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In his subtle and provocative piece “Transcendence in Philosophy and Everyday Life” John Lachs presents us with a paradigm of “practical philosophy.”  He moves with ease through discussions of Kant and Schopenhauer but does not engage the technical details that tend to sidetrack us all.  Rather he sees recommendations for how to avoid the “rat race” of daily life.  .  He is brilliant at seeing the clear and practical implications of what are, for most of us, dense and difficult texts.  This is a skill that John might possess naturally but it is also one that can be taught. I am happy to say that he has been teaching a graduate course on writing the moral essay so as to embody this valuable philosophical trait in others.  Perhaps we will see new exemplars of the type to contemplate and learn from  

He begins by lamenting the fact that philosophy has lost the bravado to seek a domain of metaphysical transcendence which lies completely beyond everyday experience.  I do not entirely I agree with him.  There are, after all, contemporary thinkers who still offer “proofs” for the existence of God and there is serious debate in the philosophy of religion and the philosophy of science about the intelligibility of the concept of miracles defined in terms of a transcendent or supernatural cause.  Maybe we should take his claim simply as a judgment about those sorts of projects.  But even if we set these examples aside as “retro,” I am not sure I lament the loss.  Maybe it is like the sadness we feel for a child who loses his or her innocence.  It was charming while it lasted, but it is time to grow up and get on with things.  Nonetheless, in the absence of metaphysical transcendence, Lachs, develops the insights of Kant and Schopenhauer to identify transcendence-in-experience with the experience of beauty.  Beauty takes us out of the “rat race” and, for a moment at least, gives us a respite.   Because it involves disinterested contemplation, there is no question of putting the beautiful to use.  Rather, it transfixes attention. 
However, both Kant and Schopenhauer understand the beautiful as one attribute among others and thus limit the objects of aesthetic contemplation.  Santayana, on the other hand, “democratizes” the beautiful by rejecting the distinction between the general and the universal.  All forms, general and specific, are universals, “essences” in the vocabulary of Santayana, and they have their particular natures.  Brick red shade 27 is as much a repeatable characteristic as is Red itself or The Good.  These characteristic, lifted out of the flow of ongoing experience where they are signs of what is to come, can be attended to for their own sake.  This lectern is not merely a piece of furniture to hold up my paper and behind which I can hide.  It is also a collection of features to which I can attend.  There is the particular shape and color of it and the sharpness of the edges and the wonderful coolness of its feel.  Let these immediacies consume you and you will be free from the business of life at least for a time.  Interestingly, there is no experience of time in such moments.  As we say, we become “lost in the moment” and lose track of the passage of time. I can remember, as a child, playing in the sandbox and waiting for the moment when I would become totally unaware of the passage of “real” time and be absorbed into the immediacy of the play.  In the contrast between the two as we become aware of the difference each becomes clearer as a mode of experience.

 It is worth mentioning here that the ability to have these moments of transcendence-in-experience is something that can be cultivated and developed over time.  In one sense, they come “naturally,” but in another we can train ourselves to be sensitive to them and, since this becomes important at the end of life, as I will mention later, it might be wise to develop this skill.
 Here we have Lachs at his practical best.  A particular train of philosophical development is discerned and put into practice as a way to deal with the human condition.  
A purest might claim that transcendence-in-experience is a contradiction in terms since if it is in experience it is not transcendence.  It is just another sort of experience and, of course, that is true but given the rejection of metaphysical transcendence mentioned earlier, I will content that it deserves the title.  Our ordinary experience is a matter of flux and flow.  It is a matter of what is coming next and how the present lets us see that.  We pay almost no attention to the intrinsic features of this passing show.  Even something like eating which should be all about the flavors and textures and colors of the food is often just a matter of fueling up for what is to come.  It is the exception when we take the time to savor what we eat and to compose the food for the best visual effect.  Therefore, those moments in which we are transfixed by what is given to us immediately are moments in which we rise out of this on-going welter of experience.  We transcend it.  The meaningful flux is transfixed and frozen and for a moment anyway we seem to float above it all.  This is a form of transcendence, not of course, the transcendence that the metaphysician might want, but it deserves its title 

Now, I have no quarrel with the path Lachs discerns here, but it seems clear to me that it is misleading at best and perhaps a down right mistake to talk the language of “beauty” with respect to it.  For Santayana, and I suppose for Lachs, there are a number of different avenues to disinterested contemplation, or what Santayana calls “the spiritual life,” some of which do not begin with the experience of the beautiful.  These routes include a skepticism which leave all belief behind and mystical experience
. Even the experience of pain, if it can be separated from the danger that it signals, can be such an object.  Where is the beauty?  

