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GLEIZES ON 'HUMANISM'

In this essay I want to develop a comparison between the 'Letter on Humanism' (1946-7) by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger and the book Homocentrisme (1937) by the French Cubist painter, Albert Gleizes.

Both writers are critical of 'humanism' as it is generally understood. Heidegger, responding to a Frenchman who has asked him 'How can we restore meaning to the word "Humanism?"' replies 'I wonder whether that is necessary' (p.219)
 but he makes it clear that this isn't because he is rejecting 'humanity'. Quite the contrary, his complaint is that 'the highest determinations of the essence of man in humanism still do not realise the proper dignity of man.' (p.233)

Gleizes claims that the changes that took place at the beginning of the century in his own field - painting -were the result of a deep dissatisfaction with the existing - humanist - idea of how human experience could be embodied in art: 

'one thing is certain, and it cannot be denied, despite the opposition of those who are incapable of understanding anything.  It is this: that, well before the problem of Man had begun to appear to be urgent, it had already been posed by the Cubist painters, and they did it by tackling, resolutely, and with a serious desire to resolve it, the mystery of "form"' (p.8). 

And he concludes that the Man to be recovered wasn't 

'the HUMANIST, the man who was put forward at the time of the Renaissance.  Great as the Humanist may have been, we, in our time, represent the last stages of the normal process of his degeneration.  The man whom we need now is the man who, through a process that is traditional in nature, experiences himself as a process of growth, the man who has set off along the way of a living expansion, real on all the different levels of his existence, complete, and conscious of his completeness, the HOMOCENTRIST of the mediaeval, religious centuries' (p.13).
 
Gleizes's complaint is that the Humanist put all his faith in the appearances of the world outside himself: 

'Senses on the one hand, observation on the other.  And that is Humanism in a nutshell.  It separates Man away from the world which surrounds him.  Man is reduced to the senses.  The surrounding world exists outside him.  The only thing he can do if he wishes to know it is to observe it, through his senses.  To reason is given the job of untangling the knot of all the complicated relations which are found to exist between the different observations.' (p.43).

Hence the emergence of an art which created the illusion of a three dimensional space and, following the example of classical Greek art, peopled it with exceptionally beautiful human beings and landscapes: 

'A thesis which fits in to our present day idea of progress. One which is incapable of making the distinction between experience and observation.  Which sees in Man only his external appearance, which looks at this external appearance only from the most flattering angle.  The criteria which these guides
 give for evaluating Man seem to me no different from those which would more appropriately be held by a gym-master.  The Spirit escapes them.  Their judgement goes no further than the level of the anatomy, it is the muscle that sets the tone for all the rest' (p. 31).

This was the idea of 'form' - the identification of form and external appearance - that was challenged by Cubism, resulting in the twentieth century taken as a whole (and Gleizes would be the first to admit it) in the apparently complete collapse of any sense of Form. But the same, or a parallel, phenomenon can be seen in other human activities, notably in the physical sciences which again were given an impetus in the Renaissance fascination with the form of things, identified with their eternal appearance (which includes the external appearances that can be seen when you cut the thing open) but in the nineteenth century was becoming very nebulous as the particle and the wave disputed with each other which constituted the 'essence' of perceived nature.

Gleizes argued that the solution was not to be found in external appearances but in Man himself who needed to be recovered as 

'a WHOLE, organised in a hierarchy, whose body and senses are natural tools which enable him to create himself, which are able to engage the interest of his intellectual memory and, thus, to prepare the way for the Intelligence of what he can BE' (p.8).

The italics are my own, stressing what the hierarchy is - body and senses; intellectual memory; Intelligence - all three of which might be called functions of subjective experience if Gleizes did not insist on their 'objective' character - objective experience as against subjective opinion. They correspond to the traditional Greek division - senses (aisthesis); soul (psyche); spirit (nous) - found in Plato and taken up by the early Christian Fathers, corresponding to the experienced hierarchy of space (senses); time (memory); Eternity (Intelligence/spirit) and, since they are all functions of experience and therefore of consciousness, they had little to do with the duality of Body (assumed to be in and of itself inert matter, like a machine) and Soul (in the Latin sense of anima - assumed to be an animating principle like the current of electricity that sets the machine going).

