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Epistemologicd |dentities of Art

In book 3 of Plato’s Republic, Socrates establi shes distinctions between beauty
and truth. It would seam that one major classfication of art could be viewed as a
synthesis of these two important human values. “There ae many beautiful things, but not
a[beauty] itself or a[pure] form of beauty itself... is there one of these many beautiful
things that won't also appea ugly?’ (Plato 144). The synthesis occurring in this classof
art is between the perception of the sensain awork and the @mncepts that relate to human
truth, aroad down which ead participant has traveled and is led through participation
with these works. Michelangelo’s “daves’ are perfed examples of beautifully rendered
figures, horribly encapsulated and trapped within their blocks of stone. It should be
argued that regardlessof the reasons the pope’ s commisson was not caried out, the truth
uncovered at this gage of the atistic processwas more diredly reveded than in the
intended product of “completed” sculptures. Beauty also exists as a unique truth for eah
individual at eadr moment. This clasgficaion of art seeks metaphysicd truth, and thus,
its artists are dso philosophers.

Another classfication of art would seam to apply to various works of increasing
number that draw increasing attention—for example, the painting of the virgin mother,
Mary in the Brooklyn Museum of Art’s infamous 2000exhibit. Thisiswhat a
contemporary philosopher, Habermas, terms communicaive adion. The work maintains
the motive of communication that isa component of the first classof art, but rather than
being concerned with what is, its concerns lie between what is and what is not, Socrates
definition of conjedure. In Habermas' terms, it is apparent that this classfication of art
would also necessarily embracediplomacy and brave politicd dedsions as performance
art. Asuming that the human spirit isindomitable and undefeaable, this art leads
individuals and the masses to draw logicd conclusions about human rights, including the
rightsto freespeed, religion, and liberty over one’s physica and incorpored
possessons. For the atist attempting to adively communicae into the experience of a
percever, “The importance of that experienceis not what man leans from it, but in that
he experiencesit” (Rand 38. Eddie Adams infamous Vietham photo agrees with this
caegorizaion.

Finaly, there would sean to be athird classof artwork that implicitly signifies
communicaion between artist and participants, with no referenceto itself (or truth to
itself). This clasgficaion in part is made up of the atwork that is produced by artists for
profit as their primary interest. The reason thisis possble today is that investors, more
than metaphysicdly enthused petrons, subsidizethe ats and various artists in particular.
The works produced for thisinvestment trade ae handy crafts, but also as sgnifiers of
value, they remain art in the strictest sense.

“...[A] man has observed the moods and pleasures of the assembled many and
multifarious concerning peinting, music, or even paliti cs, and then considers it wisdom?
If a man consorts with the many and makes them his masters more than is necessary by



Dammer, 2

displaying his poetry or other worksto them, or his srviceto the aty, then the [excessve
forceof the aowd] will forcehim to do whatever they approve. Have you ever heard
such aman give an argument for the true goodnessand beauty of this that wasn’t utterly
contemptible? (Plato 156

Art for the masses (as opposed to art foremost from the atist) isits own truth.
Unfortunately, the redity of these works is not even achieved if successully purchased
and hoarded by deders and colledors. The fortunate atwork that is exeauted and
adhieves the truth inherent to this artistic dassis the state of affairs in everyday politics
and bureaucragy at al levels. Thisisthe status quo that defines our human planet. Asa
dired representation of redity with no transformation or integration of perception and
cognition, this form of truth isthe primary constitutient of what every person experiences
every day of their lives. It isthis gatus quo upon which the metaphysicd and
communicaive dasses of art ad as they continually strive to transform—and in many
cases, diredly improve—that redity.

Only the last classof art, untransformed redity in both exeauted and unadchieving
forms, can be onsumed. The metaphysica and communicaive classes of art build on
thisand as such, their message is a memorable and insightful transformation of the base
material redity. As such, these works cannot ever be destroyed, but remain accessble to
the human spriit as long as our colledive memory persists.
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