Of course it may be argued that we have picked up the stick by the wrong end.    Instead of thinking of beauty as a feature of objects that engenders disinterested contemplation, we should simply say that whatever can come under the disinterested gaze is ipso facto beautiful.  Whatever can be the object of disinterested contemplation is beautiful and every quality or combination of qualities, can be so contemplated.  Beauty is, after all, in the eye of the beholder. But surely this is an unjustified extension of the ordinary meaning of “beauty.”  Since the ugliest of things can come under disinterested gaze, the term would not retain the exclusiveness of its meaning.  Lachs recognizes this point since he allows that for contemplation there is no distinction between beauty and ugliness.   We can have the contemplative gaze trained on anything—a practice, a proof or any idea. So it might be wiser to point out that access to the disinterested apprehension of objects is multi-dimensional, as Santayana suggests.  It is only a vestige of a particular approach to disinterested contemplation that focuses on beauty.  There is nothing intrinsically beautiful considered on its own account.  
Perhaps one might reply that the focus on beauty is merely an empirical matter.  In so far as most people approach the sort of transcendence-in-experience that Lachs has his eye on, it is via the road of beauty or more generally art.  So the talk of beauty is designed simply to highlight an understandable and accessible avenue to transcendence.  Perhaps this is true, but I have my doubts and I am not sure how one would go about defending such a claim.  My doubt arises in part from an admission that Lachs makes when he says that action is not incompatible with contemplation. The way it feels to strike the ball, or the feeling of tiredness that comes from strenuous engagement, can be objects of contemplation, as well as a color or shape.  Given that this is true, it is my guess that for many it is the feel of the rod in the hand, the curve of the line as it moves toward the water, the warmth of the sun on the lake, or the sound of the crowd as the game begins that come to signify transcendence.  Sport has a way, by creating a time within time, of freeing us from engagement and therefore the treadmill.  It brackets time and purpose and so gives us a freedom to observe with an intensity of purpose that belies its purposelessness.
In any case, in light of the identification of this form of transcendence-in-experience, I want to examine the work of some 20th century artists to see if this insight can bring clarity to their creations.  Does the notion of transcendence that Lachs identifies help us understand some works of modern art?  It would certainly be a sort of confirmation of his vision if it brought light to some controversial and problematic works of art. And there are instances in which it seems useful to imagine that artists are playing with the possibility of expanding the domain of objects that can be made available for disinterested contemplation.  Let me say immediately that I have no idea what these artists in fact intended nor do I think that that is relevant.  Rather I am offering a way of looking at some works that has provided me with insight.   I hope to get the listener to see what I have seen.  
Let me begin with a comment generally on abstract art and how it might be viewed in this context.  In many works, color and shape are central and “meaning” in the old sense of that term drops out altogether.  There is no story told, no object represented, no moral presented or exemplified.  Rather, we are offered a play of color and shape.  Sometimes it appears to be chaotic randomness, and in others it is precise order and regularity. In the former category is Jackson Pollock with works such as Convergence which offers not randomness but controlled chaos.  In the latter domain are works by Mondrian which engender an ordered calm and detachment.  I would also include the mobiles of Calder in this category with color, shape and motion, all in a dynamic tension.  We are invited to enjoy the particular combinations.  In this process, we may become more sensitive to those features of our everyday environment and can be caught by a play of color and shape where we find it.  This is also true in photography where hyper realism often blends with abstraction.  Many of Ansel Adam’s photographs, while realistic images of mountains, are at the same time a play of line and light and highly abstract.  
While what I have described is certainly a legitimate way to view a good deal of modern art, I want to focus on a more specific set of artists who aim, as I see it, at the democratization of subject matter and so of objects offered for disinterested contemplation.  Consider those artists such as Marcel Duchamp who place everyday objects in a museum setting.  That famous instance of the urinal placed on pedestal in Alfred Stieglitz’s gallery is a case in point.
 
