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 Music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy. . . . music gives presentiment, 

inspiration of heavenly knowledge, and that which for spirit feels sensual in it, is the embodying 

of spiritual knowledge. (Beethoven
2
) 

 

 

Neurosciences, the New General Theory? 

This article is the result of a deep, longstanding, frustration. As an artist and scholar, I read a lot 

about art and related subjects and I am used to encountering quotations by philosophers such 

as Hegel, Nietzsche, Bachelard, Deleuze and others in the writings of art historians and theorists. 

Although philosophy is not art, it has a long tradition of thinking about aesthetics and art-related 

questions. But lately, I notice a newcomer in this discourse: increasingly more people are 

drawing from neurosciences as a source of argument. One should not be surprised to encounter 

science here, since it has become the ubiquitous dominant ideology and epistemology. 

Scientists have obviously become more confident in their ability to contribute to general 

intellectual discourse in the academy. This is not what irritates me. What irritates me is that 

current science being thoroughly reductionist and materialist, these related ideologies are 

applied to all questions—including art questions, unfortunately.  

Reductionism, positivism, scientific materialism . . . all point to the same overarching paradigm 

in modern science: science concerns itself only with what is observable, measurable, manifest, 

material, and so forth. A reductionist, for example, will regard all mental, psychological and 

cultural phenomena as resulting from the biochemical activity of the living body, or see all 

human behaviours and endeavours as mere new versions of basic instincts wired in the psyche 

since before we were Hominids. Positivism and materialism both hold that no causal factor can 

be found in something non material. These are fundamental postulates in science, which make 

sense, I suppose, as a basis for scientific epistemology: science indeed can only study what is 

measurable, quantifiable, observable. Consequently, one would expect science to focus on that 
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material, “positive,” part of the world that can be observed, dissected, etc. For the postulate is 

not reversible: I mean, we cannot syllogistically infer that science is proof that only the 

quantifiable and material actually exists. Unfortunately, we too often do encounter that slippery 

reasoning, under various disguises. And it is that slippage that bothers me. 

Scientific materialism (also called scientism sometimes) views consciousness, mind and spirit as 

simply emerging proprieties, resulting from the interaction of material (chemical or biological) 

components; all complex things being nothing more than the more or less random sum of their 

constitutive elements. This kind of reductionism is typical of the scientific method, and can be 

said to be “materialist” in so far as mind and consciousness are seen as essentially of a material 

nature and their interaction essentially obeys the laws of classical mechanics. The matter-spirit 

dilemma which has occupied philosophers for centuries, and of which Descartes is the most 

famous specialist, has finally been settled in favour of matter: there is no spirit, says the 

materialist scientist, there is only matter.3 Unfortunately, due to science’s ideological 

dominance over both the academy and society at large, this type of reductionist materialism is 

the dominant school of thought in contemporary knowledge. It now pervades philosophy and 

psychology and is at the heart of cultural theory. 

In that science-dominated world, neurosciences are doing well. Since the development of MRI, 

especially, great new discoveries are made every month in brain research, and unexpected 

answers to old questions are promoted. With the success of the neurosciences comes celebrity: 

academics as well as the general public want to be associated with them. In an amalgam both 

surprising and unconnected with Darwin’s theory of evolution, they have become our new 

founding myth. Neurosciences and natural selection now serve as the general and universal 

explanation of everything that makes us human: mind, consciousness, and our higher 

aspirations such as spirituality, poetry, philosophy, ethics, etc. And that general theory also, 

supposedly, explains the arts.  

Conversation with a Friend 

This reminds me of a conversation with a friend, an engineer and a great lover of scientific 

literature in general and the neurosciences in particular. My friend is also a serious meditation 

practitioner, and she was telling me how excited she was by recent neuroscientific research on 

meditative and other augmented states of consciousness experienced by Buddhist monks. 

Interestingly, with its tendency to regard all manifestations of ontological transcendence (such 

as spirit or God) as illusions, Buddhism seems actually quite compatible with science’s views . . . 

