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A Note to the Reader

Contemporary works of cultural criticism often carry an impressive freight of footnotes referring to the unchallenged authorities in the field. Even when they deny the validity of authorship and text, as is so common today, they are meticulous in citation and bibliography. This book does the opposite: though it indeed acknowledges many writers, thinkers, and artists as authorities, and treats many texts as sacred, it relies upon no authority but its own; and it comes into the world naked of any scholarly apparatus, but for an annotated list of recommended readings at the end. If the reader finds anything here that is convincing, whether by its logic, by its accordance with fact, or by its imaginative truth, let that be the warrant for the rest. The references to authors and books in the body of the text indicate an indebtedness to them, rather than an attempt to subdue the reader with the eminence of my sources. In these days of on-line bibliographic databases, the careful scholar should have little trouble tracking down my intentionally brief citations.

In various parts of this study I have used passages that are substantially unchanged from earlier books and essays of mine, though at the same time this work probably breaks more new ground than any other prose book I have written, and the synthesis of the whole is more comprehensive. Rather than give a lame paraphrase when I could not put it better, I felt the most honest thing to do was to repeat myself when the argument required the recapitulation of an earlier idea. Those readers who know my work will, I hope, be able to see those passages in a new light, and through them to understand certain connections of thought among my writings.
 


Chapter 1
The Culture Wars


The Sickness of the Arts


This book is for those who have been shaken out of themselves by art, who have felt a piece of Mozart’s Magic Flute reach out and grab them by the heart, who have seen the grave look on Flora’s face as she steps out of Botticelli’s Pimavera the way the gods always do, lit by a light too powerful to be quite shown; for those who have heard a line of Shakespeare so that it rang again and again in their ears—“ Not mine own fears, nor the prophetic soul/Of the wide world dreaming on things to come.” All great art leads us beyond anything we have ever known; this is as true now as it has ever been. Art is culture communing with itself and generating a new spring, like the flowers of Botticelli’s painting cascading from the mouth of April; it is the prophetic soul of the wide world. It is not authoritarian but infinitely vulnerable; all you have to do is to stop listening or watching or reading and it goes away. The grand modernists—Matisse, Joyce, Stravinsky—all knew this; but their successors today (and alas, those who oppose the successors too) have forgotten. It is my contention that our “high” or “academic” or “avant-garde” culture is in a state of crisis. This crisis is not a healthy one, but a sickness unto death, a decadence that threatens to destroy our society.

The symptoms of the crisis are well known. A few years ago art collectors were paying large sums to a certain artist for sealed and labeled cans of his excrement; recently the artist decided to eliminate the middleman and sell the collectors their own excrement instead. A dead Mexican pauper’s head was sawn in two, and the two halves exhibited in profile, kissing each other. In the 1993 Whitney biennial show, which is supposed to represent the best contemporary art being produced, crude racist slogans directed against people of European descent vied with a pile of simulated vomit and photographs of private body parts for the delectation of the connoisseur. Completely blank canvases are solemnly exhibited and sold; the Tate exhibits an empty gallery as a work of art. In avant-garde music, melody is studiously avoided; a Slinky toy is portentously dropped off a piano at a concert otherwise devoid of sonic content; various contrivances are devised to produce entirely random combinations of sounds. In performance art, performers execute sexual acts on stage, maim themselves by a variety of means including high-powered rifles, and engage in lavatory activities with strong political messages. The strangely misnamed “language poets,” whose hallmark is that their poems do not make any kind of sense, are the present rage. Architecture has graduated from modernist brutality to deconstructivist nausea.

This catalog of abuses is a familiar litany. To complain in this way is to adopt the traditional position of the “straight man,” the bluenosed bourgeois who is the butt of all avant-garde sarcasm, the poor benighted philistine harrumphing at what he does not understand. But I am not the first to warn the public that our culture is sick and needs cure. In The Culture of Complaint, Robert Hughes gives a partial diagnosis. He argues that the great artistic ideals of modernism are still valid, but have been lost in a welter of claims for artistic attention by neglected minorities or oppressed groups, to the extent that the prestige of art has become a consolation prize to mollify the politically or economically unsuccessful. In his periodical The New Criterion, Hilton Kramer has made much the same point. Earlier, in The Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch blamed what he saw as the moral flabbiness and cultural decadence of our times on the cult and psychological condition of narcissism. Allan Bloom, in a more complex argument, has rooted the malaise in the philosophical, political, and cultural failure of the central ideas of romanticism—a tragic failure, given the grandeur of its hopes, but one whose deepest symptom is the contemporary incapacity for tragedy itself, for that tragic love of life which accepts that it must be painful and unfair. Roger Kimball’s Tenured Radicals, Martin Anderson’s Imposters in the Temple, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.’s The Disuniting of America, Robert Alter’s The Pleasures of Reading in an Ideological Age, and David Bromwich’s Politics by Other Means: Higher Education and Group Thinking all deal with the same problem, with special emphasis on the failure of the academy. Dana Gioia, in Can Poetry Matter, has focused on the decline of poetic standards and the withering away of the audience, due the neglect of craftsmanship and traditional form. Christopher Clausen, putting poetry in a larger cultural and philosophical context, has argued that poetry damaged itself by resigning its cognitive function, its claim to a kind of knowledge. E. D. Hirsch has addressed the problem in terms of the decline in cultural literacy. David Griffin, in several books, has argued that the deconstructive postmodernism of recent decades is but another manifestation of the deadening and unspiritual legacy of modernity. The neo-Marxist social critics, like Frank Lentricchia and Frederic Jameson, have made similar points about our predicament, blaming what they call the commodification and fetishization of “late capitalism.” There is surprising unanimity that something is rotten in the state of our culture. However, the diagnosis differs each time, and usually no cure is offered, except for the vague injunction to desist from what we are doing and return to the path of virtue. In this book I shall try to combine the diagnoses into a larger picture of our sickness, and prescribe a real cure, one which treats our mind and imagination as well as our behavior.


Players in the Culture War: Left, Right, and Radical Center


Avant-garde leftist artists and intellectuals see the culture war as an assault by evil fascistic conservatives upon the freedom of artistic expression, an attack based on patriarchal white Western values. In order to defend these values the conservatives are attempting to regulate the National Endowments and censor art. The conservative insistence on standards, quality, and excellence is, according to the avant-garde position, just code for racist and sexist bigotry, covering up the continuation of economic and social privileges for rich and powerful elites. In contrast, the avant-garde sees itself as being the vanguard of social change, encouraging economic and cultural justice and a new world of equality, caring, universal self-esteem, and self-fulfillment; thus their art serves as a way of exploring new forms of sensual experience, new conceptions of the self as dissolved or disseminated, and nontraditional forms of social and personal relationships.

