hang on the fridge.




The final type of spirituality Samuels points to is profane. By this he means sex, and drugs, and rock’n’roll. They are called profane because they represent a spiritual quest that has ‘gone off the rails’, as Carl Jung noted to Bill W., the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous. Shopping is included here too. As Samuels explains, ‘What I am saying is that there is a strand of energy in the act of shopping that connects to all the searching and questing that spirituality is commonly associated with.’



But if profane spirituality has gone off the rails, then it needs thinking about in terms of the virtues. Sex draws us to beautiful bodies. So can that energy be sublimated to draw us to the beautiful life? Shopping feeds our desire for more. So can that searching be trained so that our desire is educated to want more from life? These kind of questions lie behind our consideration of art, beauty, freedom, meaning, religion and seeing.




1


Art – beyond consumption




‘Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.’


Oscar Wilde





Art is vital for human beings. Our ancestors, tens of thousands of years ago, developed a tendency to beautify things, simply for the aesthetic delight it gave. Even when objects had primarily practical purposes, they were extravagantly ornamented. A pestle was decorated with a feathery bird. An arrowhead was far more elegantly shaped than the physics of flight and penetration alone required.


The extra effort cannot readily be explained by functionality, and yet it makes perfect sense if you see the human animal as a being who seeks to express itself – who seeks to connect with the world, to enter the flow of life, and thereby find a place in the world. We make objects beautiful to understand ourselves. Art, then, must be a part of any exploration of the good life.


Art as expression


For the British philosopher R. G. Collingwood, the value of art in the good life is captured in one word: expression. However, he meant this in a particular way. Expressing yourself in art is not simply to give vent to your emotions or state of mind. A baby can do as much when it cries, though it would be ridiculous to call a mewling child artistic. Rather, expression proper is being able to give shape to and make sense of emotions and mental states. It is not just to cry, fear or laugh, but to know what it is to cry, fear and laugh. That insight is what the artist strives for, so, as a form of self-knowledge, art is of enormous value for those seeking not just to live, but live well.


Feeling fine


The artist is someone who pursues the question: What is it to feel? Artistic expression occurs when the artist devises a way of articulating an answer to that question, rendering what was inchoate clear. The artist embarks on a quest that leads to self-discovery. Why? Collingwood gives us the answer succinctly: ‘Until a man has expressed his emotion, he does not yet know what emotion it is.’ And he means expression in the sophisticated, not childish, sense.


That art is a process of discovery helps to explain why artists tend to use the same materials time and time again, and portray or represent the same subjects repeatedly. If Vincent van Gogh had painted sunflowers just once, that would not be an exploration but a mere representation. So he paints them again, against turquoise, then royal blue, then blue-green and then yellow backgrounds. He paints them in full bloom and withering. In a letter to his brother, Theo, Vincent remarks, ‘It is a kind of painting that rather changes in character, and takes on a richness the longer you look at it.’ Life’s richness richly expressed is what he sought.
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R. G. Collingwood (1889–1943)



Quick summary: Art, for Collingwood, is an object or event that gives expression to a thought or feeling, and which, by being shared, allows others to experience sympathetically that thought or feeling too.



Key text: The Principles of Art and other writings, which are notable for combining artistic, intellectual and ethical insights.



Interesting fact: Collingwood was also a philosopher of history. He believed that imagination plays as key a part in the life of the historian as it does in the life of the artist, enabling him or her to explore the thoughts of other people.
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Art and craft


A related theme that is important for Collingwood is the link between art and craft. He is sure that art requires craft, discipline, training and skill. To think otherwise is what he calls ‘the sentimental notion that works of art can be produced by anyone, however little trouble he has taken to learn his job, provided his heart is in the right place’. In truth, it’s only non-artists who would indulge such a notion, for every artist knows ‘the vast amount of intelligent and purposeful labour, the painful and conscientious self-discipline, that has gone to the making of a man who can write a line as Pope writes it, or knock a single chip off a stone like Michelangelo.’