At some point in our conversation, my friend noticed that I did not seem to share her 

enthusiasm for the neuroscientific findings, and I explained that I understood her excitement 

and saw why she was interested in that kind of research, especially since it seemed to “prove,” 
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so to speak, the validity of Buddhist traditional knowledge about the brain, mind and 

consciousness. But for myself, I said, I am interested in a different dimension or aspect of mind 

and spirit: while neurosciences focus on the functioning of the brain, I am more curious about its 

contents. Oh, I am aware that one cannot separate entirely the how from the what, but at that 

point in the conversation it seemed an important distinction. What I meant by “contents” was 

the arts, literature, knowledge, philosophy, our personal biography, humanity’s history, our 

relationship with ourselves and others, our beliefs, imagination, psychoanalysis, and so forth. 

Current science deny any reality or relevance to those “contents,” which it sees as more or less 

randomly generated, or as some kind of epiphenomenal extension of brain functions that were 

originally related to the imperatives of our biological survival. No scientist today would dare 

explore the possibility that those “contents,” far from being random sub-products, could 

actually be the very reason why the brain works the way it does; in other words, the possibility 

that evolution might have had those higher contents as its finality.4 

My friend is excited by those recent discoveries because she recognises her own experience of 

meditation in neuroscience’s descriptions. But for myself, I see no reflection or 

acknowledgement of my experience with music and the arts when I read what the 

neurosciences say about them.  

Steven Pinker’s Article 

As I said, what really concerns me is when scientists apply scientific reasoning to deny the reality 

and existence of something that they are not able to observe in their laboratory. In itself, faulty 

reasoning of that kind should not be such a problem; after all, an epistemic mistake is just a 

mistake. But in the contemporary context, when science’s voice carries so much authority and 

ideological weight, the distortion has consequences. I will now discuss in details two concrete 

examples. 

The acclaimed language specialist and influential author Steven Pinker is a cognitive psychologist 

of international stature. His article “How Much Art Can the Brain Take?”5 is an excerpt from How 

the Mind Works,6 a book considered a classic. The focus of the article is the ubiquity of artistic 

activities across human cultures and times: why do humans give so much importance to 

“biologically trivial and futile” activities, inexplicable from the standpoint of evolution and within 

“the modern understanding of the brain as a biological organ shaped by the forces of 

evolution?” “Members of our species do mad deeds like living for their art and (in India) selling 

their blood to buy movie tickets. Why?” For Pinker, the answer is simple: artistic activities are 

related to the psychology of social status and the quest for pleasure. Indeed, “What better proof 
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that you have money to spare than your being able to spend it on doodads and stunts that don't 

fill the belly or keep the rain out but that require precious materials, years of practice, a 

command of obscure texts, or intimacy with the elite?”  

This hypothesis is not the least obvious to me. On the contrary, I would find it surprising that 

mere idleness or a mastery of “trivial and futile” activities might grant such evolutionary 

advantage that it became a dominant trait. We agree that wealth is a marker of status, and we 

know that one way of publicizing one’s opulence is to acquire artistic works and build 

architectural monuments decorated with complicated motifs. But the question that this raises, 

more logically, is why do arts have so much value? It is not, as Pinker suggests, why useless 

activities might be markers of status. Perhaps the arts are not so useless, actually. 

Pinker introduces his argument with this strange, yet authoritative affirmation: “To understand 

the psychology of the arts, we have to look at the phenomena with the disinterested eye of an 

alien biologist trying to make sense of the human species rather than as a member of the 

species with a stake in how the arts are portrayed.” This amounts to saying that only “objective” 

science can understand the arts, while someone who loves them, practices them or knows them 

well is too biased to understand what they are about. But how is it possible that knowing 

nothing about art and nothing about the human species would be a better guarantee of 

understanding than direct experience and specialised knowledge? It is like saying that in order 

to understand why people speak, it would be better not to know their language and not yourself 

be endowed with the faculty of speech. And add that what people say is irrelevant to 

understanding why they speak. If someone is not fluent in the language spoken, or is lacking the 

linguistic faculty altogether, they might be able to study how words are formed in the brain and 

retained in memory, but if one want to know why two individuals are conversing, it would be 

best to know what they are saying. No? If someone wants to know why a species has evolved 

speech and language, it might be important to have, yourself, some direct experience of 

language—if not, then you will need to have collected considerable and reliable data from 

speakers. 

Why the Arts, Music, Poetry? 

