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VWHAT GOCDMAN LEAVES OUT
Catherine Z Elgin
Nel son Goodman stands accused of multiple sins of omission. He has, we
are told, left out history, mnd, and a host of other worthies deserving of
recognition. |Is he guilty as charged? Only if he has made the om ssions
in question. And only if such om ssions are faults.

W J. T. Mtchell thinks indifference to history vitiates Goodman’s
aesthetics.1 His argunent, briefly, is this: In 'Routes of Reference’,
Goodnman di savows any interest in history.2 El sewhere, he construes realism
in the arts as either routine or revelatory representation.3 But to
classify a work as routine or revelatory requires enbedding it in an
hi storical context. Goodman’s account of realism and his indifference to
history thus are not cotenable. But Goodman requires both. To discredit
resenbl ance theories, he needs to ground realism in habituation. And to

provide a neutral, conparative study of reference, he needs to disavow

hi storical contingencies. So, Mtchell concludes, Goodman’s aesthetics
deconstructs. Its fundanmental conmitnents undermn ne each ot her
Is Mtchell right? | think not. The passage he cites concerns

ref erence exclusively. Ref erence, Goodman maintains, is independent of
history. But there is no reason to think indifference to history extends
beyond reference. So unless realismis wedded to reference, Goodnman can
consistently mamintain that realism depends on history and reference does

not .



Were netaphysical realism the issue, Goodman would be in trouble. On

that theory, the world is as it is no matter how we characterize it, our
statenments being true just in case they correspond to the world. Such a
realismis evidently bound to reference, for the requisite correspondence
obtains only if our ternms refer to the world s constituents. Goodnman
adamantly rejects this position. He denies that the world is just one way,
and denies that a single correspondence |inks synbols and their referents. 4
Met aphysi cal realismhas no place in Goodman’s phil osophy.

Realism in the arts, however, is sonething else entirely. Real i stic
wor ks abound. But a work’'s status as realistic is neither determ ned by
nor determnative of its reference. For in the arts, realismis a matter
of style, not substance. VWhat Goodman denies is that realistic works
connect any nore directly to their objects than works in other styles
M tchell’s conundrum di ssol ves. For style, Goodman naintains, ’'consists of
those features of the synbolic functioning of a work that are
characteristic of author, period, place, or school ’ . 9 Style then is
explicitly concerned with history; reference, explicitly indifferent to it.

Goodnman’s work does not seem inbued with any special vision of the
past. Nor is he much concerned with particular historical facts. Still,
hi s philosophy is hardly indifferent to history.

According to Goodnan, inductive validity turns on projectibility. And
projectibility requires entrenchment -- fit with past inductive practice
"Green’ is projectible and ’'grue’ is not, because ’'green’ has been
successfully projected far nore often than ’grue’.6 This historical fact,

t hough contingent, is decisive. H story then is woven into the fabric of



CGoodnan’ s epi st enol ogy.

Goodman has not studied the social forces that entrench particul ar
predi cates or those that favor one node of representation over another.
But investigation into such matters could fruitfully take place within the
t heoretical framework he provides.

Goodnman explicitly defers to history in his discussion of autographic
art. The identity of paintings, scul ptures, and other autographic works is
det erm ned, Goodman nai ntains, by their history of production.7 Not hi ng but

t he product of Renmbrandt’s hand can be The N ght Watch. Wiy not, Richard

Wl | heim asks, extend the requirenment of historicity to all art?8 Then
novel s and synphonies, |ike paintings and scul ptures woul d depend for their
identities on their histories of production. Only inscriptions whose
history extends back to Bronte would be instances of Jane Eyre; only
perfor mances whose hi story goes back to Beethoven woul d be instances of the
Er oi ca.

