Preface

A YOUNG FRIEND OF MINE who lives and works in Madrid and who
knows my published views very thoroughly recently sent me the draft ofa
longish paper of his in which, rather generously, he reviews some themes of
mine, fearuring in particuhr my h:n-'ing said that although Heowmo sapiens is
a “natural-kind” kind, human beings—hum:m selves—re:llly have no na-
ture, are no more than artifacts, histories, hybrids of biology and culture,
the sites of certain transformed powers peculiar to human possibiliry. That
single idea is as clese to the pivot of my best intuition as :mything T can
think of It was indeed the unmarked focus of a book my young friend had
reviewed, as well as the somewhat more explicir but still decentered focus
of the book before you now, a notion translated into the puzzles of the art
world, very far removed in an academic sense—but not really—from the
morali'poliric:ll topics of the earlier book.

] can't say that I've chosen this conception of the self for my owt, it’s
nearer the truth to confess that its ca_prured me, as | imagine will be clear
enough when you read on. It's been shaping my thought over the span of
an entire career, deployed I realize in Every philosophic:ﬂ niche that has
caughr my interest So that now it’s a bro:ldly unified conception, still
somewhat elusive, which, though hardly orthodox, I've tried to demon-
strate is a most resourceful re_phcement for many a canonical philosoph}'
able to command a sizable fisfdom.

T've been at these inquiries too long to be unaware of my direction.
T've been retracing my steps back from the distinctive compartmentzﬂiza—
tions onhilosophic:ﬂ topics that held sway in our time and that have put
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too much of mentieth—century philosophy in danger of irrelevance and
thankless inﬂexibility. 1 cannot see how, for instance, the concepru::.i ques-
tions of moral and poiiric::.i life can be sep:ir:ired from the questions posed
by the fine arts, or for that matter, how the work of the philosophy of sci-
ence can rightiy be very far removed from the discoveries of the phiioso_phy
of art (and vice versa). Fach of these inquiries reflects our limited under-
sranding of a limited sector of the world reviewed without any reliable
sense of where the true beginnings of such an understanciing lie: they are
insepambiy embedded in the passing uncertainties of historical life itself T
reiy on the recuperative idea of the “human” to provide a holist bond for
all our inquiries, otherwise unable to collect the world as iegibiy one We
dont know—we have never known—what “all our inquiries” includes,
beyond the obvious scatter of “all.”

Hegei, whom I very much admire, realized very e:iriy on that in his
own age he could heold the entire world rogerher as an inreiiigibie unity,
if he viewed it (against Kant) as the seif—rmnsforming structure of an all-
encompassing “mind” or Geist absorbed in its own ex-'oix-'ing undersmnding
of “itseii:”—incompiere in all its reflections but manifested iz ws. So he
treats Gedst as if it were present everywhere—:md yet indissoiubiy one.
1 regsmd this as a daring memphor for the matched inteiiigibiiity of the
world and the inForming power of encultured human inquiry that, thus
depioyed, continues at the same time it repi:u:es somerhing akin to Kant’s
transcendental constructivism. Hegei offers instead a historicized alterna-
tive that aveids the extremes of Kant’s realist conception of a closed system,
Here, we are caught in Hegei’s extravagant memphor of Absolute Geistt a
power irnpiicir in our finite and historicized cognitive competence cap able
ofgmsping the infinite fulfillment of our finite powers—righriy read, how-
ever, as the invention of the latter (Enc_ycfapfdﬂi Logic, $949—50, 95).

If this is a fair I'eading, then T admit to h:wing taken Hegeii:ln instruc-
tion. But I don'’t believe we need any literal Geist, and I don’t believe we can
afford any such an extravagance now, at least beyond the scruple that ad-
mits that our competing concepma_i pictures of the world are no mere than
salient fragments that collect under the canopy of encultured theught, by
which we understand the world insep:ir:ibiy from undersr:mding ourselves
and understand our understanding ourselves inseparably from understand-
ing the world. That, a sort of ciemythoiogized Geist, is what T mean to sig-
nal in the most obiique of ways, The theory of the arts, like the theory of

the sciences, is and cannot heip being opportunistic in this regard.
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T am more irn_pressed with the narrative discontinuities and discon-
tinuous diversities ofgfisrficb unity than Hegei seems to have been. Human
agents, T would say, require a functional unity for their individual careers,
though, even there, the reguiarive and seeming constitutive requirements
of _persona.i unity tend to outstrip the ex_perienced discrepancies of actual
agency and memory. In any event, whatever is required here hardly seems
to oblige us to read the unroliing of collective cultural life or hisrory as
completely coherent or as narratively ene. The matter was profoundly dis-
_puted between Sartre and Foucault, for instance, under Hegei’s shadow: if
we yieid here, as it seems we must, then surely our retrospective accounts
of the unity of individual agents will be subjecr to the vagaries of the reflex-
ive interpretation and reinterpretation of encultured life itself.

