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Philosophers have been suspicious of art:from.the start. It was Heraclitus
who recommended that Homer should be thrown out of the games and
flogged. The primary question for philosophy, until recently, has been,
““What is reality and how do we come to know #?’ Art and aesthetic
experience liave been regarded as modes of imitation, deception and imag-
ination rather than as modes of reality, truth and knowledge. It was this
very distinction which not only allowed philosophy to distinguish itself from
mythos, but which gave rise to modem science jtself. Today, our standard
of truth lies with science, experlmental inquiry andthe fruits of technology.
The thought that art has anything relevant to say about the truth of reality
strikes us as jejune enthusxasm . For the most part, it does not occur to us
that *‘art,” ““philosophy,”” or *‘science’” are categories which did not apply
to the ways humans dlv:ded up their worlds for thousands of years. The
question I mean to raise here is. whether we should keep questions of art
and aesthetic experience so separated from questions of truth or reality. I
will argue, in fact, that there is a sense of t:ruth and reallty most appropri-
ately encountered through the question of art.

First, let us dlsmlss shatlow popular mlsconcepuons It 1s rare today that
‘we go to a concert, a museum.or a gallery with the expectation of being
well-informed when we leave, unless we are social historians or trend fol-
lowers or even artists (*‘1 always wondered how Casals would interpret that
passage in the Brahms cello sonata’). It is not so rare to run across an
artist who believes he or she has something true to say. Solzhenitsyn’s
Gulag Archipelago is meant to state a truth about the real world. So, in a
less literal way, were the novels of Dickens and Zola. Eisenstein saw himself
as an artist who had to convey the truths of Marxism just as the anonymous
medieval sculptor or painter understood his work as the conveyance of
Christian truth. Yet, we value Eisenstein for his cinematic power of expres-
sion rather than for his message. The abandoned baby carriage wheeling
madly down the Odessa steps amid the fallen, bleeding bodies while the
relentless shadows of the leveled rifles advance is as expressive of senseless
violence and oppressive regimes as is Goya’s famous painting of the exe-
cutions of Spanish civilians by Napoleon's soldiers, *“The Third of May.””
Both these works express recognizable human values which the artists
wanted us to feel, and which they communicated with compelling tech-
nique. Were Eisenstein not Eisenstein, Goya not Goya, we might feel human
sympathy but not aesthetic absorption. Thus, even with artists who under-
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" stood their-art to be in the service of an idea, Virgil, Dante, Milton, Blake

or Eliot, we listen to them, behold their work, for other reasons.

Moreover, one can point today to numerous artists and works of art which
seem avidly w deny carrying any ‘‘message.’”’ The calm purity of a Mon-
drian, the wild, hamessed explosions of a Pollack only say: Behold! What
is one to make of piles of bricks, filled-in trenches, floors covered with
ping-pong balls and other excuses for art? Whatever else they may be, they
certainly are rejections of the notion of a socially imposed conception of
*“fine art.”” Not only does art not have to have any social message or pur-
pose, it does not even. have to look like' *‘art.”” At this extreme, art can only
be negatively defined, not this, not that. Indmdua]lsm by nihilism may be
another way of putting it.

- Thus, the'idea that art must have something to do wnh the truth-or reallty

“seems al best an antiquated and dubious claim. There are, in addition, good

philosophical arguments against the thesis. Douglas Morgan, that rarity in-
our profession, an élegant,‘ hurane thinker, lucidly discusses these in his
article, ‘ “Must Art Tell the Truth?™** Morgan:sees our culture suffering from
“truth addiction.”” That is, in our fear and admiration of science we have

‘come to value anything and everything, including art and religion, for their

cognitive content. Morgan argues -against this' because not only do we

-thereby make art subservient to science, but fail fo appreciate it for what it

genuinely can give: ‘“The fine aits,”’ says Morgan, “‘are adventures that
deserve to be taken seriously To subordinate them to the sci¢nces . . . is to

. take each art less than seriously (p. 21). We are creatures of delight, feeling

and complex emotion and these qualities have their own intrinsic worth.
Moreover, theré are many worthless insipid and trivial *‘truths’* and many
worthwhile, profound and mgmﬁcant feelings; “I-Ioadpleces can be filled
with straw truths,”” advises Morgan ‘as well as with wise ones.”” ('p 21

I'will not explore the ways in which trith and art mtermmgle accordmg
to Morgan. For example, works of art may inform us about the society in
which they were created ]ust as information about the society or drtist may
he]p its understand the work. But nelther of these is what art is all about.
If we allow the idea of truth to 1nfect our view of art, we are at best 1 winning
a Pyrrhlc victory. E1ther we run the risk of admitting that the ““truth’’ of
one work of art negates its contradictory (e g.if Candzde is true, then War
and Peace is false), or we uselessly muddy up ‘the meaning of the term
“truth >’ On this sécond “‘solution,”” we will constantly have to dlbtll’lgUlSh
sciénitific truth from truth in its artistic, Pickwickian sense.