HEIDEGGER AND CHARLES HENRY ON 'METAPHYSICS'

Heidegger claims that 'the essence of Humanism is metaphysical' (p.247) and that metaphysics is an obstacle to approaching the truth of Being: 

'In defining the humanity of man humanism not only does not ask about the relation of Being to the essence of man; because of its metaphysical origin humanism even impedes the question by neither recognising nor understanding it. On the contrary, the necessity and proper form of the question concerning the truth of Being, forgotten in and through metaphysics, can come to light only if the question "What is Metaphysics?" is posed in the midst of metaphysics' domination' (p.226).

This reads like an invitation to turn to Heidegger's essay What is Metaphysics?, his inaugural lecture given when he took up his post in Freiburg University in 1929. But before I do that I'd like to turn to Charles Henry,  mathematician and a friend of Gleizes's, who also set himself in opposition to 'metaphysics' which, like Heidegger, he also regarded as a term suitable for characterising the predominant mode of thought in the world surrounding him.

Henry is now best known for working out a mathematical account of sensations, positive or negative, which was of particular interest to the 'Neo-Impressionists' in the late nineteenth century, Georges Seurat and Paul Signac, who, despite the very different appearance of their work, were in many ways intellectual precursors of Cubism (we are of course talking about Cubism as something that deserves to be taken seriously, not Cubism as it appears in art history books).

Henry was in his day perhaps the leading French representative of the school of 'psycho-physics', associated in Germany with Gustav Fechner and in North America with William James. The psycho-physicists argued that, when we think we are studying or perceiving the external world, the object of study or perception is always a mental phenomenon, a sensation: 'Gravity, light, biophysics are qualities derived from our consciousness.'
 To treat these objects of study as if they were something other than mental phenomena is 'metaphysics': 

'the old metaphysical idea of "substance", by creating in the mind of a large number of specialists an abyss between the domain of thought and the domain called material has been one of the most regrettable conceptions for the progress of science'
 
Henry saw no distinction between 'consciousness' and 'matter': 

''Is consciousness an irreducible fact or an epiphenomenon of certain combinations of unconscious facts? From a metaphysical point of view both theories can be maintained; but if we look at it from the scientific point of view of the expression, the problem does not even arise. With regard to quantitative science (and that is the science towards which everything is trying to turn) sensibility can be nothing but a modification in the motor reaction [la réaction motrice] to stimulants [excitants]. It is clear that the exercise of consciousness will be correlative to certain motor conditions [conditions motrices]. There is a common psychic base to all the phenomena of sensibility, unconscious and conscious ...' 
 
The 'metaphysical' point of view is here the view that there is such a thing as 'matter' qualitatively distinct from consciousness.

Heidegger's complaint against metaphysics, which may or may not resemble Henry's, is that it concentrates attention on 'beings' rather than on Being. In What is Metaphysics? he says:

'The relation to the world that pervades all the sciences as such lets them - each according to its particular content and mode of being - seek beings themselves in order to make them objects of investigation and to determine their grounds. According to the idea behind them, in the sciences we approach what is essential in all things. This distinctive relation to the world in which we turn towards beings themselves is supported and guided by a freely chosen attitude of human existence. To be sure, man's prescientific and extrascientific activities are also related to beings. But science is exceptional in that, in a way peculiar to it, it gives the matter itself explicitly and solely the first and last word. In such impartiality of inquiring, determining, and grounding, a peculiarly delineated submission to beings themselves obtains, in order that they may reveal themselves. This submission in research and theory evolves in such a way as to become the ground of ... the whole of human existence ... Man - one being among others - "pursues science." In this "pursuit" nothing less transpires than the irruption by one being called "man" into the whole of beings, indeed in such a way that in and through this irruption beings break open and show what they are and how they are. The irruption that breaks open, in its way, helps beings above all to themselves.' [sic. Should presumably be 'to reveal themselves'] (pp.94-5)

TOWARDS A MECHANICAL VIEW OF THE WORLD

This 'peculiarly delineated submission to beings themselves' done by Man who is thus reduced to the status of 'one being among others' is reminiscent of Gleizes's complaint that in humanism Man is reduced to being an observer of a reality that is situated outside himself. And perhaps also of Henry's view, which Gleizes would endorse, that the distinction between the observer and the external world is false. The external world insofar as it is knowable at all exists as a function of human being. 