 There are any number of messages that can be associated with this revolutionary act, but I want to focus on one.  Beatrice Wood, one of the earliest commentators on Duchamp’s Fountain says,
Whether Mr. Mutt made the fountain with his own hands or not has no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an article of life, placed it so that its useful significance disappeared
 under the new title and point of view – created a new thought for that object. 

There are at least two important points made. But first, the “Mr Mutt” mentioned here refers to what is written on the side of the object “R. Mutt  1917”.   There are conflicting accounts about what the writing means but we can ignore that.  What does matter is that the creative act here is not the one that brought the urinal into existence.  It is not a matter of the physical creation of the object.  “Mr. Mutt,” if there is such a person, did not create it nor did Duchamp, It was clearly made in a factory.  It is a matter of selection, or what we might call in the vocabulary of the day “repurposing.”  The creative act is the repositioning of the object from the context of the useful to that of the gallery or museum.  Second and obviously, that repositioning forces us to break the normal reaction pattern to the object.  It cannot be used and forgotten.  Here, an old term may be useful.   A “psychic distance” opens up between us and the object, and we are forced into the position of a spectator and out of the role of user.  We are, in a sense, frozen in time and must take up a position of disinterested contemplation.  Duchamp actually reoriented the object so that it could not be used for its standard purpose and by naming it “Fountain” he plays with inverting its very function.  All this calls on us to give the object the sort of attention that we give to the Mona Lisa or Dali’s Last Supper.  We are to attend to the way the light plays off the surface and the particular whiteness of it as it curves at the top.  We are to attend to the specific characteristics it displays and to the composite of those characteristics which are normally hidden in the context of the normal use of the object.  From that perspective, it is something functional and can be used and left behind.  Its intrinsic features do not capture us.  We “look through them” to its use.  Duchamp uses the conventions of art to maneuver us into a different way of seeing.   As Bertirce Wood says, he created “a new thought for that object.”  He brought the everyday into the sphere of art and not just an image of an everyday object, which had been done before, but just such an actual object.  (By the way, the original “Fountian” was lost.  Perhaps it was pressed back into service by mistake, but Duchamp “commissioned” several others in the 1950’s and 60’s.)
There is a sort of dialectical tension in relation to this work because viewing it as art depends, in a certain sense, on keeping it original function in focus.  It is the interruption of that function that Duchamp is playing with so for the piece to work we must be aware of what it is as non-art.  The power and pleasure of the transformation depends on the everyday, tawdry nature of this particular sort of object.  I am inclined to think that this is true for this particular piece but not in general.  That is, once we understand what Duchamp is up to we can perform the “magic” ourselves in relation to any object and we can become completely lost to the everyday use.
 

There are many other examples of this sort, some serious and some a bit more playful.  Perhaps the most famous of these experiments is composer John Cage’s “4 minutes and 33 seconds” originally performed in a concert hall.  With it we are invited to listen to environmental sounds as we listen to music.  The sound of the bus outside is not a sign that I must hurry to catch it.  Nor is the sound of the siren an indication that there is danger and that I should pull over.  A cough in the audience is not a disruption but another moment in  Cage’s “performance.”  They are parts of a musical piece to be taken in and considered for their own sake as elements of artistic expression.  
This is an especially interesting piece because we can “perform” it at any time.  We are not dependent on the musician who, in the original performance, actually came onto the stage but sat in silence.   All that needs to be done is to clear one’s time of commitments and enjoy.
  Cage himself described the piece as one of his most important, and it certainly involves the democratization of sound.  Of course, we can also play Duchamp’s “trick” with any mundane object.  We can become transfixed by what is otherwise utterly ordinary. I do not mean to suggest that there are no practical limits on when and where this can happen but these will certainly vary with the individual and his or her sensitivity.
At the other end of the spectrum is the frame that one sometimes sees in an outdoor setting so that whatever appears framed by it—and that is always changing—takes on the status of a work of art.  It is momentarily transformed from just another object in the environment into something offered for disinterested contemplation.  Since anything can appear in the frame, we may come to see that the frame is totally inessential.  It only reminds us of a possibility of experience that is always there, frame or not.  All the world awaits its moment.

