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INTRODUCTION



It is now clear that R.G. Collingwood (1889–1943) was one of the twentieth century’s few outstanding philosophers of art. He wasn’t only that. In books such as Speculum Mentis, Essay on Metaphysics, The Idea of Nature, The New Leviathan, Essay on Philosophical Method and, above all, The Idea of History, Collingwood made distinctive and sometimes important contributions to a number of areas of philosophy. But, for me at least, it is his philosophy of art that is really unignorable. From the early Outlines of a Philosophy of Art, through scattered essays, chapters and reviews to the final, mature position worked out in The Principles of Art, Collingwood’s aesthetics stands out for its extraordinary combination of artistic, intellectual and ethical seriousness. Most recent aestheticians have not been particularly adept as critics or as artists; and so their engagement with the arts has tended to be driven more by their pre-existing philosophical concerns than by any special perplexities that the experience or the practice of art has raised in them. They have not, in that sense anyway, taken art seriously. Collingwood, by contrast, comes at art with the eye and the ear of a gifted draughtsman and amateur musician, and with an ability to write about the arts that most professional critics would envy, or should if they don’t. He is also convinced that art matters. It does not embarrass him to think that art, apart from being a uniquely human activity, is a uniquely important one. In this he again distinguishes himself from the run of Anglo-American aestheticians, most of whom have been oddly content to leave the question of the value of art offstage somewhere, discretely out of sight. Nor does Collingwood shy away from the ethical implications of his position. A ‘philosophy of art’, he says in the preface to Principles, has ‘practical consequences bearing on the way in which we ought to approach the practice of art … and hence, because a philosophy of art is a theory as to the place of art in life as a whole, the practice of life’ (PA, p.vii). Thus, for Collingwood, a proper understanding of art forms part of the answer to that most fundamental of ethical questions, how ought one to live? – a part he seeks to make explicit at the end of the book. I hope, here, to explain what sort of contribution to answering that question he thinks an understanding of art can make. By highlighting the ethical dimension of his thought, moreover, I hope also to suggest why his philosophy of art may be no less timely now than it was when Principles was first published, in 1938.


Before beginning, though, I should mention and explain an interpretative choice I have made. Just as the projects of most aestheticians have been driven by pre-existing philosophical concerns rather than artistic ones, so Collingwood, however splendidly alive to the artistic he might be, does arrive on the scene with an impressive amount of philosophical baggage, not all of it especially handy for his philosophy of art. So one is faced with an alternative: either present his aesthetics in such a way as to shed light on Collingwood’s own philosophical development; or present his aesthetics in such a way as to bring out what seems most striking and valuable in it for the understanding of art, even if this does occasionally mean treating his specifically philosophical baggage with less reverence than he might have wished. I have chosen the latter course. Collingwood’s prior philosophical commitments sometimes lead him, in my view, to express deep and important points about art in a quite spectacularly unhelpful way. So for the most part I’ve soft-pedalled them, in the belief that the depth and significance of his actual aesthetics will emerge more clearly as a result. By these means it should be possible to go to the heart of the matters that matter more directly – without, I hope, misrepresenting Collingwood unduly along the way.





1. THE CORRUPTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS



At the very end of The Principles of Art Collingwood makes explicit the ethical burden of his aesthetics. The artist, he says, must be a prophet: he


must prophesy not in the sense that he foretells things to come, but in the sense that he tells his audience, at the risk of their displeasure, the secrets of their own hearts … The reason why they need him is that no community altogether knows its own heart; and by failing in this knowledge a community deceives itself on the one subject concerning which ignorance means death … Art is the community’s medicine for the worst disease of mind, the corruption of consciousness.


(PA, p.336)


Art, then, offers a remedy for a serious ethical condition that Collingwood calls the ‘corruption of consciousness’. This is a grand claim, not to say an apocalyptic one. It is also, on the face of it at least, rather a bleak claim. One gets little sense from it that art can be a source of pleasure or diversion, or that, for most of us, the therapeutic effects of art have more to do with fending off boredom than catastrophe. For Collingwood, though, it seems that art is a medicine against death.


So what is this terrible ‘disease of mind’ that art is apparently to cure? The short answer is: a failure to get clear about what one thinks or feels, a failure described by Collingwood (in unhelpfully Humean terms) as the botched or aborted attempt to convert impressions into ideas. Impressions, on this account, are the brute deliverances of sense, whether outer (sensations of the external world) or inner (sensations of internal disturbance). Ideas are then the images of these brought to consciousness; or, perhaps more accurately, ideas are the result of that transformative activity of consciousness whereby impressions are made available to thought. On this model, then, the mind is sharply divided into what Collingwood calls a ‘psychical’ level, populated by mere inchoate impressions, and what he calls a ‘conscious’ or ‘imaginative’ level, the level of ideas; and it is in the transformation of the psychical into the imaginative that consciousness can fail or be corrupt.


This is a disastrous way for Collingwood to have put what he meant. To take his model of mind literally, after all, would be to make the very idea of a transformative failure unintelligible. An impression is, by definition, something unconverted, something not yet available to thought. Therefore it is not, and could not be, available for comparison (in thought) with the idea into which it has allegedly been converted. Therefore there is no way of deciding whether consciousness has performed its transformative function successfully or not. But if talk of success and failure is out of place, then so, emphatically, must be talk of a failure so severe as to amount to ‘corruption’. Therefore it makes no sense to speak of the corruption of consciousness. That Collingwood lays himself open to such an easy objection is a sure sign that his philosophical baggage has got in the way of what he wants to say.


What he does want to say becomes clearer only when he attempts to describe the process of ‘conversion’ breaking down:


First, we direct our attention towards a certain feeling, or become conscious of it. Then we take fright at what we have recognized: not because the feeling, as an impression, is an alarming impression, but because the idea into which we are converting it proves an alarming idea. We cannot see our way to dominate it, and shrink from persevering in the attempt. We therefore give it up, and turn our attention to something less intimidating … I call this the ‘corruption’ of consciousness; because consciousness permits itself to be bribed or corrupted in the discharge of its function, being distracted from a formidable task towards an easier one.


(PA, p.217)


So it turns out that we are not really dealing with a failure of conversion at all. On Collingwood’s account, it seems, the impression is converted into an idea, and it is the idea that we shy away from. So perhaps what we have instead is a failure to complete the process of conversion. But even this doesn’t seem quite right, not least since the notion of partial conversion would appear to require that one and the same thing be simultaneously an impression and an idea, a possibility surely ruled out by Collingwood’s own sharp division between the psychical and the imaginative. No, what seems to be going on is rather a failure to get the idea clear or fully worked out, a dishonourably motivated ducking of a certain sort of hard work. And if this is right, as I think it is, it follows that the failures that Collingwood is interested in happen, not at some mysterious intersection between impressions and ideas, but solidly in the realm of ideas themselves. What he envisages as the transformation of a psychical item into an imaginative one actually requires no reference to the ‘psychical’ at all.


But the transformation at issue is none the less real for that. Collingwood remarks at one point that an idea is no mere ‘dress made to fit’ an impression (PA, p.244), but is different from it in kind; and this, if one subtracts the unhelpful terminology, is surely exactly right. A clear thought is not merely an unclear one dolled up; or, to put it another way, a muddle clarified isn’t just another sort of muddle: it is no sort of muddle at all. To clarify is, in that sense, to transform, and such transformations can plainly be difficult, unwelcome and even painful. The work of ‘consciousness’ that Collingwood is interested in, then, is the work of getting clear about one’s own thoughts and feelings, of transforming muddle into clarity; and the sorts of failures that concern him are, in that sense, failures of self-knowledge.
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