Conservative right-wing critics of the arts see things differently. They look at the horrors of the inner cities, the devastation of the family, the collapse of personal self-discipline and psychological health, widespread sexual promiscuity, declining rates of educational achievement, rising drug use, crime, and violence, and blame the nationwide decay of moral fiber and cultural morale. The culprits, they believe, are the avant-garde artists and intellectuals who encourage sexual license, ethnic separatism and fragmentation, and life-style experiments, at the same time ridiculing self-discipline, virtue, Judeo-Christian values, the traditional family, and the moral and rational tradition of the West. They suspect there is an artistic establishment that has deliberately censored wholesome and uplifting forms of art. Conservatives feel that if the current fashion of negativism were not supported by the National Endowments and by the major private foundations, it would lose what audience it has; wholesome family art would arise, the nation could rebuild itself, there would be universal prosperity, clean safe streets, an educated public, and a revival of people’s sense of meaning and purpose in their lives.

If you identify with either one of these camps, the conflict is insoluble except by total victory—that is, by the disappearance or forced reeducation of the enemy. However, a third side is emerging, one which recognizes the valid ideals on both sides of the conflict but approaches art and culture in a very different way. This third side, which I call the radical center, sees that the avant-garde and the conservatives share certain metaphysical and philosophical assumptions, inherited from the nineteenth century, concretized in the polarization between Left and Right, and frozen in place by an esthetic and evaluative vocabulary that no longer corresponds to our best knowledge about the world. Those assumptions are the reason, not only for the ideological impasse, but also for many of the real problems of the contemporary arts, such as its desperate crisis of originality, its failure to find an audience, and its isolation from vital intellectual currents in the human and natural sciences, religion, technology, and the environmental movement.

Perhaps the best way to point out the differences—and the potential for reconciliation—among the three positions is to give a brief description of each.

What is value, where does it come from, how ought it to be distributed? What is the nature of the physical universe in which value exists? Is art fundamentally orderly or disorderly? What is the nature, if any, of the human beings who make and experience art? What should art’s attitude be to traditional forms, genres, and crafts? What is art’s relationship to the Western tradition, and what is that tradition? What is the role of art with regard to social improvement and social progress? What constitutes social improvement or progress? Who is the chief enemy of art? What is the chief evil? What should be censored, if anything? What is the chief value of art?

The artistic Left, that is, the established avant-garde as it has persisted in various forms since the early nineteenth century, still accepts the view of value implicit in traditional “scientific” economics: that there is a limited stockpile of natural value. This stockpile roughly corresponds to the thermodynamic order remaining in the accessible universe, and it is running down through the increase of entropy—the “shrinking pie.” The Left believes that this natural value can be extracted from nature only by painful labor, and that it is distributed among human beings either through coercive control by a ruling class/race/gender, or through liberating struggle against that control. The conservative Right shares this view of value, but with different emphases. Natural value is a diminishing stockpile that is distributed by the Invisible Hand of the market, a just process that cannot be disrupted without economic damage. Social value is the recognition of natural value in the context of consumer demand and scarcity.

The radical center holds a very different view of value. In agreement with many fields of twentieth-century natural science, ranging from evolutionary theory to chaos theory, it believes that value is continually created by the natural universe, that it is not a shrinking pie, and that human beings can share in and accelerate the growth of value through work which may be delightful, if disciplined. Value of this kind should circulate freely where it is needed. The present market system of capitalist economies is a linear and clumsy attempt to imitate the more subtle processes of true value-creation, but though it is our closest approximation to date (much closer than any socialist system) it is transforming itself as our technology enables more perfect and multidimensional forms of communication. As machines take over the drudgery, the labor basis of value is being replaced by an information basis of value; and this in turn will be replaced, perhaps, by an emergent kind of value which is hard to define but as a kind of embodied grace.

If the universe is, as both the avant-garde and the conservatives believe, an ordered system that is gradually running down and becoming more disordered, what is the role of art? The Right believes that art should help maintain and preserve the order of the past against the ravages of dissolution and cultural decline. Order may be tyrannical, but it is all we have; quality and standards cannot be detached from bondage. The avant-garde, on the other hand, observes that natural physical order, which is the only kind it recognizes as not an illusion of political hegemony, is deterministic and opposed to human freedom. Thus the only course for art to take must be that of disorder, of constant dissent, disruption, and rebellion against order; we are free only if we can perform a gratuitous act with no sense or reason. Modernist and postmodernist artists have sought in the name of freedom, which they value above all else, to incorporate a larger and larger element of the random, irrational, and unintelligible in their work, so as to break the shackles of deterministic order. The fact that in so doing they are in their own terms furthering the decay and collapse of the physical universe is either ignored or silently celebrated with a dark glee. There is a curious correspondence between this view and that of nineteenth-century industrialism, that was willing to ravage the natural environment to increase human power.

The radical center, however, has seen that evolution—a concept now extended by scientists to cover not just biology but the whole of the physical universe—is productive of novel forms of order. Chaos theory tells us that beautiful “attractors” can underlie apparent chaos, and that highly ordered systems can, through iteration, feedback, and the mutual communication of all their elements, generate entirely unpredictable emergent properties. Thus the order of the universe is neither running down nor deterministic, and the strict distinction between order and chaos, vital to the Left and the Right, is invalid. For the radical center art can, from the strictest traditions and severest order, derive unexpected and profoundly original visions and perspectives. At the same time the most heterogeneous and unlikely elements can be mixed together to produce, out of an apparently wild disorder, a classical synthesis that can rival and even surpass the achievements of the past, if those elements are permitted a consistent and thoroughgoing process of mutual feedback.

As for the human artist and human audience, both the avant-garde and the conservatives find themselves shackled by eighteenth-and nine-teenth-century notions of nature as a deterministic machine. Conservatives tend to accept the idea that the body is a machine like the rest of the universe, and that we have a human nature that determines our station in life, but that we also have an immaterial soul that is preserved in its free state by religious observance and the willing acceptance of duty and service. Apologists for the avant-garde have a harder time dealing with the human body, agreeing only in the nonexistence of the soul. Some accept what they imagine to be the body’s mechanical limits but wallow in them. An example would be the “desiring machine” theory of human nature as proposed by Deleuze and Guattari. Some, like the French feminists, except the human body, especially the female body, from the constraints of nature, regarding it as uniquely polymorphous and liquid. Others, like Feyerabend and Foucault, deny the whole edifice of science, and thus its findings about human nature, as a socially constructed illusion designed to keep the lower orders in place. Still others, like Sartre in The Flies, reject the body itself as part of nature’s conspiracy of bondage.