In his book Musicophilia,7 which is about music and the brain, the neurologist Oliver Sacks raises 

this very problem of the extraterrestrial biologist trying to study our behaviour. His book opens 

similarly to Pinker’s article: why is there art? Pinker writes: “Man does not live by bread alone, 

nor by know-how, safety, children, or sex. People everywhere spend as much time as they can 

afford on activities that, in the struggle to survive and reproduce, seem pointless. In all cultures, 

people tell stories and recite poetry. They joke, laugh, and tease. They sing and dance. They 

decorate surfaces.” In Musicophilia, Sacks examines music in particular, opening his preface this 

way: 
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What an odd thing it is to see an entire species—billions of people—playing with, listening to, 

meaningless tonal patterns, occupied and preoccupied for much of their time by what they call 

“music.”
 8

 

Right from the start, Sacks refers to literature: “This, at least, was one of the things about 

human beings that puzzled the highly cerebral alien beings, the Overlords, in Arthur C. Clarke’s 

novel Childhood’s End.”9 Then, in the following sentences, we see the Overlords, puzzled after 

hearing a concert on Earth, congratulating diplomatically the composer “on his ‘great 

ingenuity’—while still finding the entire business unintelligible.” Sacks goes on to say: “They 

cannot think what goes on in human beings when they make or listen to music, because nothing 

goes on with them. They themselves, as a species, lack music.” I suspect that without directly 

saying it, Sacks is responding here to Pinker’s absurd a priori, that only extraterrestrial biologists 

should be able to explain why humans make art. This idea is all the more plausible given that 

Sacks quotes Pinker’s article abundantly (and with a touch of irony) later in his preface to 

Musicophilia.  

Most scientists, including Pinker, are used to turning to Darwin to explain human behaviour. For 

materialist scientists, Darwinism is a central canon of reductionist orthodoxy. When materialist 

scientists want to know why humans do certain things, they look for adaptive reasons—which 

presupposes that any given trait is an improved version of a more primitive one in the animal 

realm. I am sure that Darwin’s theory is more sophisticated than that, but with the evolutionary 

explanation, everything seems to go back to two great forces: survival and genetic dominance. 

The idea is simple: if something has become part of our make-up, it can only be because that 

trait conferred on us an advantage, from a survival point of view, or to ensure the dominance of 

our genes over our individual and collective competitors. If a given trait was not helping us with 

one of those two basic needs, then it would not have been selected—it would just not exist. In 

an ironic turn, scientists have locked themselves in the narrowest reasoning: any current human 

quality or behaviour can only be explained by the way in which it has helped us to survive or 

reproduce. Any other explanation would be unscientific. 

So we should not be surprised to find explanations of that type as regards the arts. If they 

occupy such an important place in the human ethos, it is because they grant an important 

advantage in terms of evolution: the neuroscientist Daniel J. Levitin argues that they confer a 

greater sexual attraction,10 while for the ethologist Ellen Dissanayake, they are related to an 

earlier behaviour that contributed to social cohesion.11 Less scientific but just as materialist, the 

Marxist art historian A. Hauser sees the whole curve of art history and cultural development, 

from the Palaeolithic onwards, as a history of economy: i.e. artworks as markers of wealth and 
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status, and as vectors of commercial exchanges and technological development.12 Levitin, also a 

music lover, disagrees with Pinker’s assertion that music is useless and wants to believe that 

music had an adaptive and selective function: he suggests that music is related to the 

imperatives of sexual selection, which imply that individuals who are more able to seduce 

potential partners are also more likely to pass their genes on to the following generations. In all 

seriousness, Levitin offers the example of rock singers chased by groupies, to show that our love 

of song is like the birds singing to attract the opposite sex! If the idea might be scientific in some 

way, his example is unfortunately ridiculous.  

Wanting Pleasure 

But Pinker does not even bother to explore such possibilities: for him music and the arts are 

pointless and superfluous. Music is like an auditory cheesecake, he says: “We enjoy strawberry 

cheesecake, but not because we evolved a taste for it. We evolved circuits that gave us trickles 

of enjoyment from the sweet taste of ripe fruit, the creamy mouth feel of fats and oils from nuts 

and meat, and the coolness of fresh water. Cheesecake packs a sensual wallop unlike anything in 

the natural world because it is a brew of megadoses of agreeable stimuli which we concocted 

for the express purpose of pressing our pleasure buttons.” Here is where he explores the 

pleasure hypothesis, after his social status idea. What explains music, literature and the arts is 

what happens in the areas of the brain associated with pleasure: simply put, we find “shapes 

and colors and sounds and stories and myths” pleasurable—just like cheesecake and (don’t miss 

the comparison) pornography: “Pornography is another pleasure technology. At least to some 

extent, art may be a third.”  