Tn that sense, Hegei’s conception of dialectical iogic must win out
over whatever longings he may have had that matched the ambitious clo-
sure Kant claimed to find in the body of scientific knowiedge—rhe prize
of Kant's transcendentalism. History confirms that history is itself perspec-
tived, remembered in small bursts corn_patibie with siee_p and uncertain
memory and the overlay of new experience and changes in our habits of
undersranding. It’'s in this sense that the cultural world is determinable but
not determinate, plural and diverse, never completely coherent or closed,
hosp itable to conﬂicting ways of understanding what we acknowledge to
be the same events and artifacts of a shared world

The rheory of the fine arts defines the most convincing space in
which the implications of this strange sort of tolerance—so alien to the
rheory of _physica.i nature—take center stage. Yet if we follow the irnpii—
cated argument, the supposed unity of the natural sciences is at risk as well,
a.iways the belated construction of the same encultured world in which
the discre_pancies just admitted hold sway. I should like to think that that
is what Hegei intended to make clear: that is, in accord with whatever is
required for the inreiiigibiiiry of our lives, how we sponraneousiy imposea
narratized meaning on our running experience of the evoiving world, We
cannot reach clesure in finite time, and we cannot expect that whatever
telic convergence we find at any time will held fast as hisrory itself unfolds.
That seems to be the natural import of what Hegels theory requires. But
if it is not, then I dare say my reading of Hegei is better than what Hegei
himself intends—or what a iarge part of the acaderny claims to find in
Hegei. Tn that case, T declare that the contrary is preposterous! I under-
stand, of course, that admirring this much piaces me under a serious debt.
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Somewhere, I shall have to try to expiain the unity and difference between
the natural and the human sciences—but not now

What follows, then, is an exercise in what may be called pbifasopbi—
cal Jnrf?rapafagy: the effort to hold on to a sense ofgf."sn’icf? unity in what
otherwise risks the unaccepmble scatter of an autonomous “philosophy of
art” or “aesthetics.” ora “philosophy of mind” ora “philosophy of science,”
as these disciplines are now construed. I invoke the :1dv:1nr:1ge of a holist
stance without actua.lly providing a full phiiosophical defense or a com-
piete articulation of the corrective discipline I have in mind. You will be
the judge of its incipient virtue

These are telltale admissions, I don't deny. But rhey are Freely ac-
knowiedged, and in any case, they arep eri:ectiy obvious. I've been searching
for a way to restore, within the terms of English—ianguage and Eurocentric
practice, the natural unity of phiiosophy and its characteristic disciplines,
which until recent times :11w:1ys qualiﬁed the best Pl’lilOSOPl’liC:ll work, re-
gsmdiess of doctrinal petrsuasion. T've recovered the obvious, Isuppose: the
need for a fresh ana_lysis of the human condition, which, as I see mat-
ters, affords a sense of the common conceptual space of every inquiry and
commitment

I begin eccentrically then with a reinterpretation of the Secratic
elenchus for our time, the start of an attempt to bring our modern sense of
the hisroriciry of the human to bear on our continual rereading of the an-
cient philosophic:ll tradition that lacked a sustained notion of whar strikes
us now (quite litera_lly) as our encultured “second nature.” We cannot re-
cover the holism needed unless and until we resclve the concep tual strain
between the :1ppe::.l of the idea of historical existence and the ancient grip
of what is said to be ch:lngelessly real. {That, as I see matters, is the true
point of a modern reading of the Socratic elenchus.) Still, beginning there,
T have in mind dei‘ining the whole of the cultural world (inossible) and,
within it, the strategic puzzles literature, painting, and music pose regard—
ing our nature and idenriry—oursel*.-'es, as the acknowledged creators and
principa.l creatures (or creations) of our artifactual and hyl:: rid world.