At a particular venue in Nashville there is a structure something like an Indian Kiva which has an opening in the top and a bench that runs all the way around it inside.  Sitting on the bench you are forced by the angle of the bench to look up and out the opening.
  Whatever happens to appear there becomes, for a moment, an object of contemplation.  It grasps our attention, but not like an everyday object.  There is nothing to do and no way to use what appears.  There it is!  Of course there is nothing new about this sort of design.  Clearly the Romans had it.  Remember the Pantheon!  
So far we have been looking at this transcendence-in-experience, from the point of view of engaged experience, and this is certainly the way Lachs approaches it.  He stresses the point that it cannot be a “life” in the full sense, because such moments are temporary and punctuate an otherwise practical existence.
  I have also referred to it as a “respite” from the flow of daily life and as an “escape from the rat race.”  From this perspective, we situate transcendence in daily life and it’s value comes from the way it gives us a moment of immediacy, a moment away and allows us to return refreshed.  Transcendence has a place in a complete life but complete from the perspective of the engaged practical life itself.  On this view, there is no incompatibility.   In fact, the two complement each other as different moments in an on-going life.  As Lachs once asked me, “Where is the incompatibility if I spend most of my time seeking the life of reason and periodically take time to smell the flowers?”  I may be a hard and dedicated worker, but I do take the occasional vacation and I am a better worker for it.  
I certainly do not want to deny this view, but it is not the way that disinterested contemplation sees itself or daily life for that matter.  In  Thinking in the Ruins Lachs and I point out that the spiritual life,what I am here referring to as disinterested contemplation, and the life of engaged rationality are incommensurable.  There is no neutral scale on which to measure them and, from the perspective of each the other is either dangerous or at least superfluous or provincial    From the perspective of  disinterested contemplation, engaged rationality seems utterly provincial.  Why take an interest in any one thing as opposed to another.  All are candidates and “this one” is just as good as any other.
  But for engaged rationality, the excess of disinterested contemplation is dangerous.  It takes away from the focus on the ever changing world which is a dangerous place.  A moment of inattention may lead to disaster. If you so much as take a day off, you can be replaced on the job, and a vacation is out of the question.  One sees the other as, at best, wasteful excess, and the other sees the one as absurdly interested.  
Now Lachs tries to manage this difference saying that, after all, there will not be serious conflicts in our lives just because contemplation is not self- sufficient and is always passing back into engagement.  Even the most contemplative monks have to provide for their own continued existence and so the work-a-day world intrudes.  Also, and as equally important, there is no actual clash of value just because disinterestedness values nothing and so cannot conflict with the practical values of engagement.  But that is just the point and that is the very mode of conflict.   Disinterestedness is just that, disinterested, and accepts what is presented for its own sake, while the engaged self cares fundamentally about what is presented.  This is a conflict and an unresolvable one.
It is my contention that what we have here is a discontinuity of the sort that Kierkegaard calls our attention to in Fear and Trembling.  With the story of Abraham and Isaac, we are introduced to the incommensurability of morality and faith.  In relation to Abraham’s treatment of Isaac, Kierkegaard says that the highest ethical description is that Abraham would murder Isaac and for faith it is that he would sacrifice him.   The difference makes plenty of room for  much “fear and trembling.”  In the grand terminology of Kierkegaard, faith is a matter of “the teleological suspension of the ethical.” 
In the case we are examining it is engaged life and disinterested contemplation that we are examining. Of course, the two can “play nicely” together in the way that Lachs suggests-- contemplation finding a place in the engaged life--but that misses the radical nature of the former.    Morality and faith typically dovetail, but what Kierkegaard shows us is that until we confront the limit case in which there is conflict, we have not fully grasped the radical notion of faith.  So what we need here is to find a situation in which the spiritual life and/or art rub against rational engagement in a way that cannot be resolved without already giving priority to one or the other since that priority cannot be independently justified.
  

