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I take issue with the conclusion of a paper read at the Annual Symposium of the Canadian Jacques Maritain Association, on “Maritain, Politics, and the Ethical” (Ottawa, 29(30 October 2004) ( my own paper. I began then with the question, Is there a connection between art and politics? and got off to a sensible start, at least.

If for Maritain, as an Aristotelian and Thomist, the true end of politics is to bring about the common good, then art is not a topic outside politics. Art too, one presumes, has a role to play in bringing about the common good. And if serving the good of the people is the political issue then it may be of some political relevance to observe the way art now lumbers into public life (commonly under the auspices of some of our most respected institutions, and with the support of some of our highest official agencies) and faces us with productions that, with respect to ‘the good’, seem profoundly dubious to say the least. Illustrations of these things are always distinctly entertaining, in a horrible sort of way, so let me amuse-and-dishearten you with a few recent events from the art world.

“The UK’s most prestigious art award” is the £20,000 Turner Prize, which recently went to a ceramic artist who produces vases such as We've Found the Body of Your Child, the title of a vase decorated with a scene showing a baby lying on the ground while its distraught mother is apparently restrained by a crowd ( or the vase called Anger Work, which shows a rabid-looking figure firing a machine gun, minus underwear, while his genitals say (via comic-strip balloon), “Fuck U”. The artist explains: “I was very angry when an exhibition was postponed because the Gallery was vandalised.” This model citizen edged out a pair of artists whose work includes a series of mannequins of children who have genitalia in place of facial features: for instance, a “toddler with a penis nose and a sex-doll mouth,” as the Manchester Guardian carefully phrased it.
 Tate Gallery publicity describes the work as “a group of sexually-mutated child mannequins with genitalia sprouting from unlikely places, naked except for a pair of Nike trainers.”

But what about Canada? As I prepared my paper, the Governor General and our federal agency for the support of art were getting together to bestow the Governor General’s Awards in Visual and Media Arts, “Canada’s foremost distinctions for excellence in these artistic disciplines.” Six awards are given each year and two of the artists singled out for credit we meet in publicity written by the Canada Council for the Arts to present these luminaries in all their shining glory. In one work the artist “suspended himself naked from a gallery wall, filled his mouth with his own blood, and assumed the lotus position.” In another this same fellow “dug a shallow grave, inserted a vial of his blood into his anus, and contorted himself upside-down so that the blood flowed into his mouth.”
 Our second artist is principally known for taking some ordinary object ( a beer bottle, an egg, a matchbook ( and covering it entirely with grey paint … over and over … for decades ( naturally (what did you expect?) “recording each application of paint.” For instance, in the years since 1979 he has applied more than 9,500 coats to a piece of lettuce. The label on one of his works of art, purchased by the University of Lethbridge, reads: “Apple, 1979(1992, 4,022 half-coats of gesso and acrylic, 9.5 x 9.5 x 9.5 in.”
Well, that’s enough of that. In response to this sort of thing you might well be ready to say, as author Thomas Storck did a decade ago, that “artists have lost their functional relation with the rest of society.” They don’t even seem to care about ‘the good’ ( if anything, have thrown their weight behind the wholesale dissolution of whatever progress art had made in the political arena, the arena dedicated to the common good. Let me quote Storck more fully:

Without denying that art has intrinsic principles of its own, nevertheless, freedom for artists could become a rallying cry only in a society which has divorced art from life and thus made any limitation on free expression seem contrary to the principles of the arts. In fact, this notion of freedom for the arts makes sense only if art is understood as something entirely autonomous, that is, having only itself as its law of being, and not related in any way to the common good of mankind or society or even to truth. [emphasis added]

The view of art that Storck is putting in question might be expressed, in more philosophical language, in the following way:

Art has no concern with our life, but only with … extra-human ends which in regard to Art are an ultimate goal.

Art in its own demesne is sovereign like wisdom; it is not subordinate by its object to wisdom or prudence or any other virtue.

The sole problem for the artist is … in the very act of working to have in view the good of the work and that only, without being distracted or disturbed by the human ends pursued.

Or again:

What we are confronted with is the inevitable tension … between two autonomous worlds, each sovereign in its own sphere. Morality has nothing to say when it comes to the good of the work, or to Beauty. Art has nothing to say when it comes to the good of human life…. Art and Morality are two autonomous worlds, each sovereign in its own sphere,….