For the radical center, human nature does indeed exist; however, our nature is not a limitation of our freedom but the very source of it. The body and brain evolved through a marvelous feedback between biological and cultural evolution; and the evolutionary imperative that drove the process was the development of greater powers of learning, adaptation, personal communication, creativity, and freedom. Freedom is what our bodies were designed to produce, if they are properly taught, disciplined, loved, and nurtured by a culture that has not forgotten its roots. Freedom is not a condition but a unique personal achievement, reached through submission to one’s culture’s best traditions and one’s body’s demand for training in what it does best. The rest of nature is only in various degrees less free than we are.

In this view our biological nature is designed to exist within a cultural context that is in the broadest sense classical—by which I mean centered upon the values of truth, goodness, and beauty. Both the Right and the Left would disagree. The conservative Right regards human nature as essentially fallen, selfish, and individualistic. Our life in a state of nature is nasty, brutish, solitary, and short, said Hobbes, and only the authority of social rules backed up by profound moral and cultural sanctions, and the miracle of the market that transforms individual selfishness into collective welfare, can save us from ourselves. For the Right, Western culture, a pure European civilization deriving from Jerusalem, Athens, and Rome, is unique in having brought to a classical state of excellence the cultural and economic wisdoms, together with the Judeo-Christian morality, that best control and channel human nature. The avant-garde Left, on the other hand, regards human nature as infinitely malleable, so that it can be easily “constructed” by society. Western civilization has distorted and stunted that nature—or constructed it so as to profit the powerful white male elites—in a way that is uniquely reprehensible, leading to such atrocities as the Holocaust, colonialism, racism, sexism, and widespread economic injustice.

In its rejection of the idea of human nature, and the closely related concept of classical standards of excellence, the Left is paradoxically at odds with those very non-Western cultures that it professes to prefer. The artistic productions of the radical Left tend to be either indifferent to technique and craftsmanship or blatantly in violation of them. The irony here is that any real “third world” artist, embodying the traditions and training of an ancient culture, would find the work of these new avant-garde multiculturalists incompetent, ludicrous, or disgusting. There is much more in common between, say, baroque Italian and Maori art than there is between Maori art and the Whitney biennial. It is Mozart and Shakespeare, not John Cage and Karen Finley, who are universal.

On the other hand, the Right seriously underestimates the extent to which classical Western art has always contained a profound critique of its own society, along with an equally profound endorsement of the fundamental values of humankind. Just as in tribal village societies the rituals of life crisis and seasonal change always contain a “liminal” period within which the ideals and symbols of society are reevaluated, so the rituals of Western art, whether the history plays of Shakespeare, Mozart’s Marriage of Figaro, or Goya’s etchings, become a space within which a thoroughgoing assessment of European norms can take place. As with content, so with form and technique: it is not enough just to repeat the past. The classical genres of art—landscape painting, epic, tragedy, the sonata form, and so on—only come alive when they are stretched to accommodate new material, hybridized with other genres, or deepened by an unprecedented twist.

The radical center contests the very terms “Western” and “classical,” pointing out that what is called Western culture is already an amalgam of hundreds of wildly different cultures from Asia, Africa, and Europe, one which has found the knack of listening to and absorbing other cultural values. Much of what is called Western, including science, democracy, reason, classical art, and the achievements of religion in ritual practice, ethics, mysticism, and spiritual psychology, is the creation and property of the whole human race. Europe played the leading role in the great synthesis of human cultures that has been going on for the last four thousand years; but it was by no means an exclusive role. Many cultures throughout the world, even before trade or conquest brought them into the converging mainstream of the major civilizations, achieved classical excellence in some field or other of art, government, philosophy, cuisine, ritual, healing, and so on; these achievements share certain deep structural and thematic characteristics wherever they occur. There is what I am calling a “natural classicism” in human arts that is based on culturally universal art forms and genres. Poetic meter, musical tonality and scale, visual motifs, techniques of visual representation, mythical stories, and so on, have deep neurobiologically based grammars, as does language itself, that are common to all cultures. It is only by training in a tradition which activates our innate propensity for these grammars that a budding artist, and a budding audience, can be liberated into their human heritage. It may not matter much which of the great classical traditions—the Chinese, the Hindu, the European, and so on—is chosen as the basis of such training, but one would be wise to choose the most humanly comprehensive one available, and a great world artist should attempt to master and synthesize several of them.

The radical center rejects the ethnocentrism of the Right, but it also rejects the demonization of the West by the Left. Any careful reading of history will show that every human group is capable of atrocities and injustice, as of magnificent and original contributions to human welfare—the larger and older the group, the more of both. Slavery, colonialism, and the sexual division of labor were not the exclusive invention of the West; indeed, the West has in fact been a leading force in the abolition of slavery, the economic enfranchisement of the masses, and the liberation of women.

These issues bring us to the matter of social progress and the role of art with respect to it. The Left believes that art should serve social progress, be its mouthpiece and interior decorator, so to speak. What constitutes social progress is defined in theory by the people, in practice by political leaders and theoreticians, but in any case not by artists. Its general goals, as viewed by the Left, are the liberation of the individual from all constraints of tradition, rule, custom, and control; these constraints should be replaced by an education that will enjoin absolute equality among all persons, complete acceptance of all differences, and total noninterference by any person in the life of another. All value judgments (other than positive ones which can be shared among all, like grade school valentines) are hurtful and should be avoided, except when describing—negatively, of course—members of traditional authoritarian groups.

Conservatives see art in two roles: as harmless entertainment that helps us temporarily escape the responsibilities of the world, or as the anointed propagandist of traditional religious, moral, and social values. For the Right, social progress is a dubious concept, though conservatives may embrace technological and economic improvements as long as such innovations do not sap the moral fiber of the nation. Art can maintain standards and discipline the will and intelligence of the young; it can also show how social inequalities are just and rational and for the benefit of all. Art, like a constitutional monarch, should stay out of important political and economic decisions, though it may provide emotional justification for decisions already taken.

The radical center sees art as the only place where the new concepts essential to real social progress can germinate and gestate. Current political struggles, where well-meaning people find themselves locked in bitter disagreement, are usually insoluble in their own terms. If negotiation or logic or the application of legal or moral rules could solve them, they would not be problems. It is only art that is able to leap out of the terms of the debate, find new ground and new values, and provide a common vision toward which the contestants can strive. Thus art must be committed to no existing political program or party, though imaginatively it must be able to empathize with all such programs. The radical center is not particularly interested in issues of power and equality; it knows that power is transient, superficial, and corrupting, and that equality is a noble legal fiction, valid in the political realm but meaningless everywhere else. Art is like play in that it exists in a world of “as if” but it is also a training ground and experimental test bed for more mature moral and political conceptions. Though the deep genres and themes of art are traditional, they have a vitality and eternal generativeness that makes them the only final resource against the ossification of social roles and the hardening of political dogma. Art tends to question any conventional axis along which people could be judged either equal or unequal; it exposes the desire for inequality as power-seeking, and the desire for equality as gnawing envy, mediocrity’s ressentiment against excellence. What constitutes progress for the radical center is the continuation of the natural evolution of the universe in a new, swifter, and deeper way, through the cooperation of human beings with the rest of nature, bringing conscious intention and organized creativity to the aid of natural variation and selection. Evolution in these terms is a spiritual and mysterious process. This evolutionary process is one in which there are honorable roles for technology, for natural conservation, for art, and for economic development.