Goodnman  denurs. Notations are available to identify wor ks of
al l ographic art. And where works are notated, syntax and semantics answer

the question of work identity. But, Wllheimretorts, they may supply the

wong answer. They allow that the very sane allographic work -- the sane
poem or novel or sonata -- could be independently created by different
artists. Goodnman and | concede the possibility; WIIlheim balks. How

shoul d the di sagreenent be nedi at ed?
In explicating a concept already in use, conformty to established
usage is desirable. O her things equal, a criterion should count as

identical works we already consider identical, count as distinct works we



al ready consider distinct, and settle cases that are pretheoretically in

di sput e. Unfortunately, the two criteria pretty nmuch agree about clear

cases. Inscriptions spelled the same as Jane Eyre are overwhel nmngly
likely to be copied from an inscription that was copied from . . . an

inscription of Bronte’'s manuscript. And inscriptions spelled the same as

Fi nnegan’s Wake are overwhelmngly wunlikely to be copied from an

inscription that was copied from . . . an inscription of Bronte’'s
manuscri pt.
Much then turns on our ’'intuitions’ about a few (fictional) puzzle

cases. Should we say that Menard and Cervantes wote different novel s?
That the nedi eval poet and the beach boy wote the different poenms? Does
it mtter?

If the two poens are distinct, an anthology could wthout redundancy
i nclude both. Indeed, if Wllheimis right, the very same words nmi ght have
been inscribed by five hundred independent poets and constitute five
hundred distinct poens. Then an anthol ogy could consist of nothing but
inscriptions of the various poens conposed of exactly the sane sequence of
words. \What woul d be the point of such an anthology? M intuition is that
it would be wildly redundant. But intuitions about such matters are
suspect, for the cases they concern rarely arise. And concepts are
sharpest where they get the nost exerci se.

Wl | heim has at least two points in his favor. First, his criterion
woul d provide a nore uniformtreatnment, the identities of all works of art
depending on their history. Mre uniform but not conpletely uniform For

whether or not they are answerable to a principle of historicity,



al | ographic works, wunlike autographic ones, remain subject to syntactic
and, in sone cases, semantic standards. Regardl ess of its history of
production, differences in syntax disqualify an inscription as an instance
of Jane Eyre. But a smudged print, if taken from Durer’s plate, is an

i nstance of The Four Horsenen of the Apocal ypse.

Second, nuch aesthetic understanding requires appeal to history. W
cannot judge a work original or derivative, early or late, or appraise its
i nfl uences and anticipations w thout knowing who did it and when. If we
demand such information anyway, why not incorporate it into the identity
condi ti ons of the works?

Goodman and 1, of course, do not deny that know edge of their history
often inforns understanding and appreciation of musical and literary
works. 9 But criteria of identity determne what an object is, not what is
i mportant about it. So we can concede the inmportance of historica
properties wthout considering them essential to or constitutive of the
works. If the book in my possession is spelled the sane as true copies of
Jane Eyre, we maintain, it is an instance of the work regardl ess of how or
why or by whomit was produced.

It may be worth enphasizing how little our criterion does. As Paul
Hernadi points out, what counts as a particular literary work is typically
a product of editorial revision, often informed by scholarly conjecture.10
Significant controversy surrounds the issue of which sequence of words
deserves to be called Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Goodman and | would say that
each of the alternatives constitutes a different work. So we would frane

the issue for scholars and critics as: VWhi ch of the several works counts



as Hamet? And a criterion that determ nes that sonething is a work is not
sufficient to determne whether that work counts as Hanlet. It is,
however, sufficient to fix the identities of the contenders.

On Wl I heimis account, allographic works adnmit of forgery. |If ny copy
of Jane Eyre | acks the proper historical connection to Bronte’s nanuscript,

it is a fake. Then despite the fact that |1've read a work that is word for

word identical to Jane Eyre, |’'ve never really encountered the work.
If syntax is decisive, however, such a predi canent cannot arise. If mny

book is spelled the same as true copies of Jane Eyre, it is an instance of
the work; otherwise not. |In neither case, though, could it be considered a
f ake. For a work conprised of different words would fool no one. Qur
criterion then nakes sense of the inpossibility of forging allographic
works. Wl |l heins does not.

Wl | heim of course, has another reason for wanting to incorporate the
principle of historicity. He contends that a work’s meani ng depends on the
fulfilled intentions of the artist.11 So if its nmeaning is integral toit,
the work wouldn't be the work it is had it been produced by a different
artist. Wl lheim thus faults Goodman’s aesthetics for omtting

intentionality.

Wl I heims conception of intention is refreshingly conplex. The
artist’s intention is not just his explicit plan. It involves ’the
desires, beliefs, enmptions, phantasies, w shes -- conscious, preconscious,
and unconscious -- that cause the artist to make the work as he does’.12

Even so, intention is not, we maintain, determ native of neaning.