I will consider one more “work of art” that raises the issue that I have just outlined.  It is a performance piece inspired by Chris Burden in which the following set up is developed.
  There is a stage with a television set on which appears an image of Burden sitting in a chair at the end of a long table.  At the other end of the table is a rifle that is mounted and pointed at him.  To the side there is a clock that is counting down the time to zero. There seems to be a connection between the clock and the mounted rifle such that, when the clock reaches zero, it will fire.   Let us suppose that there is one hour on the clock when the audience is introduced to the setup.  Behind the television there is a curtain.  So all that the audience sees initially is the image on the screen.  That means that the situation is mediated
 by the television set.  It is just another TV image. It may even be a taped scene that happened a day or a week ago.  However, while the clock is ticking, the curtain is opened to reveal the fact that what is on the screen is in fact present on the stage.  There is Chris Burden on the stage with the gun actually pointed at him.  The members of the audience find themselves present at what appears to be a shooting about to happen.  But maybe it will not be a shooting—maybe it is just a show and no shooting will take place. Surely Burden would not go through with it!   But if it does happen, it will happen in the name of art.  It will happen in the name of disinterested contemplation. I suppose that one might argue that it is not a matter of disinterestedness at all but a morbid interest that makes us want to look, just as we want to look when we pass a bad car wreck
. However, even if that is true, for some of the viewers, there is the enforced distance imposed by the situation.  After all, you could stop and help out at the wreck without disrupting anything.
Here all the trappings of psychic distance are in place.  There is a television, a stage, a proscenium arch etc.  The audience is deliberately placed at distance, both physically and psychologically, from the happening on stage. The audience is observer and in traditional art, the observer and the work do not occupy the same space.  The space in the work is not continuous with the space in which it is presented.  So we have that space between art and observer which is essential for art to be art and which the observer cannot transgress.  But, and here is the bite, should audience members accept their position as disinterested observers or should someone rush up to stop the impending death?  The enforced disinterestedness can be broken in this case, and a real death may be avoided.  This work of art is different in this way from the scene in which Othello kills Desdemona.  While you can walk onto the stage as the play is occurring, you cannot walk into the space of the play.  You will not have trod on Cyprus where the death of Desdemona takes place.  But if you leave your seat and try to stop the shooting you will have entered the space of the performance.

There are three different attitudes to be considered in relation to this event.  First, one might say that there is no art work here at all.  While there are the “trappings” of an art piece this is just a real event at which someone is going to be shot.  We might take the view that that is the person’s own business and ignore what is going on or we might intervene but there is no question of a work of art to be interrupted.  Or there is another response.  This is a work of art and just as Desdemona does not really die in Othello, there will be no real death here.  We are watching a play.  It seems to me that this Burden inspired performance tries to tread just between these two possibilities and by doing so question the very distinction between art and reality or perhaps confirm it.  

 Clearly, from a moral point of view it would be terrible to allow the killing to go forward.  From a moral point of view, it will not even do to walk out and refuse to be a part of this “absurd” event.  You will be letting the killing take place knowing all the while that you could have stopped it.  Nor will it do to sit quietly and hope that it will end well with a lecture from the artist about the relation between art and morality after the shot has missed or the gun misfires.  So in a sense, once you take your place in the audience, you are trapped and must either take action or let the work play out as you would any work of art.  What ought to be done is to bring a halt to this absurd example of a “work of art”.  It is not worth taking a life.  But from the perspective of the work of art, it has its integrity and it “demands its fulfillment.”  The line between art and the world of agency is challenged and we realize how easily it is to see that they just do not play by the same rule.  One might even imagine that the very point of the work is to challenge the existence of the line—to challenge the disinterestedness of the observer in the moment of artistic expression.   
Here it is so clear to see how thin the line is between disinterested contemplation and the affairs of life and how the achievement of one may be contrary to the other. What is important to see is that there is no neutral resolution of the tension.  It is easy enough to assert the priority of morality over art bringing the performance to a halt, but that is not a neutral resolution.  It is merely the assertion of the authority of one side however “moral” that choice may be.  It is no more neutral than for someone to assert that the “show must go on” which simply asserts the priority of the aesthetic.  