The Left and the Right resemble each other in setting up enemies that must be defeated if the promised era is to come. Most obviously, their enemies are each other. But they also propose less tautological villains, and when they do, profound contradictions appear in their positions. The Left, especially the artistic Left, hates and despises the middle class, or what is now generally called the dominant group in society; of course, it is that very group which tends to produce left avant-garde artists. The Right hates and despises the indolent poor, criminals, and outsiders in general. But without the beggar or mugger in the street, the racial or sexual or cultural Other, the right-winger would be hard-pressed to maintain his or her own identity.

For both the Right and the Left shame is the greatest evil, to be denied at all costs. The shame of our human condition is not just that we are animals with a digestive system, a sexual means of reproduction, and an irreducibly cruel and exploitative economic relationship with the rest of nature and with each other. It is that we also have a conscience and spiritual consciousness that can judge us for these things and compare us unfavorably with ideals and good examples. Both Right and Left are united in their endorsement of censorship; what is to be censored is the shameful and the shaming. The Right wishes to censor the sexual and mammalian/primate aspects of our nature; the Left wishes to censor ideals of cultural and moral excellence that would make any viewer feel ashamed of him-or herself. As for the radical center, it does not believe in censorship at all, though it does believe that wicked, ugly, and lying art ought to be roundly subjected to public criticism. The Right displaces the shame of our human condition, often murderously, onto the social, racial, or sexual Other; the Left denies the shame of our condition and seeks to be shameless, but scapegoats the middle class, often murderously, as the source of shame.

“Beauty” is a natural and organic term that nevertheless embarrasses us because of the way it mixes our emotional, physical, and intellectual responses. For the radical center, one of the most important things that all great human art does, especially religious and theatrical performance, is conduct us through the acknowledgment and recognition of our shame to the epiphanic experience of beauty that follows and grows out of such recognition. The inhuman architecture of Mussolini, in which shame is banished, attempted to frustrate that process; so too do those avant-garde works of art which attempt to deaden our sense of shame by denying the validity of our reaction against obscenity, and replace the shame with political scapegoating. This combination of denials, right and left, has paralyzed the contemporary arts. The radical center in the culture war seeks a renewal of beauty and is not ashamed of the term; it also defends its position by a thoroughgoing analysis of critical theory in the light of new developments in human and natural science.

Thus one final way of defining the differences among the Left, the Right, and the center is in terms of the highest value to which art can attain. The Left believes in the sublime, that is, it denies shame by breaking all the boundaries and distinctions that make shame possible. Either it rejects the moral judgments that make our biological and economic predicament painful and problematic, or it denies that predicament altogether as a socially constructed illusion devised by the conservative regimes of power and knowledge. Left-wing sublimity always gravitates in the end toward the ultimately ugly, for it is only there that we will no longer be shamefully challenged by what is better than the worst in ourselves. The Right believes in the pretty; it denies shame by exporting to the outside all the unpleasantness and smell of our lives, leaving an art that is entirely proper and devoid of embarrassing challenge. Its final state is the terminally bland.

The radical center believes in the beautiful. It accepts the shame of our conscious existence as animals in an ecological and evolutionary context, and as perpetual amateurs in a world in which fairness and luck, justice and mercy, the earned and the given, cannot be disentangled. The radical center resists alike the rightist tendency to slacken beauty in the direction of the merely pretty, and the leftist tendency to slacken beauty in the direction of the merely sublime. Beauty is the most nonutopian of all ideals, and is the only one which can tolerate the existence of tragedy as an irreducible component of being.


The New Movement


There is at present a growing number of artists in various fields who have begun to embrace the new paradigm of the radical center, and who will one day be seen as the pioneers of the next major historical phase in the arts—as Dante, Petrarch, Giotto, and Piero were for the Italian Renaissance, as Blake and Wordsworth were for English romanticism. The contemporary establishment finds them threatening, but they are preparing their Armory Show, their Preface to the Lyrical Ballads, their salon des refusés, their Defense of Poetry.

There is a new movement afoot throughout the arts; the question is how to define it. What makes definition especially difficult is that the new movement is at once so widespread, so little reported, and so disconnected. We do not have a cultural capital like London or Paris in this country. The movement has arisen spontaneously in a variety of “fields” and “disciplines,” in part as a reaction against academic modernist conceptions of field and discipline; the divisions and boundaries themselves have hindered communication among people and ideas. And so it might be especially helpful to develop a hypothetical vocabulary for talking about the movement.

One crude way of defining the movement is in terms of a return to classical forms, genres, and techniques in the arts. In “serious” music we can cite a disillusionment with seriality, the twelve-tone row, and atonality, a renewed interest in worldwide folk music, a search for the deep panhuman roots of melody, and a focus on the immediacy of performance, improvisation, and the context of audience and performer.

In visual arts we find a strong return to representation, to landscape and the figure, a rejection of the hegemonic modernist authority of abstraction, and the beginnings of a revulsion against the idea of art as the ideological enemy of ordinary human life. In poetry there is a wave of renewed interest in poetic meter and in narrative, a questioning of the role of poetry as therapeutic private expression, and a return to the great public themes of enduring human interest. In theater the influence of ethnodrama and “magic realism” have combined with a recovery of the classical canon to cause a partial breakdown of the barrier between serious theater and popular theater. In fiction there has been a swing toward storytelling and “moral fiction,” and a tendency to absorb the formal and stylistic experiments of modernist fiction into a more traditional narrative fabric; we can, once more, identify characters and plot, and theme and setting. We are in a great age of film, and though we are distracted by the enormous consumption of hyped schlock, there is now also a large audience for an art that is superbly crafted and plotted, visually subtle, and thematically classical. In dance there is a return to story and to representation, and a convergence of mime, dance, tableau, and kinetic sculpture.

