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Plans and Procedures

Michael Baldwin

‘In a Muslim story, a fallen champion saw a Crusader wielding against him a magic invincible sword bearing the name of God: “Sword’’ he cried “can you strike a true believer? Do you not know the name on your blade?” “I know nothing but to strike straight,” the sword replied. “Strike then in the name of God”.’

Peter Geach, ‘God and the Soul,’ London, 1969, p. 85.

Before anyone proceeds to chatter uncircumspectly about causally efficacious procedures and processes, he has to sort out whether or not these concepts are contextually intelligible. And a lot of this would appear to be functionally related to his interest in an ontological commitment to ‘art-objects’, ‘works of art’ or what you like. This may well be a commitment mooted in terms of operational significance. If anyone wants that in short-range language, he might well be concerned with sorting-out what sorts of entity are art; and that is largely taxonomic. But there’s no imme​diate indication that he can depart from purely extensional bases and stay with nominalism (1). This would be apart from making the appropriate existence assumption or repudiating it, in the interactive contexts of ‘making’ and ‘planning’. Preliminarily, then, nothing turns on a decision whether there are in fact effective choices or not and related ones: that decision (that there are effective choices) is, however, as Professor Korner points out, central to the concept of planning. (2)
In planning, a predictive concept is employed: a relation between propositions which allows predictive inference. The situation with respect to ‘Sunnybank’, ‘The Art of Terry Atkinson’ (3), and the art of Terry Atkinson, etc., isn’t one where the concepts of empirical necessitation or probabilification loom-up naturally – either operationally or precedurally – per se except scientifically, or quasi-scientifically – and that, inasmuch as it may be ordained by consideration of some mental activity of the artist. The only basis for empiricist modalities would be provided if it be estab​lished that, e.g. ‘Sunnybank’ was ‘made’, in the sense that the verbal behaviour of the artist ‘brought it about in the world.’ An appetent sense of ‘observe’ would be provided in an interrogative situation. Even if Pro​fessor Korner’s concept of selective necessitation is applicable in this very strained context, it remains a very complex problem how its range of applicators could be intelligible in the larger context or ‘art-objects’. This would be hard even assuming the decision that it is often the case that – and in these particular cases the artist, or other agent, brings it about that – something is a ‘work of art.’

Commitment to the view that there are effective choices is a second order existence assumption: someone might choose between alternative courses of action, in accordance with, or in contravention of, some opera​tionally, or prescriptively significant construct or set of constructs. Though not to exhaust or ‘translate’ that construct or set of such (4). This is to say nothing about what the experience of facing alternatives of this sort might be like. But the artist qua planner has to have a conception of the domain of ‘art-objects’ (etc.) which does not militate against the view that those art ​objects (the scare-quotes get dropped from here) are all and some subject to influence by the aggravation and infection of his choices. Sophistication about decision theory is irrelevant here, its formal refinements and ramifi​cations aren’t exercised.

A question may be raised as to the generality of the ontological comm​itment necessary for the concept of causal efficacy to have application: it is important to sort-out the differentae of the type of thing made. It is obvious that the concept of causal efficacy is naturally a concommitant of first-order logic with identity – the reistic, physical object situation. What bears down on this is the load of formality of the physical time-scale.

One would have to restrict, in the context of ‘planning’ and ‘making’, the application of empirical necessitation or probabilification to make sense of ‘observation’ where someone’s verbal and possibly non-verbal behaviour is concerned (‘non-verbal’ might be thought of as ‘bodily conduct’ etc.). But this is not significantly a question or set of questions whether one can plan or choose his bodily or verbal conduct: a prerogative one is whether that behaviour might be said to ‘make’ some art objects (in the sense of causal efficiency) and another is whether the concept is intelligible at-all in this context. The question of causal agency is posterior to that of causal efficacy.