Mbost works of art are bad. Either their creation is caused by



consci ous, unconscious, or preconscious self-destructive notives, or such
works fail to fulfill their artist’s intentions. Sel f-destructive
tendenci es no doubt abound. Still, it seens likely that much bad art is
due to a sinmple lack of talent. And such a |lack need not be a function of
the artist’s desires, beliefs, enptions, phantasies, and w shes. It may
simply be an inability to get his hand to do what he wants it to.

CGood art also is apt to have unintended features. One would not want
to exclude them from a work’s neaning sinply because they were not
consequences of the artist’s psychol ogical state. Wrks of art are often
nore and often less than their artists intend.

Artist’s intentions are frequently inaccessible.13 Sonmetimes the
artist is unknown; sometines he is known only through his work. Typically,
subsidiary information about the artist’s psyche is scant or msleading.
VWhet her or not he fulfilled his intention remains a mystery. But his work
still admts of interpretation. W study the play, not the little we know
about Shakespeare’s bi ography, to di scover the meani ngs of Haml et.

The main reason Goodman and | do not consider the artist’s intention
determ native of a work’s nmeaning is that we think works of art bear
mul tiple meanings. At nost the artist’s intention determ nes one.

Wl | hei m di sagrees. His principle of integrity asserts that a work of
art has exactly one neaning. A work may be ’'shot through with amnbiguity’
But it is inpossible that there should be 'two or mnore (rival and
i nconpatible) interpretations each of which seeks exclusively to give the
meani ng of the wor k' . 14 Henry V then bears a univocal interpretation as

both favoring and opposi ng war.



Wl heims principle of integrity leads to a logical difficulty. The
conjunction of two truths is true. So on Wl heins account

(p) Henry V opposes war & Henry V does not oppose war
is true. But (p) is a contradiction. And everything follows from a
contradiction. So if we accept the thesis that works bear univocal
i nterpretati ons as anbi guous, we can deny nothing. Not a happy result.

Goodnman and | avoid it by relativizing 'Henry V opposes war’ and ' Henry
V does not oppose war’ to separate interpretations. The play neither
absolutely favors nor absolutely opposes war. Rel ative to one right
interpretation it favors, relative to another equally right interpretation
it opposes war. The pluralismwe advocate does not, however, nean that al
interpretations are right. There is, as far as | can tell, no right
interpretation on which Henry V favors conventional wars and opposes
nucl ear wars.

VWere it is available, the artist’s intention mght provide an
interpretation, or at |east resources for constructing an interpretation of
his work. But the view we advocate does not privilege the
interpretation(s) favored by the artist.

Disregard of the artist’s intention nmay be a special case of the
absence of mind that, Paul Hernadi charges, underm nes Goodman’' s theory.15
Hernadi takes the notion of nmind to be unproblematic. Hi s discussion
suggests that Goodman treats minds rather like unicorns. |It's quite clear
what unicorns would be. But, as it happens, there are none. Simlarly, on
Hernadi’s view, it’s quite clear what mnds and nental states would be.

But, Goodman perversely insists, as it happens, there are none.



Goodman however thinks it is not at all clear what minds and nental
states would be. Mentalistic term nology stubbornly resists explication.
So to claim as Hernadi does, 16 that reference nust be nedi ated by mind is
to introduce a black box into the referential chain. Goodman does not, of
course, deny the reality of the phenonmena nentalistic vocabulary purports
to conprehend. So he does not exclude the subject matter of psychol ogy. He
simply avoids a fanmiliar, but theoretically problematic way of talking
about it.17 Rather than agreeing with Hernadi that ’hippopotanmus’ refers
to a hippopotanus because a nental act connects word and object, Goodman
says the word refers to the beast because it is so used. And being so used
i nvol ves intersubjectively accessible factors such as understanding the
symbol, learning the synbol, applying the synbol, correcting and being
corrected in misuses of the synmbol, and so on. Wat CGoodnan onmits then is
not the psychol ogical realmbut a particular way of characterizing it.

Goodnan’ s approach to psychology is evidently congenial to Jerone
Bruner.18 The self, Bruner urges, is constructed through autobiography --
a narrative that both situates a person within and differentiates her from
her society. If so, constructing a self is a ’'literary’ or at least a
synmbolizing activity. Wat matters is not just the events that constitute
a life, but which of them are singled out as inportant and how they are
described. The very same incidents mght occur in the lives of, and |ead
to the construction of quite different selves.