Two terms have been used for the new movement in the visual arts: “romantic realism” and “classical realism.” Although these names give a vague impression of what such art looks like, they are misleading in crucial ways. The term “romantic” is perhaps intended to evoke the emotional appeal of such work; but it also carries the misleading impression of intellectual shallowness and moral license, whereas the new art is, at its best, informed by profound thought, philosophical inquiry, and severe ethical and spiritual concerns. The name also suggests a historical connection with the romantic period, which was precisely the time when virtue, reason, and esthetic discipline began to come under systematic attack. “Realism” does not entirely fit the case either, because the new art does not make a fetish of reproducing gritty reality. When appropriate, the new art is exact and gritty; and when not appropriate, it is not. One can always see what the new art is a picture—or a sculpture—of; but realism is not quite the right word. Perhaps “representationalism” would be closer; but the new art seems often to strike through toward truths and entities that have never had a visual appearance in the first place, and thus can neither be photographed nor imitated by pictorial representation. Certainly the new movement would reject the iconoclasm of postmodern theory, with its “problematizing” of representation and the image. “Classicism” seems right, but it contains its own traps. The new movement is not simply a return to ancient European ideas. It recognizes that classicism is not an exclusively European property, but a miracle that has happened many times throughout the world in a variety of societies, ranging from hunter-gatherer bands through priest-and-pyramid cities and feudal warrior-states to mercantile empires and industrial democracies. Ancient classicisms have proposed fixed and perfect ideals that never change. The new classical spirit sees the world as evolving into a richer and richer mix of physical and spiritual complexity.

Some examples of the artists of this movement in the visual arts are the painters David Ligare and Cynthia Krieble, and the sculptor Frederick Hart. Even as “postmodern” an artist as the earthworks sculptor James Turrell is in much the same spirit. In architecture I would cite especially Christopher Alexander, and in architectural criticism Michael Benedikt; in this field, because of the practical requirements of livability and physical integrity, art could never depart too far from the classical, and the modernist Louis Kahn is very close to the ideal.

In poetry there are two highly vigorous movements that represent at least part of the radical center paradigm: “the new formalism” and “the new narrative.” The new poetry breaks modernist rules established since Edgar Allan Poe condemned the long narrative poem, and dares to tell stories, often gripping and fascinating ones, in verse. “New formalism” refers to the revival in poetry of poetic meter, verse, and rhyme. Modernist critics of the new formalism have suggested that it is elitist and un-American, but have been staggered by the rejoinder that it is free verse that is confined to a small group of European-influenced cognoscenti, while meter and rhyme are the normal forms for blues and jazz lyrics, country and western songs, mariachi, Broadway musicals, and rap. Several poets use both meter and narrative, and the two movements combined are called “expansive poetry,” a phrase coined by the poet Wade Newman. Expansive poetry is expansive in the sense that it attempts to wide the scope of poetry beyond the short, free verse, imagist, private, existentialist lyric poem that has become the norm in late modernist letters. It is also expansive in that it feels free to recover past modes and genres of poetry, and presupposes an expanding and evolving universe, in which new forms of order can grow out of the old, and where freedom can consist not just in wrecking traditional kinds of order, but in creating new ones. Leading practitioners of “expansive poetry” include Jack Butler, Julia Budenz, Frederick Feirstein, Jane Greer, Tim Steele, Christopher Clausen, Charles Martin, Annie Finch, Brad Leithauser, Dana Gioia, Paul Lake, Gjertrud Schnackenburg, Robert McDowell, and Dick Allen.

In fiction there has been some recognition of the bankruptcy of postmodern fictional self-consciousness, and a call by such wise writers as John Gardner, Anthony Burgess, and Tom Wolfe for a storytelling that is moral, organically related to its past, and realistic. But the predicament of the novel is somewhat different from that of the more esoteric arts. Modernist avant-garde fashions could not vitiate the novel’s popular appeal. Postmodern fashions such as the “new novel” were so unpopular that their products failed economic tests other arts were not expected to undergo, and were quickly forgotten. Meanwhile one genre of fiction has continued triumphantly to satisfy the requirements of a full-blooded and healthy art: science fiction. Insulated by its cheerful and uncomplaining acceptance of outsiderhood from the hothouse tantrums of the avant-garde, it has continued to explore the mythic undercurrents of our culture, and stands as an example for the emerging artistic consciousness.

The poet and critic Kevin Walzer sees the new movement as another variety of postmodernism, and there is some justification in his view. That is, in much postmodern art there is a conscious reference to past genres and modes of representation, and a new concern with signification and cultural codes. Charles Jencks has made a similar point with regard to the neoclassical flavor of some postmodern painting. But the intent of much of what is called postmodern is to satirize or politically discredit those past modes and genres, whereas the new movement is more in the spirit of respectfully and lovingly grasping hands with the great dead shamans and artists of the past. The philosopher David Griffin distinguishes between “deconstructive postmodernism” and “reconstructive postmodernism,” attempting to save the term “postmodern” for positive and creative purposes. Others, including myself, have felt that this battle may be lost, and that postmodernism is destined, like the late eighteenth-century “picturesque” movement, to be seen as only a transitional phase into a new period of cultural history that does not need to be labeled feebly with a modification of its predecessor’s name.

James Mann, a poet, art critic, and ironist, proposes the violent name “Vandalism.” His explanation is that the new movement actually overthrows two hundred years of cultural history and makes the avant-garde turn in its collective grave. He also argues that the last phase of liberation from traditional authority is to liberate ourselves from the authority of the liberators and be free to choose any style we want for our art, without regard for its art-historical correctness. This is a highly appealing polemical strategy; it remains to be seen whether its subtlety will catch on or distract from the central simplicity of the new movement’s ideas. Nevertheless, Mann’s proposal reminds us that artists now have an enormous opportunity to be both firmly within a great artistic tradition, and at the same time in rebellion against the prevailing esthetic authorities. If everything is new, the only really new thing is an old thing; and Ezra Pound told us, after all, to “make it new.”

In music there does not seem to have been much of an attempt to name the new movement. “Minimalism” is, I believe, a misnomer; but some “minimalist” music, for instance Philip Glass’s operatic and film scores, seems close to the new paradigm. “World music” carries some of the right flavor, in its seeking out of what is universal within the rich variety of human musical traditions. There are many quiet, obscure, and excellent composers who are working entirely in the new spirit, without recognition, Claudia Annis for instance. Within the popular music genres much fine work is being done by people like Laurie Anderson and David Byrne, that approaches a condition we might recognize as part of the emerging paradigm.

In the other performing arts the new trends are definitely in evidence. The “ethnodrama” of Peter Brook and others, which transfers, translates, or mixes classical performance genres from various cultures, such as Noh drama, Kathakali, and ballet, carries the same implications as “world music”: there are fundamental artistic principles common to all human beings and recognizable across cultural barriers. An exciting combination of world classical traditions with natural body movement is evident in some of the new dance choreography, such as the work of Momix, Mark Morris, and Sankai Jukku. The revival of the tableau by Robert Wilson, and the revival of opera in general, challenges the modernist notion of purity and hermeticism. Wilson’s handling of major philosophical and moral themes, such as Einsteinian relativity, Gandhian nonviolence, Akenaton’s monotheism and the like, is a departure from the cynical and deconstructive impulse of most postmodern drama. The performing arts in general tend to be drawn back to the classical spirit by the demands of the trained body’s natural grace.