Nowhere in any of this is there a suggestion that the perceived world is an illusion, nor is this a call for 'introspection' - the idea that we should enter into ourselves in preference to the perceived world - but the simple fact is that without ears and eyes and noses there would be no sounds or colours or smells. What is studied when we investigate the external world 'scientifically' as something that we imagine existing independently of our perception of it, is, necessarily, an abstraction and in the process we ourselves, the sensibility that is creating the external world, are abstracted out of the picture. What is left is still a phenomenon of consciousness but without what John Locke called the secondary qualities of sound, colour and smell. The primary qualities, those John Locke argued had an objective existence independent of the observer's sensibility, are the measurable qualities of weight and mass. But the distinction is spurious because, Henry would argue, colour, sound and even smell are also measurable - we know at what speed a vibrating string will stop giving rise to sounds and start giving rise to colours.

This will all be familiar territory to anyone who has dipped into any philosophy of the past four hundred years or so, and prior to that it would have been so much taken for granted it wouldn't have been worth stating. It is the belief that the essence of things lies in an external reality accessible to the senses (otherwise known as 'materialism') that is the anomaly in human history that requires explanation. This explanation is given by another mathematician engaged in the world of 'psycho-physics', one whose name will be familiar to those interested in the history of Bolshevism - Ernst Mach, famous for inspiring the Bolshevik school of philosophy that was attacked by Lenin in his book Materialism and Empirio-Criticism (it was also attacked by Plekhanov who, as part of his polemic, also attacked the first book published under the name of Albert Gleizes - Du "Cubisme").
 
Mach argued that the scientific study of 'nature' was indeed an abstraction which, rather than bringing us closer to the essence of things, was separating us ever further, bringing us instead - and Mach, like his leading Bolshevik disciple, Alexander Bogdanov,
 saw this as a positive gain - into another world, the world of mechanics. What was being abstracted from the 'natural' (that is to say, the human) world, is precisely what is needed to create a simulacrum of the natural world perfectly adapted to our human needs, or at least to some of our human needs - the world of mechanics, of technology.

THE GHOST IN THE MACHINE BECOMES A MACHINE

And here I'd like to refer back briefly to the duality of soul and body, the 'ghost in the machine', that became dominant about the same time as humanism, in which the body is an inert lump of matter animated by a soul, rather in the way in which a machine is stirred into an appearance of life by an electric current. It is related to the Aristotlean idea of God as 'First Mover' of an essentially immobile material world. In his essay 'The Question concerning technology', Heidegger evokes 'standing-reserve' - immobility
  - as part of the essence of technology, as opposed to the constantly living process of an engagement with the natural world - which, we will hopefully remember, is an engagement with our own nature:

'Wherever man opens his eyes and ears, unlocks his heart, and gives himself over to meditating and striving, shaping and working, entreating and thanking, he finds himself everywhere already brought into the unconcealed ...'

On the other hand:

'when man, investigating, observing, pursues nature as an area of his own conceiving, he has already been claimed by a way of revealing that challenges him to approach nature as an object of research, until even the object disappears into the objectlessness of standing-reserve' ('The Question concerning technology' in Basic writings, p.324).

But precisely because 'nature' is our nature, our treating nature as a dead thing (mechanics, 'standing-reserve') - our separation from the essence of nature - is a separation form our own nature, our own essence:

'As soon as what is unconcealed [Heidegger's term for 'truth', the aim of scientific research] no longer concerns man even as object, but exclusively as standing-reserve [which we might understand as a dead thing waiting to be put to a practical use - PB], and man in the midst of objectlessness is nothing but the orderer of the standing-reserve, then he comes to the very brink of a precipitous fall, that is, he comes to the point where he himself will have to be taken as standing-reserve. Meanwhile, man, precisely as the one so threatened, exalts himself and postures as lord of the earth' (ibid, p.332). 