The words you have just read were all written by Jacques Maritain and are not paraphrased but quoted (top to bottom: AS, 11–12; AS, 58, reasserted in RA, ch. 1, §4; AS, 60; and RA, ch. 1, §4). In everything I have read that Maritain has written about art ( the several editions of Art and Scholasticism (1926), Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry (1953), and The Responsibility of the Artist (1960) ( Maritain has devoted pages of attention to underline “the fact,” as he calls it, “that by nature Art and Morality are two autonomous worlds, with no direct and intrinsic subordination between them” (RA, ch. 1, §1).


Let me repeat Storck’s charge: “art has intrinsic principles of its own, nevertheless, …  [the] notion of freedom for the arts [current today] makes sense only if art is understood as something entirely autonomous, that is, having only itself as its law of being.” My purpose in the paper was to determine whether Maritain supports the license that is criticized by Storck. Is Maritain’s position on art in relation to ethics constructive or destructive in its import; are the emphases he chose to make, in the times in which he made them, wise or unwise, worth defending or better corrected?
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To answer those questions we must first establish what Maritain’s view actually is. Does he in fact support the strict separation of art and ethics that Storck attacks? 

If you ask the question, Does Maritain ever relax his separation of art and ethics and subject the artist to ethical demands? the answer seems to be, Yes. Maritain says that the artist is never just an artist. Because the “artist is a man before being an artist, the autonomous world of morality is simply superior to (and more inclusive than) the autonomous world of art. There is no law against the law [upon] which the destiny of man depends” ( that is, no law that runs counter to that destiny is a law. “In other words,” concludes Maritain, “Art is indirectly and extrinsically subordinate to morality” (RA, ch. 1, §4).

Now at first that seems rather an about-face given Maritain’s repeated emphasis, as in the citations above, upon the distinctness of the aims of the artist on the one hand and the human agent on the other. But has he reversed his position? Notice that he is still calling art “autonomous,” independent ( yet, “subordinate.” Puzzling. When he says that “the autonomous world of morality is simply superior to (and more inclusive than) the autonomous world of art,” what sense does it still make to call art autonomous? It would seem that either art has its own law, its own end, or it subordinates its judgements to the higher end of politics, and is not autonomous.

Notice too that Maritain calls art only “indirectly and extrinsically subordinate to morality” ( or again: “There is a subordination, but extrinsic and indirect” (RA, ch. 1, §1). Now it is not immediately clear what prompts that qualification, but the issue of subordination is pivotal to determining whether Maritain actually supports (as it seems) the strict separation of art and ethics that many critics of current art reject. How do you reconcile the apparent contradiction that you meet, for instance, in Art and Scholasticism, where on the left-hand page you find the statement, “Art in its own demesne … is not subordinate by its object to wisdom or prudence,” while on the right-hand page you read, “art is subject in its exercise to a control from without, imposed in the name of a higher end” (58 and 59)?
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Suspicions of sloppiness do not reflect well upon us. With a thinker like Maritain we have no choice, I think, but to seek some compatibility, and it does appear that these statements do not contradict one another if you see them in the following way.

If only the artist pursues his own end (the end specific to art) no correction from without will be needed. The end of the artist is not the good of man – the ends at which art aims are “outside the line of human good” (AS, 13), “art is not human in the end which it pursues” (AS, 7) ( yet the good of art is a congruent, harmonious good ordered in and of itself to the good of man. The artist does not care what man needs to do; ethical thinking does not put the artist on the track of his particular object. Instead, caring about his own business, the artist gives man something that lifts him out of the theatre of ethical judgement and yet takes him right where he needs to go. 

“The sole end of art,” says Maritain, “is the work itself and its beauty” (AS, 58). If art serves that end, serves beauty, then it will not lead man away from God. In that case the work of art “of itself comes into the line of morality” (AS, 58). If only the artist successfully pursues the end specific to art, no correction from outside art will be needed, for the beautiful work will not offend against the laws of art or ethics. Says Maritain: “The virtue of art, which the artist uses, … shall by itself aim only at the perfection of the work and suffer no control over the work which does not come through it” (AS, 99). Any “control” of his art imposed by the artist for the purpose of edifying or helping the public is “alien” control (AS, 99). ( But then where is there any opening for what he called “control from without”?

If the artist should fall short of his objective ( and it is the attainment of his end, the attainment of beauty, that puts his activity in harmony with human ends ( then the work produced might very well offend against the laws of both art and ethics. Is that not a distinct risk in a process that is supremely oblivious to human need? It is the work of art that is not beautiful, and thus does not serve the higher ends of mankind, that is subject to the “constraint” of ethics.