It is only recently, with MRI technology, that we are able to observe in real time the 

electrochemical firings in parts of the brain associated with pleasure. This new technology gives 

us such amazing information that it has practically reinvented neuroscience, giving it a new 

prominence in medicine and psychology: like a new toy, everybody wants to use it for their own 

purpose, to the point where doctors have begun to warn against its overuse.13 To return to 

Pinker’s argument about the stimulation of pleasure areas and the arts, MRI makes visible live 

excitation patterns in the brain while areas of pleasure are stimulated. Remind me, how do we 

call this logical error again? In The Psychology of Science, Abraham Maslow calls it the law of the 

instrument: “I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat everything 

as if it were a nail." When the best machine we have measures stimulation of pleasure areas, I 

suppose it is tempting to regard everything in terms of pleasure excitation. 

But although we agree that status and pleasure play a part in art-related behaviours, neither the 

status argument nor the pleasure one holds. Too many artists are willing to sacrifice status to 

pursue their art in an authentic way: they are ready to decide consciously to make art that 

responds to their inner aspirations instead of art that might please the public more. As for 
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pleasure, we are obviously all sensitive to that, but if our only purpose in life (after survival) was 

to find pleasure, we would not have developed refined, complicated and difficult arts; we would 

have stayed with cheesecake and pornography, to use Pinker’s examples. In his article, he 

actually spends a lot of time on this argument: “When a rat has access to a lever that sends 

electrical impulses to an electrode implanted in its medial forebrain bundle, it presses the lever 

furiously until it drops of exhaustion, forgoing opportunities to eat, drink, and have sex.” He 

admits that we have never begun to implant electrodes directly in our pleasure centers, but says 

that people “have found ways to stimulate them by other means,” one of these being via the 

senses: “if the intellectual faculties could identify the pleasure-giving patterns, purify them, and 

concentrate them, the brain could stimulate itself without the messiness of electrodes or drugs. 

It could give itself intense artificial doses of the sights and sounds and smells that ordinarily are 

given off by healthful environments.” His rats example comes from a 1954 experiment 

performed by J. Olds and P. Milner. While rats are ready to make themselves starving and sick 

when you give them a button with which to stimulate directly the pleasure areas in their brain, 

we know that among human beings only addicts would do that. Many people, on the contrary, 

know how and are ready to forego the satisfaction of a need or a moment of pleasure in order 

to accomplish an artistic, intellectual or scientific task. 

Neurological Aspects of Beauty and Fiction 

In order to further consolidate the Darwinian explanation for our love, or need, of the arts, 

Pinker also remarks that “Many biologists believe that the geometry of beauty is the visible 

signal of adaptively valuable objects: safe, food-rich, explorable, learnable habitats, and fertile, 

healthy dates, mates, and offspring.” That we would consider places of easy living beautiful is 

obvious, but it is only a partial consideration of beauty. Are we not also deeply moved by the 

stars and the far reaches of the universe, by the vast expanses of desert and snowy heights, by 

the tiger’s solitude, all of which are invitations to self-transcendence and contemplation of the 

Absolute? 

Pinker also reflects on our insatiable interest in fiction. He sees it as a way to simulate life 

experiences that are not accessible to us from the comfort of our home. “Words can evoke 

mental images, which can activate the parts of the brain that register the world when we 

actually perceive it. Other technologies violate the assumptions of our perceptual apparatus and 

trick us with illusions that partly duplicate the experience of seeing and hearing real events.” 