We can begin perhaps to understand why Heidegger attached such importance to a heading towards Being as a means of saving or, as he says at the end of the 'Letter on Humanism', 'healing' human being, as opposed to the (literally) deadening consequences of heading towards technology, in the modern sense of the term. The resemblance with the thinking of Gleizes is astonishing, especially since, so far as I know, neither of them was aware of the existence of the other.

TECHNOLOGY AND CRAFTSMANSHIP - HEIDEGGER

Here is Heidegger, talking about the techné of the craftsman as opposed to 'modern machine-powered technology':

'If we inquire step by step into what technology, represented as means, actually is, then we shall arrive at revealing. The possibility of all productive manufacturing lies in revealing.

'Technology is therefore no mere means. Technology is a way of revealing. If we give heed to this, then another whole realm for the essence of technology will open itself to us. It is the realm of revealing, i.e., of truth.

'This prospect strikes us as strange. Indeed it should do so, as persistently as possible and with so much urgency that we will finally take seriously the simple question of what the name "technology" means. The word stems from the Greek. We must observe two things with respect to the meaning of this word. One is that techné is the name not only for the activities and skills of the craftsman but also for the arts of the mind and the fine arts. Techné belongs to bringing-forth, to poiesis; it is something poetic.
'The other thing we should observe with regard to techné is even more important. From earliest times until Plato the word techné is linked with the word epistémé. Both words are terms for knowing in the widest sense. They mean to be entirely at home in something, to understand and be expert in it. Such knowing provides an opening up. As an opening up it is a revealing. Aristotle in a discussion of special importance (Nicomachean Ethics, Bk VI, chaps 3 and 4), distinguishes between epistémé and techné and indeed with respect to what and how they reveal. Techné is a mode of alétheuein. It reveals whatever does not bring itself forth and does not yet lie here before us, whatever can look and turn out now one way and now another. Whoever builds a house or a ship or forges a sacrificial chalice reveals what is to be brought forth ... Thus what is decisive in techné does not at all lie in making and manipulating, not in the using of means, but rather in the revealing mentioned before. It is as revealing, and not as manufacturing, that techné is a bringing-forth.
[...]

'Technology is a mode of revealing. Technology comes to presence in the realm where revealing and unconcealment take place, where alétheia, truth, happens' (ibid., pp.318-9). But 

'the revealing that holds sway through modern technology does not unfold into a bringing-forth in the sense of poeisis. The revealing that rules in modern technology is a challenging, which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy which can be extracted and stored as such. But does this not hold true for the old windmill as well? No. Its sails do indeed turn in the wind; they are left entirely to the wind's blowing. But the windmill does not unlock energy from the air currents in order to store it.

'In contrast a tract of land is challenged in the hauling out of coal and iron. The earth now reveals itself as a coal mining district, the soil as a mineral deposit ... The work of the peasant does not challenge the soil of the field. In sowing grain it places seed in the keeping of the forces of growth and watches over its increase. But meanwhile the cultivation of the field has come under the grip of another kind of setting-in-order, which sets upon nature. It sets upon it in the sense of challenging it. Agriculture is now the mechanised food industry. Air is now set upon to yield nitrogen, the earth to yield ore, ore to yield uranium, for example; uranium is set upon to yield atomic energy, which can be unleashed either for destructive or for peaceful purposes.' (p.320)

TECHNOLOGY AND CRAFTSMANSHIP - GLEIZES

And here is Gleizes talking about technology:

'At other times, the tools, and the techniques that corresponded to them, were only MEANS.  The AIM was the product, whose end was the reality of Man.  A miserable concept compared to what has replaced it.  Nowadays the aim is the tools and the technology themselves.  That is all that can be seen. all that counts, the only thing that delights, that captures our attention, the only thing worthy of our imagination.  It takes up all our energies, it gives to the word ‘Progress’ its meaning, and a certainty that cannot be questioned.  Our habits have been formed on the basis of our unlimited commitment to tools and to technology.  We see them change continually, adapt themselves to superhuman tasks, overwhelm the world about us, disturb it with sounds, smells, effects of light that are disproportionate to the capacities of our senses, encouraging us to develop vague ideas as to the relativity of time and space ...