Certainly disinterestedness can find a proper place in the engaged life and from that point of view. So as I have pointed out, and as Lachs insists, disinterested contemplation is of value to the engaged agent as a mode of recreation, release, and immediacy.  It provides a moment of freedom from the incessant flow of daily life.  It also has a place as we approach the end of life and are no longer capable of the growth that defines a fully lived life.
  We may “retreat” into the enjoyment of the moment, into disinterested contemplation.  But all of this is seen from the perspective of the active and engaged mode of being.  Just as a vacation may have value for the busy professional, to allow for “recharging the batteries”, so disengagement may also be valuable.  But this is not a value that is acceptable from the point of view of disengagement itself.  In fact, every value is senseless from that perspective.  Not even a reasonable concern for the conditions of existence make any sense for disinterested contemplation since its own continued existence is of no interest to it.  At least one of the early cynics actually committed suicide by throwing himself into a raging volcano to show that he had no concern for life.
  
What life would be like if aesthetic disinterestedness where given its own voice may be seen in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus.  There he proposes that “ethics and aesthetics are one” and that “ethics is transcendental” (T. 6.421).  What this means is that the highest achievement of the subject is a disinterested contemplation of the world as a whole.  In fact, it is the seeing of the world as God would see it, as a completed totality.  Since it is God’s world it is good and the failure to see that is merely partial vision.  For this perspective, morality as the activity of working for one outcome as opposed to another is otiose.  Such events are merely part of the totality which comes to be appreciated in its totality.  It may be true that we cannot sustain such a vision for long and that we are always being cast back into the midst of things, but that does not change the fact that only the view sub specie aeternitatis  can give us true happiness. And in those moments when we are unfortunately trapped in the world we may wish for the perfect indifference of the view of the world as the “totality of facts.” I do not myself accept this view and have argued
 that it is flawed, but I cannot deny the attraction of it as a practical ideal.
� I owe this point to my colleague Scott Aikin who was kind enough to give me extensive comments on an early draft


� See Santayana’s Skepticism and Animal Faith.  Santayana is also a master at combining intellectual insight with deep sensibility for the quality of life.  


� I am told by my wife, Penny Harrington, that this is a sexist example, and I am willing to concede the point but it is the example that I have to work with.  It seems clear that the object, from the perspective that I am considering, is irrelevant.  The more inclusive toilet would do just as well.


� For those who would question the status of the work as “Art,” I refer to the fact that in 2004 Fountain was voted the most influential art work of the 20 century by a panel of “art world professionals.”


� My emphasis 


� I owe this point to my colleague Leonard Folgarait.


� There is a formal sense in which the work can only be performed by following the instructions of the Composer and in that case musicians, or at least one musician must be assembled on a stage. There are instructions for how the work is to start—in the original by the pianist closing the lid on the keyboard.  It also has 3 movements of varying lengths etc.  However, one could perform a “virtual” version of the work as suggested above. But without Cage’s original, listening to environmental sounds for 4 minutes and 33 seconds with musical attention would not be a performance of the work at all although it would be extensionally equivalent to it.   I owe this point to my colleague Leonard Folgarait 


� This is a creation of John Turrell.  � HYPERLINK "http://hirambutler.com/artists/james-turrell/cheekwood-botanical-garden-museum-of-art" �http://hirambutler.com/artists/james-turrell/cheekwood-botanical-garden-museum-of-art�





� For this reason Santayana’s reference to it as the “spiritual life” is misleading.


� There certainly are causes for why consciousness falls on one object as opposed to another but that is of no concern to the contemplating consciousness


� This is what is forever puzzling about Kierkegaard’s discussion of Abraham.  He may be right that morality and faith are distinct but from what perspective is faith “higher” than morality.  Only from faith’s own perspective and that begs the question.


� Before I wrote this I was sure that Burden had actually done this piece, but I cannot find any reference to it.  He has done things like this.  In “Shoot” he is shot with a rifle by a friend and in “Velvet Water” he attempts to “breath water” which puts his life at risk raising the question of why the viewer should allow it to go on.


� I borrow this term from Lachs’s  Intermediate Man.


� Plato talks about this in The Republic where he distinguishes the three “parts” of the soul.


� See the work of Michael Brodrick for a fully developed example of this sort of thinking.   Also see Lachs’s “Stoic Pragmatism” for a discussion of growth as the ultimate value.


� There is a reference to this event in  Bart Ehrman”  How Jesus became God


� See my Transcendence and the Task of the Tractatus.
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