Someone may well adhere to and instantiate his adherence to pre​ference rankings of non-disconfirmable hypotheses, ‘bliks’ etc., but it makes an odd, simplistic seeming assertion that his reading of a set of sentences, and ‘understanding them’ ‘caused’ him to behave in a certain way. And certainly, this is not due to the nature of the relation of efficient causality which the agent has to be in with the ostensibly caused event. This is not aggravated by the alleged fact that epiphanic events change people’s lives etc. – so long as fatalism isn’t all that clear. Aside from the internal, non-prerogative problem of the indistinguishability of alternatives, and the question as to whether one wants to achieve his aims (and can intelligibility claim that he does) as nearly as possible and not miss any chances, there is still the issue of contexual intelligibility of causal concepts. In a situation where the concept of ‘making’ is applicable, and in others, where it is not, the venture of art-activity would seem to reflect the irradiance of the emp​irical knowledge, or imputations of the empirical theory of the artist. But this works, contingently, where the art-object is said to be fashioned by some conduct of the artist, and also where it is the equivalent of such. The reflections of his empirical knowledge for the determination or evaluation of practicabilities or just reflections – those ‘practicabilities’ might not be empirical ones. A formulation of the aims of the artist in the appropriate language stratum would yield, ipso facto, a ranking of those aims and alternatives. But this is not to make ‘fashioning’ or rather, ‘making’, in this context, epistemically respectable or even accessible.

The concept of selective necessitation may well be otiose here, similarly the concept of selective probabilification; this is no invitation to anyone to refute, even consider the questions and assertions surrounding determinism. And it would be silly to fall back on the noumenal world, or the categorical imperative in order to make causation and ‘planning’ usable notions. The concepts are considered with categorical – i.e. semantic lip service to semantics – they are sorted-out of empiricisist material. Apropos worries about determinism, if one accepted the primary assumptions, the effective​ness of a choice or decision is empirically undecidable, but this is no bar to making the second-order existence assumption – i.e. that one has exercised effective choice. The big ‘if’ there should be ‘if one accepts the framework’ – that conditional is important – since the issue of practical emptiness or non-emptiness is not one which touches the prerogative ones.

It’s not all unsettled by raising the question whether one chooses to do his singling-out the way he does.

In a search for vaporizing agents, miracles might be the ones to stick to, or at least their formalities: that doesn’t mess-up the ecological aspect of beatitude; other ages and worlds than this could sort one out as ‘a saint’. (5)
It is appropriate to avoid fatalism as a way of repudiating claptrap about ‘making’ – or rather, to avoid the claptrap of asserting real relations between every artist and ‘his’ work of art.

The concept of action is not withdrawn, and deontic concepts may well be operable: whatever else, it’s intuitively plausible to say that one is engaged in an activity. The question of deliberation, whether it ‘constitutes’ the work, etc., is not immediately of material interest.

It is pretty silly to suppose that an artist might single something out assertorically whether he chooses to or not, but it is tautological to suppose that if he will do it he will do it whether he chooses to or not; that’s harmless with respect to the question of causal efficacy.

The individuative procedure is not intelligibly ‘caused’ according to some theorists, so one might be at least secondarily concerned with a problem of agency. Expressing something is an activity, so is thinking, but this is no action upon the object of thought or expression, neither does it entail some action of that object(s). Even in the physical domain, it’s daft to say that anyone does a neural occurrence, whatever the relation is between act and neutral occurrence. It may not be immediately deniable that someone’s behavior is often causally effective in bringing about something in the world, but this is harmless with respect to what looms large as a programme of revision of the descriptive apparatus of the activity, or apparent activity, one is engaged in qua artist; (that, rather than qua planner). Psychological concepts are in principle as eliminable as can be here.

It seems, now, (even allowing, mutatis mutandis, the retrospective assessment of ‘physical art’) that art activity might inter alia be regarded as a basic activity: it certainly is not the vocal organs (either the artist’s(s) or the critic’s (s)) which provide the world or semantics with art-objects. Bearing in mind Terry Atkinson’s admonition to privatists (6), it certainly isn’t the exercise of the vocal organs which provides the basis of predictive or causal inference.