Maritain needs to allow into aesthetics this degree of ethical critique to block the implication that some have drawn from every emphasis upon the autonomy of art, an implication that, he admits, his thinking might seem to support (AS, 101): the view that art is always beyond moral critique for being art; art is subject only to aesthetic judgement. He needs this qualification to bar what he calls the “noxious” notion of “art for art’s sake”: an art that not just ignores the good of man but sets itself up as an end apart from human good. The good of art must be served, but it is a good in harmony with all good ( not something that is bad for us. “Art has no right against God,” Maritain says. “There is no good opposed to God or the ultimate Good of human life” (AS, 58).

And now it seems that we have the answer to our question. Yes, Maritain is willing to subject the artist to ethical demands ( but not in the way that those words suggest. Ethical demands wrongly intrude upon art except after the fact, in the event of failure. In his or her activity the artist is actually free, enjoined by Maritain to submit to the call of beauty alone. 
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If that is Maritain’s view, many will of course not be happy with it. With that view does Maritain not give us precisely the art world that surrounds us today? Consider that scheme in which, where beauty is truly achieved, art helps us ( while short of that mark art stands condemned by the laws of art and often the laws of ethics too? That is our world, and it is a world flooded with refuse. 

In the end, hasn’t Maritain’s view of art served as a license not for the art of our time, specifically, but for the conditions in which that very art can flourish, thrive, and climb over the heads of other art into top spot? That art might offend against the laws of art and ethics is not just a possibility in a system that turns the artist’s vision away from a good that is good for us; such a system guarantees chronic offences of that nature.

The circumstance that called forth Maritain’s view of the autonomy of art was the sickening art of the Victorian age: the insipid sweetness of art straining to be good, the ‘good-girl’ art of the French Academy ( the saccharine Bouguereaus, bondieuserie, and worse. Maritain’s tough-minded conception of the autonomy of art came to life as philosophical dynamite to bring that theory of artistic practice down. Done. But do we not now have another disturbing and ill-conceived vision of how art must behave ( this time a conception that guarantees a surfeit of mutant production that we must continually purge from our system, versus a practice akin to humane and healthful farming. Writes Maritain, 

Art, unlike Prudence, does not presuppose a rectification of the appetite … in relation to the end of man. (AS, 37)

Leave the artist to his art: he serves the community better than the engineer or the tradesman. (AS, 60)

What the artist, insofar as he is an artist, loves over and above all is Beauty …, not God…. If the artist loves [God] over and above all, he does so insofar as he is a man, not insofar as he is an artist. (RA, ch. 1, §3)

Is that not just the philosophy of a disturbed modernism ( an aesthetics congruent with what some have called “Maritain’s romantic or quasi-romantic rendition of the scholastic tradition”?
 Is it not an aesthetics built of scholastic fragments ( like a sculpture constructed of machine parts no longer arranged so as to do the work they were designed for in the machine for which they were made?

By sanctioning a practice whose proper functioning involves no attention to human ends, you wind up with good art that is perfect and bad art that is not just aesthetically bad but frequently inhuman, anti-human, and destructive of our humanity. When art has that inherent goodness of beauty that can be found without thought of man, it isn’t all art that has it, of course. It is true art. But establishing and sanctioning a world of aesthetic activity oblivious to the purposes of human life creates a hot-house climate for the unimpeded flourishing of art of all kinds: true art, false art, pseudo art, noxious art. 

You might reply, ‘But if artists had actually accepted Maritain’s aesthetics ( if they had actually pursued beauty ( all would now be different.’ But did they not do that? Did they not pursue beauty as they freely found it? Here is Maritain on beauty:

The chaos of bridges and skyways, desolated chimneys, gloomy factories, queer industrial masts and spars, infernal and stinking machinery which surrounds New York is one of the most moving ( and beautiful ( spectacles in the world. (CI, 61)

And he is right; the urban spectacle is rapturous. But is it not necessary to see the whole of beauty ( to add to our impressions of beauty the order of beauty? Don’t we need to do more than follow the path that moves us?