What Collingwood is pointing to here is practical intelligence, the kind of insight that arises only from wrestling with the stuff of art, its materials – paint, wood, paper, stone. For what it’s worth, this relates to what I sense is wrong with much contemporary conceptual art. Its obvious characteristic is that conceptual artists themselves do not make anything. They produce ideas and then issue instructions to craftspeople or manufacturers who have the requisite skill to make the work. That says a lot, because, in truth, the best ideas can’t be detached from the effort to realize them. This is practical intelligence, the kind of wisdom with materials that emerges from a long training of mind, body, character and engagement with a tradition. It’s the part labour and discipline play.


It might seem that this is a rather dispiriting view of art. After all, if art requires all that skill and effort – all that expressive sophistication – who, beyond a rare few, could claim to be an artist? It’s undoubtedly true that great art is exceptional, born of exceptional individuals and cultural times. However, the emphasis on craft is also an invitation because it implies that artistic creativity can be learned. Few who learn the piano will be as good as Lang Lang. Few who take still-life classes will be able to draw like Leonardo. However, all who learn the piano will gain a greater appreciation of Lang Lang’s brilliance, just as those who learn to draw will discover more about Leonardo. To do that much is to move away from being a mere consumer of art, and become someone who begins to understand it – from the inside. That is part of the value of art, as an expression of consciousness. It is an imaginative engagement with the world. That is what it means to be an artist.




‘Art for art’s sake, with no purpose, for any purpose perverts art.’


Benjamin Constant





A fuller consciousness


Collingwood connects his thoughts on art to an examination of what he calls ‘the corruption of consciousness’ that he diagnoses in the modern world. We can perhaps get a sense of what Collingwood means by considering a particular picture, An Old Man and His Grandson, by the Renaissance artist Domenico Ghirlandaio.


I’m indebted to Iain McGilchrist here, who in his book The Master and His Emissary explores how the workings of the brain link with artistic expression. McGilchrist’s theme is what is known as laterality, the different functions of the left and right hemispheres. Laterality can be a metaphor that, though simplified, suggests something of what it is to have a full perception of the world, thereby achieving what Collingwood would call a truthful consciousness.


Here’s the picture:
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Domenico Ghirlandaio, An Old Man and His Grandson, c.1490, Louvre, Paris



Let’s look at three features of this painting:


1 A SYNTHESIS OF WHOLE AND SPECIFICS


First, notice the sense of perspective through the window, not only in space, conveyed by the mountain, but also in time, conveyed by the winding road. This double sensibility is characteristic of the full flourishing of consciousness in the art of the Renaissance. McGilchrist describes a kind of movement, from right to left to right again. The right hemisphere first, as it were, picks up the whole of time and the expansiveness of place the image shows; the left hemisphere then analyses the features of the image and hands back those specifics to the right in order to produce the synthesis that the picture offers: the powerful sense of two real individuals standing in relation to the world and in ‘lived time’.


Both hemispheres are required for this – the right’s capacity to see the whole, the left’s to discern the specifics. Bring the two aspects together, and the picture pulls at your imagination to see two human beings standing at a particular moment in relation to the broader context of their history. That’s the genius of Renaissance art’s expressiveness. It’s a full consciousness of what it is to be human – hence its enduring appeal to us, centuries on.


2 TOGETHERNESS AND DISTANCE


A second feature that also incorporates this dynamic is the sense of empathy the picture produces, not only through our identification with the man and his grandson, but also through our sense of distance from them. We view them knowing we’re not them, but we view them sympathetically. The distance between us and them is appropriate to allow them to be themselves, and to allow us to be with them, too. This togetherness and distance is a complete expression of consciousness.


The calm mood with which they meet is notable as well. It’s not quite sadness. Rather, it’s the feeling that arises from being wise about a situation. So the two seem conscious of their mortality, the old man looking on the young grandson, the young grandson wanting to be with the old man through his life, implicitly knowing he can’t. The calmness arises from a conscious of the mystery of beginnings and endings, of not being in control of sources and causes. It’s another manifestation of finely explored expression.


3 A LIVING RELATIONSHIP


A third feature is the way the picture conveys the generations. These are not just two specimens from one species, related by shared genes. Rather, the picture is of two distinct individuals whom we see in living relationship, together forming a human whole – though not losing their individuality in the process. It’s another balance.
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