'I cannot see what we have gained through this supposed perfecting of the technical means, in this taking the effort which used to be devoted to the product, the effect, the result, and devoting it instead to the tool, the means, the intention.  What physical effort does the individual escape if all his strength and his time goes to constructing splendid instruments, each one cleverer than the last, if he loses his intelligence in making them work by means of a monotonous series of predetermined gestures, if he has to develop needs that are ever greater and more complicated, merely to justify, through an excessive degree of consumption, the speed and size of machines which do not, and never can, correspond to his own nature, determined by its own scale of proportions.  What sort of freedom can his faculties enjoy, if the act which Man performs all his life — and it is the total act which is necessary, since that is where we acquire the experience that enables us fully to understand the meaning of the words we use — never goes as far as he can go, never reaches any fulfilment? ...

'What makes the good quality product rich and nourishing for our intellectual faculties is, precisely, that it is an indispensable act projected into the external world, a liberating experience.  It brings things to a conclusion, by giving to the man who has done it and who understands it, a feeling of ability and of accomplishment.  What makes the quantity based product of the machines deadly is that, with regard to what is required for life, it is not ‘a product’ in any meaningful sense of the word at all.  That is where the terrible misunderstanding that is destroying us lies.  Despite all the agitation around us, we have lost our capacity to move, we are without ability and are forbidden to act.  In our midst we maintain, like a dazzling piece of orthopaedic equipment suitable for the needs of people who are equally impotent in mind and body, a technical means which overwhelms us, which goes far beyond the scale which our means of production would require if, under the inspiration and control of the intelligence, they were to be allowed to create, humanly, the host of things, of objects, of foods, which nature has made necessary to us.'

WHAT AN ARTIST MIGHT BE (OR MIGHT HAVE BEEN)

In Homocentrisme Gleizes argues that the artist is in theory well placed to understand and address the problem (and though 'the artist' in our own time has fallen very low indeed, we may remember that at the time Gleizes was writing the 'Arts and Crafts Movement', inspired by the teaching of William Morris et al was still a force to be reckoned with in British culture):

'Even though he has fallen very low, the artist bears within himself, indelibly, the traces of that Man who has now been lost.  In whom, in a harmony that is at once deeply moving and logical, "the people labouring at their work" come to be united to "the intellectual speculating with his incorporeal reason".  The artist works with his hands.  He loves his work.  He has chosen it through his love.  He is ready to work for nothing.  Do not believe the story that has been put about.  The artist does not make his work uniquely by "gut feeling".  However rudimentary the intellectual factor may be for him at the present time, it is, nonetheless, there and, constantly, it demands reflection and an act of reasoning.

'So, as soon as we look at it, the social position of the artist appears as something remarkable.  He is too intellectual for the drudgery of the sterile work of the factory or the office.  He is too much of a worker for the pure intellectual anxious to preserve the virginity of his hands.

'Another remnant of the truth of the value of Man - the man who [as things stand at present - PB] strives to escape from and to marginalise the source of his own worth - the artist’s megalomania, which serves him as an irritant in his life, a stimulus to action.  Does it not derive its origins from an obscure but, in itself, quite correct feeling for the quality of the individual?  But, since he no longer has any idea of what discipline is in the traditional order, he exaggerates the nuances thrown up by his own particular case, and denies the eternal principles.  And so he moves ever further away from that which he is seeking.  He wants the human and he digs himself ever further into the inhuman.  So, his only justification seems to be that he adds a certain element of luxury - he provides the backdrop to a certain part of that leisure time which we have been obliged to organise as a consequence of the progress of sterile work, which has now become more than just a danger.

'But if the artist would only feel the need for self-regeneration, then he would be in a position to take advantage of what, in the eyes of the drudges of sterile work and in those of the pure intellectuals, appear to be his disadvantages.  It is easier for him than it is for either the one or the other, to rediscover his own significance.  He can recognise the meaning of his own act and, in this way, he can set the example of a new birth, a birth to life, the example that the world has been waiting for.  And so he would be able, in the hierarchically structured order of his own realities, to reveal the Type of the traditional man, the Type on which each and every one of us can be modelled - the Man who is able to bear the true foundations on which culture has to be established.  Culture, which can only be said to exist to the extent that it guides Man in the direction of his own self-awareness' (pp.10-11).