Others technologies (than speech) create sensory illusions which allow our brain to stage our 

ego in events which appear real. “When the illusions work,” says Pinker, “there is no mystery to 

the question ‘Why do people enjoy fiction?’ It is identical to the question ‘Why do people enjoy 

life?’ When we are absorbed in a book or a movie, we get to see breathtaking landscapes, 

hobnob with important people, fall in love with ravishing men and women, protect loved ones, 

attain impossible goals, and defeat wicked enemies.” He adds: “Not a bad deal for seven dollars 

and fifty cents!” He goes on to compare our love of literature with our liking of gossip. 
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At a certain point in my reading, I could no longer ignore his tone of voice in the article: 

condescending, sarcastic, close to contempt. And I could not help but think that this tone 

discredited his scientific objectivity. When I read his prose, I get a sense of his own personal 

view on arts and literature: a dose of hostility, envy maybe, when he affirms, for instance, that 

“Every university has a faculty of arts, which usually dominates the institution in numbers and in 

the public eye.” Anyone associated with the academic system knows that this assertion is 

unwarranted. 

Towards the end, Pinker suggests that if we really want to understand the arts (“this strange and 

eternally fascinating quirk of the human brain”), “we cannot just exalt the finest examples.” He 

understands that “of course, there is far more to the arts than pressing our pleasure buttons 

and playing out lurid scenarios. Art can help us see the world in new ways, give us a sense of 

harmony with the cosmos, and allow us to experience the sublime.” But in order to really 

understand the phenomenon, “we have to look at the typical examples, and the mixture of 

motives that draws people to them.” Not repertory films and classical music, in other words, but 

blockbusters and pop songs. Not Tarkovsky but Christopher Nolan, not Pierre Boulez but Adele. I 

get that reasoning. Popular literature, cinema (and theatre earlier), music and images, i.e. those 

that ordinary people14 enjoy and on which they are ready to spend money and time, seem to 

play with our “ordinary” drives: sensory stimulation, adventure, merrymaking, and above all, 

eroticism and violence. The MRI images will show that the areas of the brain associated with 

pleasure are lighting up—nothing surprising here. But one should not mistake the symptom for 

the cause: everyone agrees that we seek pleasure. We seek pleasure in consumption, cars, 

travels, cooking, clothes, friendship. . . . Arts and literature also involve a kind of pleasure, and to 

understand them we have to understand what kind of pleasure in particular. In musical and 

cinematic works, no matter how popular or entertaining, I do not see primal regressions to our 

hominid origins; I see attempts to intensify experience. For artists themselves and those who 

appreciate finer, more difficult works, I see this attempt becoming an intentional quest. Now it 

is only logical that this experience to be intensified would be based on the person’s ordinary 

experience. And it is not surprising that the intensification would mainly be along the lines of 

eroticism and violence, and to relate that to the Darwinian scenario of reproduction, sex, 

survival and violence. But in saying that, we do not answer the question “why art,” or “what is 

art,” but simply explain art’s contents—an explanation that amounts to saying: “art is made of 

human components.” Well, well. 

I am not a neuroscientist, so I would not know if Pinker’s basic data were inaccurate. But the 

places where he is mistaken and misleads us are places that do not belong to his discipline. First, 

his triumphant and contemptuous tone reveals a bias toward the epistemic superiority of 

science over other forms of knowledge: he does not seem to entertain the possibility that 

disciplines of knowledge might complement each other; he seems to think, rather, that the 

other disciplines are lower forms of knowledge. Then, there is the slippage in his reasoning: 
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from a question on the origins of artistic activities from an evolutionary standpoint, to the 

function of art, the “why” of art. In biology especially, the origin of something—an organ, say—

is not the same as its function. To determine the origin of a given trait in a species is absolutely 

not an answer to its purpose or raison d’être. Actually, this confusion is typical of reductionism: 

to reduce a highly complex phenomenon to the simple original elements that it is originally built 

on. Since we cannot find anything concerning the meaning of life by looking the structure of the 

amino acid through a microscope, are we allowed to conclude that life has no meaning? It is like 

confusing the brain and the mind, something neuroscientists should know well to avoid. The 

neurosciences can describe the functioning of the brain, but cannot determine the finality of the 

human mind, let alone the nature of human experience. They can describe things, not explain 

them. Neuroscience does not replace philosophy.  