Morgan concludes his article with a tantalizing concession, however. If
we must demand that art provide knowledge, to save its digrity from being
equated with push—pm (or Pac-Man), there is a * ‘second meaning for knowl-
edge, and one whlch unl1ke the sc1ent1f|c 1nf0rmat10nal sense, bears cen-
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tral, direct, and healthy relevance to the makmg and loving of works of
art.”’

This is . . . the now archaic sense in which knowledge is identical with
intimacy and pessession. . . . ‘And Adam knew Eve,” the Mosaic author
of Genesis tells us in the story of the Fall. . . . If we were to con sider
‘And Adam knew Eve’ externaily, and read it as merely one more pos-
sibly historic report . . . we should have to take it as either informational
true or informational-false to be verified or . . . disconformed by a tri-
vialization. . . . So, too, with the seeing and hearing of art. We who
Participate in art—and I use the word participate advisedly to carry along
its sense of sharing—may indeed know-about a great deal . . . in order

- -to enter into a work of art. But once we are in it, as when we listen with
all our might to the movement of the music, we can be said to know
only in the Biblical way: to know by sympathetic union with what is
known. . . . This intimate, participative sense of being is a far truer
gmde to God and art than any cognition can ever be (p. 27)

The nchness of thlS passage bears close attention. When the prophet Hosea
said that Yahweh demanded not sacrifices but ‘‘knowledge” (da’af), he
meant participation and personal involvement with the meaning of the teach-
ing given to the Hebrews. We can distinguish, then, knowledge-about from
what might be best called **understanding.”” Knowledge-about is external,
informational and manipuiatory. Understanding is interpersonal, expressive
and participatory.2

Morgan, unfortunately, dld not develop thlS pregnant insight. He does
leave a clue which saves this idea from its mystical overtones. Morgan, with
John Dewey, locates the origin of art in the full sensory participation of the
organism with its surroundings, i.e. the full or funded “‘lived experience.”

I begin where art begms in organic, human sensation, in secing and
hearing. These our best-developed and most characteristically human
sense organs, we use along with touch and taste as our primitive avenues

- for contact w:th the world within us. As I see you and hear you and
perhaps touch your hand, I know you in a basic human sense of * ‘know.”’
Every healthy baby revels as an animal in the sensory exploration of the
mysteries that surround him; as he hears, sees touches, tastes, he grows
anci ;;iapts creatively, and gradualiy Ieams to becomc human (Morgan,
p .

The value of art lies in the fact that it can awaken this full involvement, the
total use of our senses in which the world and we unite and expand, never
to be the same again. This is the primordial way we know; any knowledge-
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about, any dexterity in manipulating tools or symbols, evolves from this
totality and depends upon it. As Dewey constantly insisted, science, too,
is-part of life and cannot and should not seek to-escape its humanity. There

“is nothing wrong with pausing from the onward rush of experience to ana-

lyze, discriminate and «develop techniques. The danger lies in separating
these techniques from the lifeworld in. which they arise and function. .

Morgan preferred to keep the question of truth and knowledge confined
to the methods and limits of modem scientific inquiry and logical analysis.-
Dewey, too, was unwilling to ascribe truth-value to art, though he did insist
that ‘art dealt with a special sort of meaning. Cognitive. theories of art,
according to Dewey, all too easily abandoned the intrinsic value of the
aesthetic experience for some pet metaphysical system.® Yet, both Dewey
and Morgan are deeply committed to the significance of art as an alternative
means of being with the world meaningfully and humanly and not as a mere
mindless mute emotive ejaculation. Given this, I think there is an important
and fundamental sense.in connecting the question of art with that of truth
and reality. -

The connection of art w1th truth and reality or Being should brmg o
mind Heidegger’s Promethean essay, ‘‘The Origin of the Work of Ant.”™
Though to many Heidegger may seem to have verified Morgan’s fears about
taking truth in a mystical, poetic and Pickwickean way, muddying the term
hopelessly, he does agree-at least with Morgan’s view that if there is truth
in art, it certainly is not propositional verification. I cannot even attempt to
summarize this obscure Teutonic masterpiece—others have ably done so in
any case;* but certain major themes can be isolated.