"LOSS OF SELF"

While Gleizes talks about Man (but will often talk about Being) and Heidegger talks about Being (but will often talk about Man) they have it in common that what is being revealed is an objective reality, not a subjective point of view. Insofar as what he is doing is of interest in this discussion, the artist-craftsman-poet is not 'expressing himself' in the way the term is usually understood. If we say that nature (colours, sounds, smells) is created in human consciousness it is obviously not you or I who have done the creating. Gleizes's 'man' has an objective existence that is independent of - and is often revealed despite the conscious intentions of - individual men. It is the same with Heidegger's Being. At the beginning of the 'Letter on Humanism' he says: 

'the essence of action is accomplishment. To accomplish means to unfold something into the fullness of its essence, to lead it forth into this fullness - producere. Therefore only what already is can really be accomplished. But what "is" above all is Being. Thinking accomplishes the relation of Being to the essence of man. It does not make or cause the relation. Thinking brings this relation to Being solely as something handed over to it from Being. Such offering consists in the fact that in thinking Being comes to language. Language is the house of Being. In its home man dwells. Those who think and those who create with words are the guardians of this home' (p.217).

The same may be said - Gleizes would claim more pertinently - of the craft. Or, perhaps most obviously, with least scope for the vagaries of subjective opinion, of the farmer. But what is most important in all this is not, in my view, a romantic attachment to past ways of doing things so much as a sense of what it is to be human. The title of Gleizes's book Homocentrisme is an argument in itself - that human consciousness and the human act really are the centre of the Universe. It is only in consciousness that the Universe is revealed. As we have already seen, without consciousness there is no sound, no colour, no mass, no shape. Heidegger again (dasein being a complicated term but which refers nonetheless to our own human reality):

'There is truth only insofar as Dasein is and as long as it is. Beings are discovered only when Dasein is and only as long as Dasein is are they disclosed. Newton's laws, the law of contradiction, and any truth whatsoever, are true only so long as Dasein is. Before there was any Dasein, there was no truth; nor will there be any after Dasein is no more ... Before Newton's laws were discovered, they were not "true". From this it does not follow that they were false ... The laws became true through Newton, through them beings in themselves became accessible for Dasein ... That there are "eternal truths" will not be adequately proven until it is successfully demonstrated that Dasein has been and will be for all eternity. As long as this proof is lacking, the statement remains a fanciful assertion which does not gain legitimacy by being generally "believed" by philosophers ...'
 
But human consciousness is still more than a mechanism for revealing, or 'liberating', certain characteristics of the Universe, or even for exploiting the Universe for the satisfaction of our (in themselves rather simple) material needs. I would like to finish here with a comment by J.Glenn Friesen on the eighteenth century German Catholic philosopher Franz von Baader (1765-1841), a powerful 'Christian theosophist' critic of Immanuel Kant. Baader too argued for the centrality of the human sensibility for the existence of all the characteristics of the temporal world and he too saw the dangers of subordinating our human sensibility to the external appearances (rather than the inner meaning, knowable only through the experience, the love, of the - in Baader's view supra-temporal - heart) of this temporal world:

'Baader specifically refers to theory as a temptation. Our freedom to be mediators for the temporal world can be used in two ways - either for or against God. Whatever we set free in the temporal world will continue to have a liberating or a binding action. Thus, our theory can be used improperly. We can use our powers in an unlawful way, in order to hold inside ourselves what should remain outside. We can give ourselves over entirely to the temporal. But the temporal world will then empty us like a bloodsucker or a 'Heart-sucker'. Such a person ends up believing himself or herself to be as empty as the world. I [Friesen - PB] believe this is what Baader means by "loss of Self"'.
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� The German word is bestand. The reader might think that a chair made by a craftsman is also 'standing reserve' until someone sits on it but the point is, I think, that what we call 'technology' is not an end of production, the thing produced, but simply a means. The chair produced by a craftsman is produced by a means (the craftsman) whose essence is mobile; the chair produced by a machine is produced by a means whose essence is static. Both cases are for Heidegger an unconcealing but in the case of the craftsman's chair what is revealed comes from the essence of the craftsman ie from Dasein which is a human reality and as such closer to Being than the essentially dead (immobile) essence of the machine. 
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