Another term that has been found to describe the new movement is the apparently dull and colorless “centrist.” The sculptor Frederick Hart quotes Lao Tsu: “If you stay within the center of the circle you will endure forever.” Artists today are in the delightful position of living in a time when only the marginal and the extraterritorial are fashionable; thus they can follow the Taoist’s maxim with a special twist, in that the only way to be truly marginal and inventive is to go directly to the center. T. S. Eliot, in Four Quarters, sees the divine dance at the center of the turning wheel of life; and this paradox of movement and stillness, of edge and center, can also be found in Shakespeare’s ecstatic description of the beloved in The Winter’s Tale:
 
When you do dance, I wish you
 A wave o’ th’ sea, that you might ever do
 Nothing but that—move still, still so,
 And own no other function.
 

Perhaps the idea originates with Eliot’s beloved Dante, whose heaven is simultaneously at the edge of the whole universe and at its center. Of course the mystical literature has known it all along: the Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad places the vision of Brahman in the very heart of the seed, as the seed is at the heart of the husk.
 


Chapter 2
The Failure of the Avant-Garde


Faulty Assumptions of the Avant-Garde


Much contemporary avant-garde art is desperately ugly, simplistic, and unsubtle in its message, lacking in craft, skill, and technique, and thus unappealing to a mass audience—a consideration that might well give pause to its enthusiasts. However, criticism of this type is for the most part ineffective, because it does not grapple with the underlying premises of the avant-garde. If the ugliness and incompetence of much of our poetry, plastic arts, music, and performance art could be justified by being derived from certain incontestable assertions about aesthetics, the human mind, and the world, then we would celebrate such art as a bold and unflinching encounter with reality. But several major revolutions have taken place in the natural sciences since the key dogmas of modernism were proposed at the start of this century; there has been a rejection of both biological and behavioristic reductionism in psychology, and a radical revision of our old, confident role as the technological masters of nature. Let us examine how the basic tenets of avant-garde art stand up in the light of our new knowledge, and see how they have fared.

One of the fundamental assumptions of avant-garde art is that beauty is in the eye of the beholder. The avant-garde denied the classical position, that beauty is a reality in itself. They argued either that beauty is purely subjective (as they interpreted the Freudian theory of the sublimation of libido) or that it is culture-bound and reflects the economic interests of the ruling class—an argument rendered persuasive by the apparently large differences between cultures in what is considered beautiful. In the light of contemporary knowledge, however, both arguments appear to be without foundation. The popular avant-garde theory of sublimation no longer goes unchallenged. Our sense of beauty can no longer be explained as second-hand repressed libido; beauty has a perfectly good brain chemistry of its own without having to borrow from the energy resources of sexual reproduction. Research has shown that there are pan-human cross-cultural esthetic preferences, and a neurobiology that rewards all human beings for the recognition and creation of certain complex, organized, and unified patterns—patterns traditionally known as beautiful. The classical account of beauty now better satisfies the known facts than the avant-garde account. Furthermore, it is now the ruling class that supports avant-garde art, and the large mass of ordinary people that yearns for beauty, meaning, and craftsmanship—a situation that directly refutes the argument that classical standards are elitist.

Another major avant-garde assumption is that human nature is socially constructed. This argument was borrowed from the social sciences, for which it was always rather an article of faith justifying their existence, and a defense against the natural sciences, than a proved or even provable hypothesis. However, within the social sciences themselves this dogma is now under severe challenge from several directions. Behaviorism as a tenable explanation of human psychology has completely collapsed; human beings do appear to have a nature after all. Studies of newborns show that we come into the world with a formidable array of predispositions. Studies of animal intelligence reveal that we are not unique in our ways of understanding the world. Cross-cultural anthropology demonstrates how much all human groups have in common in family and kinship organization, myth, language, gift-exchange customs, etiquette, ritual, supernatural beliefs, and so on. Linguists show that we all share a deep structure in our language. Likewise, cross-cultural and neuropsychological studies of the arts reveal that the classical genres of the arts—pictorial representation, musical scale and tonality, poetic meter, narrative, and so on—are built into our makeup as human beings and cannot be lightly ignored by a culture without damage to its young and a loss of meaning and value for its adults. A natural classicism is emerging, which implies genuine canons of value in the arts. Thus avant-garde social constructionism cannot serve as an artistic justification.

A third important avant-garde premise is that all systems of meaning and value create hierarchies and that all hierarchies diminish human freedom. The first half of this dogma now seems true enough, but not the second. Even in theory the leftist hope for a totally egalitarian community is untenable, because biology shows that all living systems are organized hierarchically, from the lowest molecular levels through the cell, the organ, and the metabolic system, up to the highest levels of neural control in the individual; and through individuals, kin groups, species, and whole biomes on the collective level. The more complex and multi-leveled the hierarchy, the greater the opportunity for individuated behavior, free decision, and creative innovation. Similarly, close study of democratic and economic organizations reveals that the more freedom of opportunity and self-expression they permit, the more complex and multileveled the hierarchy of function. A totalitarian state is one which approaches the simplest and flattest kind of hierarchy, where one supreme ruler commands an otherwise completely egalitarian mass of ruled. A modern constitutional democracy is a highly complex hierarchy, whose complexity assures flexibility, legitimation of authority, limitation of powers, assent, and a turnover of personnel at various hierarchical levels. This seeming paradox, that hierarchy generates freedom, holds also for the family. The traditional family, with its clear lines of authority, has now been shown to create independent, healthy, and active offspring, capable of love, work, and reasoned dissent from the surrounding social norms; the unstructured and transient family tends to create weak, passive individuals, lacking in self-control, who are easily led, incapable of independent thought, and ripe for crime, self-destruction, and addiction.

Rigid authoritarian structures usually emerge when a natural and evolving hierarchy is overthrown on ideological grounds. Get rid of the complex, nonlinear, self-organizing forms of hierarchy, and simple, linear, coercive forms replace them. When one seeks for radical equality, and a total pruning of the tree of authority, one gets an Oliver Cromwell, a Napoleon Bonaparte, a Hitler, a Lenin, a Stalin instead. In recent times the egalitarian commune movement has given birth to such monstrosities as Charlie Manson and Jimmy Jones. Any of us who were involved in radical consciousness-raising groups in the sixties, seventies, and eighties can remember the oppressive atmosphere of thought control and authority, the way in which some unacknowledged leader emerged supported by a little coterie of moral enforcers and yes-men, and the bullying of the weak or independent.

Hierarchy is essential for political freedom; and the same applies to the arts. In practice, those arts that have a large popular audience usually have a very elaborate chain of command, as a glance at any display of film credits demonstrates. And it is those arts that provide the economic scope, in their varied ecological niches, for individual creativity and artistic freedom. If avant-garde art tended to attack or deconstruct systems of meaning on the false grounds that they lead to hierarchy and unfreedom, the new centrist art of the next century will tend to reconstruct meaning and value systems or create new ones, precisely in order to generate complex hierarchical systems of human interdependence which maximize human freedom.