Heidegger not only states that art is associated with truth and Being, but
it is essentially grounded in them. Art is the happening of truth, the mani-
festation of Being. Truth is not propositional correspondence with fact, nor
is it coherence, nor is it even “*warranted assertability.”” Truth is disclosure,
the revelation of something -in the light of its Being. Before truth meant
““correct judgment’’ or ‘‘correspondence,”’ it meant being true (OE: treow;
OHG: triuwa, “‘faith, covenant’’): Our word “verify,” like German wahr,

- or Latin -verus, meant ‘‘to be truthful’” in the sense of keeping faith .or

swearing honestly before a court. long. before it became associated with.
laboratory or. logical verification.® Heidegger, of course, goes to the Greek
aletheia; ‘‘un-hiddenness” or ‘‘un-forgetfulness.”” Heidegger is wrong, I
think, to interpret this as ‘‘manifestness;”” that is, he takes it too * ‘phenom-
enologically,” too visually.”? Alethes refers to someone who is “‘open,’” i.e.
honest, truthful, dependable, .one who keeps oaths. Pseudes, its contrary,
means one who is deceitful or false, like cunmng Odysseus and his ‘‘liar’s
tales.”™® : :

For Heidegger, art 1llum1nates and opens up human existence; it is an
event which constitates us in'a primary or primordial way. We would never
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engage in scientific research if we were not, underneath, oriented toward

the world as a place where truth could happen. In other words, our existence

is open to the world as the possibility of truth. We may discover something
we had not totally expected, but we would not have if we were not in some
way prepared to notice and encounter it. Likewise, we could not learn what
telling the truth is without discovering what it is to lie. Every culture and
every world-view orients itself toward ruth, This may be through ceremony,
ritual, sacred myth and initiation, but this orientation defines the values and
meanings of that culture. To come of age means to understand and acknowl-
edge those true meanings which abide and constitute the world-view of the
culture. Humans are worlded beings; we participate in universes of valued
meanings.

Arnt arises through our mcanmgful involvement with the world and it
brings that world out of the hidden, habitual everyday concems into vivid
engagetnent. The work stops us, makes us care about it and makes us aware.
On the one hand, Heidegger says, it brings forth *‘the world,”” the domain
of cultural meanings in which we participate. On the other hand, it makes-
*‘the earth™ apparent, i.e. it lets the qualities of nature stand out simply as
they are: stone, sound, color, etc. Heidegger's example of the Greek temple

illustrates this. The temple focuses and realizes all the meanings of the
culture connected with it; birth, hope, fear, joy, victory, defeat and death. .

It also realizes by its very being the ground, the mountains, wind, light;
sky, the marbie stone, and space itself.” As Morgan {and as Dewey) said,
art invites us to full awareness of our participatory nature with the world.
We “‘know’’ in the Biblical sense.

The work of art is therefore not a thing, an cbject It is a work orf a
participatory ‘event.- In every work there is a tension and an ambiguity. A
work -successfully achieves balances and brings together the elements, but
as it does so it closes off altermative ways. As Heidegger puts it, every truth
(or disclosure) comes about through untruth (closure). The work of art,

then, embodies a tension (which Heidegger calls the “*strife’” of earth ahd -
world) and makes a demand on us. If the work were so bland as not to -

challenge, it would simply remain an unneticed piece of cultural furniture;
If it were so radically different as not even to appear as a work of art, it
might- startle us, but would not mean anything outside of a momentary
surprise er puzzlement. It, too, might not even be perceived. The work
must unite this tension and through it stand forth to challenge us, make us
aware and make us participate with it. Works call for understanding and

interpretation because they disclose truth, the truth of our Bemg—m—the- '

world.

Nietzsche said there were no facts only mterpretatlons Every human
life, every artwork, every culture is an interpretation. We are- creatures
which demand that the worid have both value and meaning, and everything
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from myths to philosophy and science attest to that drive. These meanings’
are not to be understood primarily as lexical or logical meanings; they are
lived meamngs ekpressed in a variety of ways, nonlmgulstlcally as weil ‘as
linguistically. A bison on a cave wall, an act of heroism, an arrangement of
spring blossoms, the sipping of tea, a lullaby—these are encountered mean-
ings. Most of the tlme we are involved with momentary concerns of no
ulterior significance: we live abstracted from full participation with the
world. *‘Art]’ stands for those events which tecall us to the fullness of our
being, our sense of the meaning of things, the awareness of truth.

The truth of art recalls;.then, ““truth’” as kcepmg faith. The child learns

that he can depend on parents; what they say is “‘true’’ and can be trusted. .

We learn which objects and actions also are.dependable. A weak chair, a
dull blade, a secret-told to a gossip, eating a jar of sweets, these prove to.

"be false and. untrustworthy. It is only late in life that we try to think of

“‘truth’’ as some sort of logical correspondence of proposition and fact. Yet
even here, what is this ¢orrespondence but a dependability on the nature of
things in the context of inquiry, ‘‘warranted assertibility™"?