You may say that the argument that follows is a piece of metaphys-
ics—a piece of the memphysics of art if you ple:tse—c:isr in the Hegeiian
spirit. But the term “mer:lphysics” has been diminished, in America and
Europe, so that it is often read as H:lgging presumptions of a priviieged
knowiedge—which is to say, made indefensible. I\-‘Iemphysics is neither
privilege nor nonsense nor the dismissal oi:privilege or nonsense, but I'm
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prepared to run with the current fashion, if fashion is not allowed to judge
its own credentials for the rest of us. I therefore coopt, in choosing my
subtitle, the fashion of an earlier :lge—which comes to the same rhing as
“memphysics” but is less quarrelsome for the moment—the desigrmtion
“philosophica.l am’hropology,” by which T mean quite litera_lly a theory of
buman ér:'ffng drawn from the “hybrid” sources of biolog}' and historical
culture, not the reduction ofphiiosophy to :1nrhrop oiogy.

Here I mean to draw out, by close attention to certain central prob—
lems in the philosophy of art—nombly, puzzles bearing on the comp lexi-
ties ofp erceiving artworks— the need to admit certain srr:lregic::.lly pl:iced
features of human being that are norm::.lly ignored: for instance, Why the
ana.lysis of physica_l nature cannot be expected to admit (from its usual
vantage) what it nevertheless must ﬁna.lly admit. If my holist intuitions
are correct, then the fact that every science is a human science, that the
powers of human inquiry are artifacts of cultural life, itself shows the way
to a recovery of the unity of the sciences within the novel (the generally
neglected) terms of cultural life. By such a discox-'ery, the philosophy of
art becomes the natural ally of, and even something of a mentor for, the
rheory of science and mind and similar disciplines. I see the effort as a
preparatery labor for a novel theory of the unity of the sciences; but T have
no wish to make this the principa_l issue ome philosophical anthropology.
I seeit g:irhering srrengrh by indirection, and I count on another cccasion
to bring it into full view. So it is enough to say that ever since Hegel’s cri-
tique of Kant, the principa_l conceptual puzz.le of the modern world that
we identif:y as memphysics and philosophica.l :mthropology concerns the
unity ofphysic::.l nature and human culture, or the unity of the search for
univers::.liry and the admitred discontinuities ol:conringenr hisroriciry. But
Hegel already perceived that, too.

This helps to explain why, in exploring the salient questions of the
philosophy of art, I find niysei{: obliged at every turn to take account
of the holist corrections that now seem seriously, even d:ingerousiy, ne-
glected. Proceeding this way, | admit T've produced a heterodox sort of
recovery: that is, by construing artworks as a diverse kind of human “ut-
terance.” Nevertheless, the conceptual space occupied by the philosophy
of art is h:mdiy more than a small neighborhood within the continent of
human culture: it cannot be analyzed separately from the rest of that huge
world, J_lthough you will look in vain—well, almost in vain—for an ac-
count of what it is to be 2 human person, or self, in any recent standard
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Enghsh—hnguago philosophy of art or phﬂoso_phy of mind, or philosophy
of science for that matter. Ifyou concede the point, you will :Llre:ldy have
caughr my purpose in spe:lking of:“philosophical :mrhropology” or, alter-
nath-'ely, of the “motaphysics of culture”

IFyou concede the point, then consider the present effort an attempt
to sketch how rhings appear in one srmregic:ﬂly placed philosophic:ﬂ spe-
ci::lry—:l schema ready, should it prove promising, to be applied as well in
other subdisci_plinos. It means to exhibit the analytic power and adx-unmge
ofinvoking agc'isrﬁc.fy unity in answering selected questions in the _philoso—
phy of art without yielding to the faral extravagances of::my literal reading
of the merely heuristic notion of an encompassing Gerst,

Put more slimly, I try to show how essential it is to the thoory of art
to fashion a conception of rea.lity that indissolubly unhites the analysis of
physic::.l nature and the :m::.lysis of human culture. The idea is ignored in
recent Anglo-American philosophies of art: it is its recovery that I take to
be the principﬂ theme of“P hiloso_phic:d :mthro_pology. " It’s the recovery of
asalient “interest,” as the postmodornists sy, but it’s a recovery justiﬁod by
its demonstrable :ldv:mmge—which is what metap hysics andphilosophic:ﬂ
anthropology come to. It's more a matter of restoration than of revolution,
though, in our extremity, it’s hard to tell the difference. For my own part, it
defines the best conceptu:ﬂ space in which the radical constructivism link-
ing the subjecrive and objecrive aspects of cognition and inrelligence that
Kant and Hegel bequeath our modern age stands any chance of reintegrat-
ing the dispamto parts of the Eurocentric world.

J. M.
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