Turning points are crucial. What a person nakes of her |ife depends on
her vantage point. And after psychologically major events, new

sel f-descriptions and interpretations of one’'s past become for the first



time avail abl e. Who one takes oneself to be, Bruner finds, is a function

of the categories available for self-description. And these can change

drastically over a Ilifetine. Moreover, ’'self-making is powerfully
affected . . . by t he i nterpretations ot hers of fer of your
version. . . . [While Self is regarded (at least in Wstern ideology) as

the nost 'private’ aspect of our being, it turns out on close inspection to
be highly negotiable, highly sensitive to bidding on the not so open market
of one’s own reference group’.19 Public opinion evidently even influences
who you think you are.

The self that Bruner finds is no fixed Cartesian ego | ocked away in the
bl ack box of the nmind, but a malleable construct that both shapes and is
shaped by events, its construal of them and other people’ s construals of
its construals. That Goodman didn’t say this first is something of a
surprise.

Mtchell contends that in the |ast chapter of Reconceptions, we exclude

truth absolutely.20 As Joe Ulian's paper shows, this is something of an
exaggeration.21 We absolutely exclude truth as correspondence, being
unable to make sense of the thesis that truth consists in a favored
rel ati on between words and the m nd-independent world. But we're wlling
to endorse a semantic conception of truth. W agree that

"Snow is white’ is true if and only if snowis white.
VWhat this ampbunts to, of course, depends on what world version or synbo

systemis in effect.22 cur point at the end of Reconceptions is that truth

is not philosophically preem’nent.23 It is too narrow a notion, being

restricted to declarative sentences. And it is of limted interest even

- 10 -



within its restricted range. Many synbol s besides declarative sentences
convey understanding and insight. And the wunderstanding and insight
conveyed by declarative sentences often does not turn on their truth.
Sci ence prefers sweeping approximtions to convoluted truths. W suggest
then that truth is but one of several nmopdes of rightness of synbols, and
not by any means the nobst inportant.

Unlike Ulian, however, we don’t draw a principled distinction between
observation and non-observational sentences. Al sentences, we believe
are subject to the same strictures and are vulnerable in the sane ways.
nservation sentences, Ulian says, are sentences that could have been
| earned by ostension. But what a person |learns by ostension, indeed what
she could learn by ostension, depends on what she already understands. So
against different cognitive backgrounds, the sane sentence my be
observational and non-observational. An observation sentence, Ulian
continues, has clear conditions for assertibility and hence for the
ascription of "true’ .24 But even a sentence whose seenmingly clear
conditions of assertibility have been satisfied my be given up as false if
a better overall account energes. Eyewi tness reports are notoriously
unreliabl e.

Ulian's netaphor of a puzzle with multiple correct solutions2d is
closer to our view Truth there is a matter of what has been firmy
est abl i shed, what may safely be taken as a starting point for further work.
There is no suggestion of any special epistenmic access to those parts of
t he puzzl e we have nanaged to sol ve.

Anne Haw ey, too, charges Goodman with an onission.26 She recognizes

- 11 -



the power of the thesis that art is cognitive, and sees in it the potentia
for reinvigorating nmuseuns. Goodnman has identified the end of the nuseum
she suggests, but omtted the means. She’'s right. At best he provides
illustrations. In his multimedia wrks, ’'Hockey Seen” and ’'Variations on
Las Meninas’, he has shown sone ways to nake works work. But one al ways
want s nore.

Tom Mtchell notes that questions of value, excluded at the begi nning

of Languages of Art, come in at the end.27 The role they play, however, is

not the one traditional aesthetics cast themin. |In CGoodman’ s aesthetics,
nmerit transmutes fromend to neans.28 Differences in value serve as goads
not goals of aesthetic understanding. The strategy is characteristic of
Goodnman. What may at first seem omissions turn out to be reassignnents.
History, truth, intention, and the like are not excluded absolutely. But
they are stripped of their preenminence, and their function is reconceived.
They are factors that may contribute to understanding in the arts and

el sewhere, but they have no epistemcally priviliged position

Catherine Z. Elgin
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