Another dogma of the avant-garde art theorists is that logic, rationality, and science are part of our oppressive Western patriarchal racist system. This postmodernist dogma relies heavily on its premise, that our society is indeed oppressive, patriarchal, and racist. Let us note here that people of all races are beating down the doors to get into Western democracies and escape systems run by people of their own ethnic back-ground; that those same Western democracies have taken the lead in providing more equal opportunities and political freedom for women; and that those regimes that criticized the West in exactly these terms have now been shown to have been the most oppressive on earth. Nevertheless, the rejection of logic and scientific rationality has the advantage that it relieves one of the responsibility of modifying one’s argument so as to eliminate contradictions in it. If logical consistency has a logocentric/phallocentric bias, then logical fragmentation (“slippage”) becomes a virtue. But political consequences flow from this position. One is that logical disagreements must be suppressed, lest they disrupt the harmonious atmosphere of agreement which is the intellectual equivalent of a harmonious ecology. Since rational argument can no longer be the basis of agreement, one is left only with feeling, shared experience, “sensitivity.” Dissenting voices must in themselves be the sign of a criminal absence of proper feeling, must be an attempt to disrupt the ecology, and thus should be suppressed. Hence, of course, political correctness: its real motive is the protection of the idea of a felt truth that is logically inconsistent, from the reminder that it is inconsistent.

Let us put ourselves in the place of the avant-garde theorists. If we cannot use logic, what can we use to win people to our cause? Political power, perhaps, in the form of control of the press, coercion, liquidation, and reeducation camps; but it is one of the fundamental articles of avant-garde faith that the existing Western patriarchal power structure has a commanding lead in the use of force (if it did not, the whole raison d’être of the avant-garde would come into question). To attempt to oppose the establishment in the arena of coercive power is to play to one’s opponent’s strong suit. Much the same is the case for rhetoric: the establishment controls the value system and the media which are the arenas of rhetoric.

Another promising method may be to use the weaknesses of the patriarchal Eurocentric power structure’s political system, for instance its self-justifying reliance on the popular vote. If the oppressed population can simply multiply faster than their oppressors, then when they are in the majority they will be able to outvote them and do what they like. Unfortunately this takes a great deal of time, during which there is the danger that large numbers of the oppressed will have become sufficiently prosperous to defect to the enemy, frustrating the general strategy. The ideal tactic would be to devise sociocultural mechanisms that would keep the oppressed in misery and helplessness until their numbers are sufficiently great—mechanisms such as family-dividing welfare systems, the drug trade, cultural taboos against education or, in appropriate circumstances, refugee camps and the like. But such tactics are politically very risky, and the popular vote itself cannot be relied on, because of the effectiveness of establishment propaganda. All these methods lead to despair.

Another avant-garde artistic dogma is that the only way to get anything done is by coercive power, whether expressed in oppressive violence by a reactionary elite, revolutionary acts by the disenfranchised, or legal sanctions by an enlightened ruling group. If beauty has been relativized out of existence (which is indeed the result of avant-garde theory) and if logical reasoning is, as we have seen, condemned as the property of the oppressor, the only way to persuade people is through force. Force is the more perfect, the fewer side-effects and unintended consequences it entails, the fewer reasons it needs to give, and the less it needs to disguise itself. Thus avant-garde art has tended toward more and more simplistic, brutal, irrational, and unbeautiful expressions. But in most fields of thought outside the arts and the cultural criticism that supports them, a very different theory of how things get done has begun to emerge. Force, after all, is a linear phenomenon, most perfectly expressed in oneway cause and effect. However, physics teaches us that power of this kind is absolutely and universally subject to the second law of thermodynamics, that is, it tends over time to waste itself and turn into useless heat and thermal disorder. Yet the universe has evolved into a wealth of elaborate, ordered, and beautiful forms—galaxies, crystals, life, sentient beings—and it did so by very different mechanisms than coercive power. These mechanisms, involving mutual feedback, nonlinear communication among and within whole systems, harmonic entrainments, self-referential adjustments, and subtle influences, are now being studied by chaos theorists. Thus the power-based theories of the contemporary arts and humanities are profoundly out of date and intellectually bankrupt.

One last dogma of contemporary avant-garde thought is “anti-foundationalism.” A foundationalist maintains that common realities underlie the different experiences of persons, species, and forms of matter. The avant-garde espouses the position that there is no prior reality or presence or authority or transcendental signified on which to base our ideas and actions—and that one can therefore think and do what one likes.

Let us briefly list some antifoundationalist positions. One maintains that since everything we can know depends on how we see it, there is no fundamental reality (phenomenology). A second, misinterpreting Wittgenstein’s dicta “whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent” and “the limits of my language are the limits of the world,” maintains that since everything we say depends on how we say it, there is no fundamental reality (linguistic philosophy, deconstruction). A third points out that because everything is dependent on its context within a structure, there is no fundamental reality (structuralism). A fourth sardonically points out that whenever anyone says anything, they are naturally following their socioeconomic interests, partly crystallized into the form of cultural values, and that therefore there is no fundamental reality (Foucauldian discourse analysis, neo-Marxism). A fifth reminds us that everything that is said is said in a determining historical context, and thus there is no fundamental reality (the new historicism). A sixth insists that the psyche that says everything is an illusory construction anyway, and that therefore there is no fundamental reality (the neo-Freudianisms of Lacan, Deleuze, and Guattari). A seventh denies the objectivity of science, because science is made up of a society of persons with ideological and economic interests, and therefore there is no fundamental reality (the scientific antifoundationalism of Kuhn, Feyerabend, and Habermas). An eighth points out that whoever says anything has a sex and a gender (usually male) that irremediably distorts what is said, and therefore there is no fundamental reality (feminist epistemology). And we can now add a ninth, that maintains that all human views of reality are only human views, and that since we cannot know how Nature sees things, there is no fundamental reality: the view of the radical Greens and Deep Ecologists, such as Arne Naess and George Sessions.

Of course, the secret of all these antifoundationalisms is that they are really foundationalisms in disguise. Number one says: sensation is the foundation. Number two says: language is the foundation. Number three says: the logic of structure is the foundation. Number four says: economic power backed up by coercion is the foundation. Number five says: history is the foundation. Number six says: psychological development is the foundation. Number seven says: the sociology of legitimation is the foundation. Number eight says: sex is the foundation. Number nine says: nature (excluding human beings) is the foundation.

Once we see the implied foundationalist assertion of these views, two things become immediately obvious. One is that a sort of competition is going on between specialized disciplines, conducted in rather peculiar terms: each delegitimizes the others by asserting the groundlessness of all assertion while tacitly excepting its own point of view. It is is like contemporary political election campaigns, which do not so much assert the virtues of the candidate as the dishonesty of his or her opponent. A cynic might speculate that the motivations are not dissimilar, and that what is really at stake are tenured chairs, graduate fellowships, and full-time faculty lines (but this would be to fall into the neo-Marxist view).