One might, then, be inclined to say that a serious weakness of Maritain’s aesthetics, as an aesthetics that absolutizes beauty, is the absence of any properly discriminating account of what beauty is. Maritain links beauty with “the things in which the artist believes, and which he loves” (RA, ch 2). Well, if we can subsume under beauty the “infernal” and the “stinking” then we can subsume a lot more under it too. “In serving beauty,” Maritain says, “the artist … is captive of the absoluteness of a love which exacts his whole being, flesh and spirit” (RA, ch. 1, §2). But isn’t the state of the artist’s soul ( the common disorder raging in his “whole being” ( the key issue?

That was the conclusion I had reached by the time I had completed the paper. Would it not be better, I asked, to say that our reigning concerns are the true and the good, which guide and correct all things. Is it not better for the Christian thinker, at least, to play up the subordination of art to the true and the good: to start with that strict submission; to say with the middle ages that beauty is what resembles God? If beauty is placed entirely in the hands of love, does it not generate precisely the art of our world, a world full of profoundly disordered love?

Did art in modern times not exempt itself from the task of serving the good by setting up a strictly autonomous understanding of its practice ( by setting up an artistic or aesthetic end that frees the artist to ignore the end that concerns politics ( and is Maritain not an apologist for that practice? The aesthetics we need, I noted in my paper, was not an atomic-powered leveller of Victorian impulses ( not a disintegrater of beauty-loving artist and God-loving man but an integrater of artist and man as a fully connected servant of the one end of all human life. The words that closed the paper were: We really ought to let modernity and postmodernity formulate their own aesthetics without any scholastic aid.


But I came away dissatisfied. I did not feel I had done justice to the question that I had asked, and it was Maritain who had seeded the doubt. 

5

My suggestion had been that if art is an autonomous practice (directed solely toward artistic ends) that goes wrong (as it often does) in a way that is frequently destructive of our humanity, in a way that is ethically bad, then ethical badness is an unavoidable effect of artistic activity as a whole. All human activity is riddled with failure and artistic failure will chronically have a corrosive nature. That corrosion being predictable, we might suggest that the artist needs additional guidance: not just the lone star of beauty but the reference points of the true and the good. The artist needs to triangulate; he will have better success by taking account of more than beauty: beauty and what is true; beauty and what is good.

How would Maritain respond to that? He would say, I think, that to do that would, despite the semblance of even-handedness, merely assign a clear priority to ethics, since what we would be doing thereby is permitting ethical considerations to rule against aesthetic ones. (The point would be to rule out aesthetic decisions that cut against truth and decency, that are ethically bad, and never the reverse – never allowing aesthetic decisions to trump ethical ones.) Our objective here would be unilaterally ethical. Guidance of that sort might well curb artistic activity and serve us better ethically but it would be no help to artists in the search for the aesthetically good. And now the crucial objection: Would that imposition of goodness (our understanding of goodness urged upon the artist) not prevent the artist from discovering a beauty and goodness that our instincts keep hidden from us? (Would this not echo, in the realm of aesthetics, the Inquisition versus Galileo?) Because our understanding of goodness would be in the interest of ethics and not art. 
(Perhaps Maritain does not give us a ‘properly discriminating account of what beauty is’ because beauty is better understood in seeking it than in thinking it found. If truth is our guide then truth to beauty is included therein: the Galileian recognition of ‘what is’ regardless of how it cuts against presumed ‘eternal truths’ that are in fact false characterizations of God’s order.)

What we have here is an antinomy: the end of art versus the end of ethics. Maritain calls it a “too human antinomy” (AS, 106), a choice at the mercy of human limitations, which chronically favour an imbalance in which service of one end comes at the expense of the other. The service of morality (of the practical) at the expense of art (the intellectual) generates bondieuserie, etc.; the service of art at the expense of morality generates the art I opened with. Is the problem too exclusive an appreciation of (or ability to appreciate) only one of those goods: the artist too oblivious to anything but beauty, the public too exclusively attentive to ethics?

But if the superior work of art delivers a beauty that is in harmony with the ethical, as Maritain says, then how is it delivered? The answer to that tells us that the real question is rather, by whom is it delivered?

The work that serves both art and ethics is delivered from a point of balance between the aesthetic and the ethical, and thus by a person able to care about both ( although simply caring about both is not enough. The artist who is good for us is not just alternately attentive now to art, now to ethics (someone who is an artist at one moment and a man at another). The two movements belong to one instinct ( “They are one” (AS, 54). The artist who is good for us is the artist in whose work the good is served, period: the good in beauty, the good in ethics, thus the same thing served, thus never the service of one at the expense of the other. The answer, then, is Aristotelian: the real cause of art that is good for us is the character of the artist: it is virtue, a state of soul, “the state which makes a man good and which makes him do his own work well” (Eth. Nic., 1106a22).