There’s an oddity in looking at the work as a ‘thought’ (7): but one is concerned with how to describe it; this is not to say that there are no works of art unless they are singled-out: that would be odder than esse is percipii. (8)
It looks as if some works of art (etc.) don’t persist in the physical time scale (‘The Art of Terry Atkinson’, ‘Sunnybank’). It might one day be all right to say of a ‘Noland painting’ ‘art-object X’ that it lasted (endured) so-long. A tense logic-infected look at the whole thing doesn’t turn into a long drag about basic entities: one might à la Sophismata characterize the problem as one of distinguishing between predicates which entail ontological commitment (status) and those which don’t. As Professor Prior pointed out (9), in a tensed ontology, ‘The a is a non-object’ is always false, though. ‘It is not the case that the a is an object is sometimes true’, or, ‘There is no such thing as the a’ is also sometimes true; secondly, it’s pretty reasonable that if the a is a thing that has been a b, then it has been the case that something is a b (though it may not have been the a). And it can be the case that ‘the a is a thing that has not always been an object’ – whereas it can’t be the case that the a is a thing that has been a non​-object. (That doesn’t imply a reistic sense of ‘object’ at-all).

Each work of art may be regarded as having a genuinely discontinuous character. The contentual elements (and others) can’t pass over by a trans​ition to another content. And even if an entity has a complex content, that doesn’t mean that those elements can appear successively or separably. (Treatment of certain ‘art-works’ (e.g. ‘events’ (?)) as ordered pairs or ordered n-tuples might look like separation and succession, but it must be remembered that it’s only ‘as if’: the point in using the ordered pair (etc.) is that one wants to consider it as one.

Epistemologically, it’s fallacious to insist that the artist doesn’t know that a is an art-object unless he can produce a criterion for art-objectness which will cater for odd, or controversial cases.

It’s unintelligible to talk of ‘making’ ‘The Art of Terry Atkinson’ or ‘Sunnybank’, or the art of Terry Atkinson – similarly with ‘planning’ – unless one can find some proper ‘mental’ cause, to stand in the causally efificacious situation, and fit categorically with those works.

The existence of a work of art is not demonstrated by levering a metaphysical eye open: one need not be committed to entification at-all. The work may turn-out to be something like a fact; (and it’s hard to see what Jasper Johns might have been getting at) i.e. an intensional entity which may be referred-to only indirectly. It makes for systematic ambiguity to talk about ‘making’ or ‘planning’ an intensional entity – at worst, unintelligible – nonsense. There are no matters of principle here, however which militate against miracles, but it might be just prescriptional to hold-​out for operations circumscribed by the recondite limits set by them.

There appears to be no real relation of artist to art-object: and this notwithstanding the prospect of a clear account of verification; demonstra​tion would still be difficult, and a clear verification of the propositions purporting to describe the way something comes about would not ameliorate the situation. There would still be priority problems.

The art-object does not, in this context, undergo change, neither does a thing singled-out as art. (That’s extrapolable right up to ‘physical​-objects’.) The artist(s) bringing it about that there is an art-object S, if only in a set of constructs, or rather, better, being the artist of a work of art S need not necessarily be expressed by a proposition which mentioned that individual work of art. The artist of ‘Sunnybank’ or ‘The Art of Terry Atkinson’ is not necessarily acting upon an individual.

It should be restated that what is raised is a question of intelligibility rather than practicability. And this is not a matter of sorting-out what’s the role of scientific inquiry; neither is it simply a matter of vitiating various ‘mental’ paradigms.

An expression may occur in theory without its purporting to name any object: purport of that sort is mooted in terms of a regimented (or unregimented) rendering of the idiom ‘there is’. The theory of Bainbridge’s M1, on pain of aphasia, requires objects qua objects; now, the modal shades covering this sort of decision, in other circumstances, are variable, and they are not a priori accessible. The ontological commitment is. A work like ‘Sunnybank’ didn’t secularly disappear just because there was a good chance of identity breaking down in the context of what appeared to be a first-order logic.