The other obvious conclusion is that, stated in their positive form, these positions do not particularly contradict each other. In theory, if the candidates did not impugn each other’s honesty, they might all be honest! And this conclusion might lead us, by an odd but perfectly legitimate turn of logic, to the positive assertion that all these implied foundations are actually foundational—sensation, language, structure, power, history, psychology, legitimation, sex, and nature—and that probably there are dozens of other foundations as well. Foundations, then, need not be mutually exclusive; and it might be particularly interesting to work out how all these foundations are related to each other. A universe crammed with partial foundations, that have not ceased to interact, and that thus leave open a huge future space where they are unpredictably going next—this is what we see if we escape the feverish loyalties of a particular ideological camp.

Since the intellectual underpinnings of contemporary avant-garde theory can no longer be maintained, it has lost its capacity to grow and develop in a way that might serve artists with animating ideas. Nevertheless, those avant-garde premises, elaborated over the last eighty years or so by modernist and postmodernist art theorists, social critics, and philosophers, are at present accepted without question by most contemporary artists, who often have only a dim and hazy half-consciousness of what underlies the doctrine, and no real notion of the evidence originally brought to prove it or the argumentation by which it reached its conclusions. Paradoxically this unconsciousness of the theoretical bases of their dogmas makes holders of this position difficult to convince otherwise, because they did not entertain it as subject to argumentative defense or refutation in the first place. Thus gifted artists, potentially capable of freeing themselves from limiting presuppositions and giving their culture the benefits of a new lease of creative life, remain cut off from the kind of radical reappraisal of reality that truly vital art demands. Theory now turns back on itself, in a dimming series of self-reflections, and no longer serves the artist.

What remains, then, for artists working in the avant-garde tradition?

One recourse is sheer talent. Many gifted avant-garde artists still find a pleasure in, and an audience for, sheer virtuosity in doing whatever it is they do. But tragically some of the very best artists have turned against their own virtuosity, as too easy, as having a suspicious tendency to produce beauty, as too human, affectionate, and good-humored to fit into their bleak view of the world. This rejection of one’s own talent is a kind of self-mutilation; we see in those artists the spectacle of nature’s lovely power and generosity cut off and stunted. Thus the community at large is deprived of the huge gifts that such artists might have been able to offer. Other artists play with the remains of the traditional artistic genres and techniques, castrated of their animating metaphysics. We find poets exploring wordplay, painters who dabble in the mysteries of color and composition theory, composers who experiment with musical textures and odd combinations of instruments, novelists who lay bare the old narrative devices, and so on. Other artists even indulge their irrepressible appetite for beauty, but defang its threat to their autonomy by setting it in a context of more than usual ugliness—rather like the rapist’s sad little pretense of consensual intimacy, his insistence that the victim is enjoying it. Sometimes avant-garde artists will have gleaned from their highly specialized MFA education some half-digested piece of intellectual content, which then becomes a sort of concealed skeleton key for their work. Emotion, too, can serve as a current to galvanize the body of an avantgarde artist. Contemporary art has inherited the modernist contempt for “sentimentality,” but the emotions of hatred, rage, envy, ridicule, fear, sadism, despair, boredom and depression seem to have been exempted from the stigma of sentiment, and are seen as legitimate materials.

All avant-garde artists attempt novelty of conception, or execution, or both. The problem is that in the absence of the specific virtues of craft, beauty, intellectual coherence, and so on, the only novelty of such art must be a generic novelty, which is exhausted by one example of it. All avant-garde artists also attempt some version or other of the sublime, whereby the viewer is terrified or shocked or sickened by some grotesque effect of scale, disproportion, scatology, discord, or irrational disjunction. In this sense sublimity is a putting into effect as an artistic strategy of the injunction to violence. Alas, the power structure of the real world is much more effective at this than artists are; for all it takes, after all, is money and technology. Far more sublime than any hideous sculpture or shrieking discord is an open-pit coalmine or a nuclear submarine.


The Death oƒ Avant-Garde Hope


Bereft of the nourishment that a vigorous and fertile body of science and theory once supplied, avant-garde art has begun to fall prey to despair. There have been so many momentous changes—the end of the cold war, the liberation of Eastern Europe, the economic collapse of world socialism, the replacement of authoritarian and totalitarian regimes all over the world by democratic capitalist ones, the revival of cultural and religious chauvinisms thought to have been dispelled by modernity, the accelerating change from a matter-and-labor-based economy to an informationbased economy, the poststructuralist heat death of the literary, artistic, and critical avant-garde. After all these transformations, do we even know what to hope for?

Cultural despair is, of course, no new attitude or posture in the history of human thought. But until now despair has been largely the property of conservatives and, later, right-wingers. The immemorial despair of conservatives has always been that things have gone from bad to worse ever since the good old days. All we can do is hunker down in some moral bunker and try to preserve some shreds of grace, decency, and clarity amid the rising tide of chaos and wickedness. Believers in this position are part of the dead weight the world carries; they do not help to carry the world. One of the few virtues of the avant-garde Left was that at least for a while it denied that comfortable despair. Now even that virtue has gone.

The way that art changes society is through hope. Hope is what gets us out of bed in the morning, and carries us cheerfully and spontaneously through the work of the day. The brain is a feedback reward system: the feeling of hope is the reward for projected emergent features of that system. Sociological research suggests that a measurably hopeful attitude is a better predictor of academic success among students than are SAT scores. The same statistic shows up in a population of handicapped people, who are confronted not only with real grounds for despair but also social prejudice that would regard the possibility of their success with skepticism. It is not the expectation of prejudice that makes us fail, but a deficiency of the virtue of hope. The hopeful handicapped are more active and successful than the no more handicapped hopeless. In other words, hope does not need to be justified by present circumstances or rational expectations to be effective. We organize our actions according to a flexible set of stories or myths; and hope is the attractive force of every story. In this book I espouse—on new grounds—the traditional assignment of hope to a place among the three theological virtues: if faith is the affirmation of what was, and love the affirmation of what is, then hope is the affirmation of what is to come.

What is hope? First of all we must distinguish between hope and desire. Desire drives us, hope uplifts us. Hope involves an imaginative estimate of possibility, an intellectual leap into the future. We might say, crudely, that hope is the combination of expectation and desire. And of course there are many kinds of hope: private hopes and public hopes, hopes based on the human organism’s desire for comfort, hopes based on the species’s drive to reproduce itself, hopes based on socially constructed desires, hopes based on spiritual aspirations. Let us review the traditional kinds of hope, which constitute the battlefield of ideological struggle as it has been waged until now.
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