-How is a work of art true? .

A work of art invites us toward partncnpatory engagcrnent It promises us
that, by interacting with it, we will be fulfilled with that sense of signifi-
cance and meaning which is part of our innermost being. Our-**understand-
ing’* will have grown; we will have encountered the world on that primary
level of *‘knowledge’” in the Biblical sense. If the work fulfills this promise
(provided we, too, have ‘‘worked’”), then the work' has been true. Great
works of art abide in culture because they are dependable sources for such
consummatory experiences. But we, too, must be true to the work of art.
We must experiencé and interpret in a faithful manner. This is why writers
often speak of art as giving us *self-understanding.” We do not literally
come to identify ourselves with the work, except pathologically. Qur capac-
ity to understand, our awareness and sense of meaning, our participation
with life have expanded. We have been called upon to live creatively and
significantly. - _

Too often, when we thmk of the world as presented by science, we think
of external fixed systems of facts. Though the world of modern physics
seems incredibly dynamic, **facts’’ connote for us something dead, some-

 thing achieved, finished, definite, over and.done with--something *“made y’

factum. Fact hardly connotes a creative nature with impending novelty, as -
Whitehead speculated. When we conceive of the world as a system of
““facts,”’ then it becomes easy to see why art and the aesthetic experience,
which summon up our own creativity, seem even more isolated from the
scientific universe. 1 suppose it is this view of nature as composed of facts
which made Héidegger and his followers emphatic in their anti-scientific
stance and which made the positivists equally emphatic in their rejection of
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existential-phenomenoclogy. Yet, creativity is a fact of human life. It is not
some sort of supernatural power which sets.us over against nature. Dewey
even states that in human creativity, that is, in art, nature itself comes to
fulfillment.'® Aesthetic-artistic participation does reveal something about
the reality of the worid. When true art happens, it happens within nature,
not without nature. Likewise, true science is creative and interpretative; the
““correctness’’ of its propositions depends on the broader, adventurous and
ambiguous nature of human inquiry itself as a meaning-giving context.

Both artist and beholder are participants in the most dramatic human
activity: creation and interpretation. Morgan was right in pointing to the
full totality of involvement with the world through art which is so different
from acquiring a trivial truth in logic, but perhaps he was too hasty in
reserving the meaning of truth to the correspondence of proposition with
fact. The sort of ‘‘knowledge” he refers to, da’at, ‘‘understanding,’” may
be the source of our knowledge in a more specialized sense. Indeed; Devi-
ey’s interpretation of logic and scientific inquiry was directed toward reaf-
firming the founding of these disciplines within the broader contexts of
human life. Scientific truth only happens within the matrix of social actions
and cultural meanings. Heidegger pointed out that understanding (Verste-
hen)} is more’primary -and’ existential than “‘explanation’” (Erkldren). All
meaning relies ultimately upon human existence and its involvement in the
world. This involvement; morecver, is creative and interpretive, and this is
what-is called. forth by the work of art. - - v -

Thus, in conclusion, I wotld like to suggest that Morgan and Dewey
should not have so readily dismissed the question of truth, knowledge and
reality from that of art and aesthetic experience. Before life is diced up and
compartmentalized, it is whole. Heidegger is wrong, on the other hand, to
place poetic understanding in opposition to scientific explanation. This has
led his follower, Gadamer, to divorce truth entirely from method.. Interpre-
tation-must have a sense of the whole before it can discriminate the part,

but it can only arrive at a valid, workable conclusion by allowing the paits

to be methadically mediated. _ : S . :

The truth of art, like that of science, is a human truth. Both have their
origin in trust, care and participation. Science is also a moral discipline, as
is art. Through science, we have come to try to learn the divisions, orga-
nizations and relations in nature. But we, who interpret nature, are not
simple ‘‘data.” We are active, unfinished beings who mean, know and
understand, Wwho are attempting in living to fulfill values and be true. An
calls us to this task of the joyful immediacy, the encircling ambiguity and

the inescapable involvement of life itself.

NOTES

- |. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism,, Vol, 26, o . .
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quaintance-with,” as did William James (Principles of Psychology, I, p. 221). Indeed in
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ich of c¢ i it seems best to me, for describing

which of course can be routine and shallow. Hence i s be .

experience Morgan is talking about, to call it “underslandmg: Natumliy this suggl;:sts the
tole of Verstehen in contemporary hermencutics, and there are important dnff:arences tween
this term and the connotations of “‘understanding’™ in English. See Palmer’s Hermeneutics
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 130.
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4. **The Origin of the Work of Art,”” translated by Albert Hofstadter in Poetry, Language.
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