The point is that a search for objects with names in a theory will reveal or indicate the ontological status of those entities which are ontically appropriate in that theory. Virtuality of treatment of objects in a theory is no indication of an aesthetic or artistic vacuity of that theory. But ‘real relations’ are surely proposed at the robust level of things. The ontological commitment of a theory or of a corpus of assertions in art doesn’t arise as a question properly, except insofar as that theory (etc.) is expressed, or is ostensibly expressed, or is translatable in principle, into some quantifi​cational reistic form: this would be a semantic ascent – vindicated by Gödel-based objections to that corpus’ containing its own semantics – though as Professor Prior pointed-out, there may be no similar objections to its containing its own syntax. The above described means would be the only means of access to an objectual sense of the talk – or whatever. But things are thus and so without the translation’s ever occurring. First-order object talk is pusillanimous; Quine, in ‘The Ways of Paradox’, shows that the idea of being is also. It may be held that an ontological canon geared to ‘the Noland ‘X’ is 6’ x 30”’ situation is just pious. One would in any case be talking in terms of existential functions: it might well be appro​priate, here, just to ignore them. Much of the talk of Morris, and lately, of weak artists like Barry, might be called functionally existential: i.e. all its function-like quantification is all out ahead and existential. This is not to say that a first-orderish, reistic look at things is worse than arbitrary – it has the merit of foggy boundaries – but it has the demerit of assuming that everyone is bothered with the refinements and ramifications of the issue of its own ontological commitment. An ontological argument is infected with aspects of Restoration comedy, and accepting it is accepting the comedy.

 ‘When, for example, I imagine a triangle, although perhaps there is not, and never has been, any place in which it can exist outside my mind, yet this triangle possesses a nature or form, or essence, which is immutable and eternal, which I have not invented, and which in no way depends on my mind.’

Descartes, 5th Meditation. Discourse on Method, p. 145, Wollaston (Trans.)

( ... ‘Est tamen profecto determinata quaedem eius natura sive essentia sive forma…’ In some respects that quote isn’t happy, or rather, the triangle isn’t a happy example – but here, one can discount various non-​Euclidean ramifications of geometry.)

The properties which a theory may describe belong to ‘something’. And ‘essence’ would be constituted of those properties; it’s hard to forget intensional constructs (Cf. M. Baldwin, ‘Status & Priority II’, etc.).

There is something rather odd about ‘a work of art which exists whether or not any work of art exists at-all’: but staying with tables and chairs one has something similar to datur, not res: the question may be raised what is the relation between the dari of a work and the occurrence of the thought about it, or the idea of it. It is somewhat easy to evaporate the question with intuitive felicity straight-off (as Joseph Kosuth might want) by saying that dari est cogitare. The reason it’s not so easy is that one has to decide whether there’s anything immutable about the thing in question at all. Once that’s decided, there’s no trouble identifying ‘dari’ with ‘cogitare’ – unless one wants to play the Platonic trick on everyone. The other point which makes the decision difficult is that it is not, it seems, necessary for the artist to ‘have the idea’ of the ‘art object’ (‘work of art’, etc.); and whenever one ‘choses’ to consider it, properties get ascribed to it as a basis of inference. Descartes asserts that one’s thought imposes no necessity on things. Analogously, he might argue that the necessity or other modality of ascribing certain properties to a work (so long as you still want to refer to it directly) are derived from that work. The ‘object’ is the source in this world of the descriptional necessities and possibilities. And this would go very well along with Greenberg et al and his tables and chairs. This is not without its snags – certainly when one is out looking for clear-cut extensional entities: there would be some oddity in talking of the properties of an object as dari; the work of art, it would seem, has the properties datur, not the ‘idea’ of it.

That there are constraints and intractabilities attached to Meinongian objects is not that good an admonition not to revert to them.

When Aquinas (10) wrote of ‘necessary being’, he meant something which could not naturally cease to exist, or cease to compile the sense of a theory. The objectual reality of an ‘idea’ has a double Cartesian interpreta​tion: it can mean either an act of thought or the content of an act of thought. (Cf. ‘Sunnybank’, the several works.)

If there is no Object (i.e. in the Friedian sense) it is incumbent upon one not to assume that there is in a clear-cut extensional sense an art-object a of which he is thinking when he does say that he is thinking of an art​-object a.

Quine raised the question as to whether the concept of identity applied to unactualized possibles – it seems it does.

There is no need to apologise for the Byzantine ceremony here: the non-hypothetical ascription of predicates to an object does not commit one to the ‘in the world’ ontological diploma.

It would have been nice to have restored an inkling of the Byzantine concept of ‘creation’ here, with all its hieratic vestments. But the Koestlerish connotations of the term are enough to make one balk at the thought of anything but vague, underhand ‘literary’ suggestion.

Nothing happens in art.
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