There is no hope of correcting the imbalance except by or in people so disposed as to take on the whole burden of inner order. I had gone far enough in the paper to ask, Isn’t the disorder of the artist’s soul the key issue? Isn’t that the source of all the refuse? To which the answer is surely, Yes, that is where the work goes wrong. And given that, of what relevance is any urging of responsibility or truth or goodness on the artist?

The disordered soul does not recognize any reason to submit to artistic constraint. Urge the humanly good all you wish, the disordered soul is likely not listening, since the condition of disorder has set the priorities. And what grasp, in any case, does a chaotic or ailing soul have on truth or goodness? 

Maritain plainly states that it is only the “purified soul” (RA, ch. 2 §4) who can approach the task of art with the freedom he recommends: who can take on the artist’s task rightly, without risk, pursuing beauty alone, wholly serving his or her love. “Only the artist who consents to be a man, who is not afraid of morality, … enjoys the real gratuitousness of art” ( can indulge his sense of beauty without cost (AS, 106). The ordered soul is oriented to the good generally; that is what order in the soul means (you would not call a person attentive only to aesthetic beauty an ordered soul). The healthy soul, then, both has some idea of the good and does recognize a reason to submit, but since a well ordered soul is already properly oriented it does not need to submit. It does not see the ethically good as muscling the aesthetically good into submission, because it is the good in both, one and the same good, that it seeks. So the burning issue is not what guidelines or philosophy the artist accepts; it is the care of the artist’s soul.

The artist who is good for society is both an artist and a thriving, healthy human being … so he doesn’t come cheap. By all means correct our view of art, think of art as a ‘practice akin to humane and healthful farming’ intended to produce what is good for us: the task is a hundred times harder than farming since here the good fruits have to grow from the human soul ( “let the root of love be within, of this root can nothing spring but what is good” (Augustine, 504). But how to get it that way? Making that happen is the hardest thing we know. We will never have a healthy art world before we have thriving souls. One law governs all our activity: “strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life” (Mat 7:14). Today only a hero can serve both terms of the dichotomy. “Truth to tell,” says Maritain, “I believe it to be impossible outside Catholicism to reconcile in man … the rights of morality and the claims of intellectuality, art or science” (AS, 106). Our description of the hero is bound to be narrow. 

Will the “purified soul” produce works of selfish rage, etc.? Not usually, though in some part of its territory beauty surely lies close to its antithesis; the autonomous love of beauty will sometimes generate an inhuman result (the realms of good and evil are only yea distant). But in that case we are no longer talking about the ordered soul, but about a disoriented soul, seeking its way and either finding it via error or falling into deeper error.


In the end the answer to the question of the state of our art is biblical: art is ‘vanity’ ( its position “under the sun” subjects it always to disorder. Aesthetics is equally vanity. The hope that society might be served and art ‘cleaned up’ by a correct view of the artist’s task is blindness to where we are living. The state of art today is certainly not caused by any loss of Thomistic aesthetics (“Do not say, ‘Why were the former days better than these?’” ( Eccles 7:10), and neither are our present conditions ‘supported by’ the philosophy of Maritain. My earlier conclusion was quite false; it is not true that “introducing Maritain’s view of art into our world means volumes upon volumes of art whose understanding of beauty is tainted by its authors’ degraded and despairing perception of life.” Those volumes are guaranteed without any help from the philosophy of Maritain, which does not sanction what could be otherwise but describes what has to be.

Ethical badness is an unavoidable effect of artistic activity as a whole because art is human. What explains the state of art today is the condition of man, the place of evil in human life – “the devil,” says Maritain, “is not the least exacting overlord” (AS, 105). The problem of art in our time is always the same, always the old problem: the perfection of both the human being and the improvement of the culture, the soil in which the human being grows healthy to full stature. It makes no sense to turn accusingly upon the artist or the art world. The state of our art is always our collective failure in the perfection of human beings and the improvement of their world. “Artists have lost their functional relation with the rest of society” because of inborn inclinations and the society they have built. And is there any way of changing that except by our being good? “Fear God, and keep his commandments; for this is the whole duty of man” (Eccles 12:13). Which is to say, submit wholly to the good ( then “love and do what you will” (Augustine, 504).
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