The Australian Philosopher 

And yet . . . Speaking of philosophy, I recently came across an interview with the Australian 

philosopher Elizabeth Grosz, who has taught in various universities in the USA.15 The article, 

“The Creative Urge”16, is available on the Internet and widely quoted. In the introduction, it says: 

“[Grosz] ponders the very nature of creativity and the creative impulse in all human beings, and 

she draws on philosophical models, particularly those of the French theorists Deleuze and 

Guattari, in order to speculate about the ‘origins’ of art and architecture.” The subject of the 

interview intersects Pinker’s article: “I wanted to think in the most elementary way possible, in 

the most basic, simple way possible, what are the raw materials or conditions of art 

universally?”, explains Grosz. And right from the start, these universal “raw materials of 

conditions of art” are, very simply (simplistically?), creativity: “Creativity in its most general 

sense, so anything ranging from architecture to painting to dance to music to literature, in any 

form whatsoever. So, in other words, this impulse to a kind of useless but pleasurable 

creativity.” Two sentences and already two unsupported a priori: that art is essentially about 

creativity, and that creativity is an impulse to a kind of useless creativity. Would she make a 

similar affirmation if we were to look at creativity in science, philosophy or business? Like 

imagination, reflection, or thought itself, as a matter of fact, creativity is a general faculty of the 

human mind. If it is reasonable to associate art and creativity, creativity is far from exclusively 

reserved to art; nor is it a defining component of art, as shown by the psychologist 

Csikszentmihalyi in his book Creativity,17 a much more complex and nuanced discourse on 

creativity, by the way, than the reductionist papers that I am discussing here. Let’s remind 

ourselves that some artworks are not about creativity—when artworks do not innovate formally 

or conceptually, for instance, or when they are part of an effort to continue or preserve 
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established traditions without altering them. But Grosz’s superficial handling of creativity 

bothers me less than her qualifying artistic creativity as “an impulse to a kind of useless but 

pleasurable activity.” As a philosopher, Grosz endorses here a reductionist approach imported 

from science, obeying the orthodoxy of her times. Grosz hitches philosophy to science’s 

locomotive—something that never ceases to disconcert me, as traditionally, it had been the 

opposite: philosophy showing the trail to scientific development. 

Grosz’s general idea on art amounts to this: “Art is the revelry in the excess of nature, but also a 

revelry in the excess of the energy in our bodies”—an excess of energy that is related to 

sexuality. She, like Pinker, anchors her reasoning in Darwin’s two instinctual forces: “Darwin 

talks about two fundamental processes that regulate all of life; one is natural selection and the 

other is sexual selection. Natural selection is about survival, and sexual selection, for him, is 

largely about reproduction or about sexual seduction.” Pinker had said: “A Darwinian would say 

that ultimately organisms have only two [goals]: to survive and to reproduce.” For some 

unfathomable reason, Grosz and Pinker agree that the entire world of the human mind can only 

be made of a combination of two things, survival and reproduction, which Darwin identified as 

the engines of evolution. Applied to art, it goes like this in Grosz’s thinking:  

And what I think is the origin of art, basically, is that impulse to seduction. So I take it that all 

forms of art are a kind of excessive affection of the body, or an intensification of the body of the 

kind which is also generated in sexuality. So it’s something really fundamentally sexual about art, 

about all of the arts, even though they’re very sublimated. What art is about is about the 

constriction of the materials, so the materials then become aestheticised or pleasurable. The 

pleasure of those materials has to do with the intensification of the body. So this impulse to art is 

to not make oneself seductive but to make oneself intense, and in the process to circulate some 

of that eros that would otherwise go into sexuality. 

This notion of art as erotic phenomenon reminds me of Wilhelm Reich’s psychoanalytical views 

and could lead us in the direction of art being associated with an emotional and spiritual 

impulse. Or it could go in the direction of Bergson’s élan vital. But instead, Grosz brings us back 

to Darwin when she remarks that “we’re not the first artists and we’re perhaps not even the 

greatest artists, we humans.” “We take our cue from the animal world”—“It’s the striking 

beauty of flowers, it’s the amazing colour of birds, it’s the songs of birds.” For her, the origin of 

art is essentially “that excess which, I think, is linked to sexuality rather than to creation or 

production directly,” and which has been bequeathed to us from species to species throughout 

the evolution of life on earth. 

Reductionist ideas about art are common, despite the fact that they lead us to saying that art is 

useless, trivial, just a kind of sophisticated variation on the two most fundamental themes in 

human life: survival and reproduction. But how is it less essentialist and totalizing to affirm such 

a thing than many a proposal on the spiritual nature of art or art’s association with some 

invisible realm, which cultural theorists so despise? Why is a generalization allowed here and 

denounced there? The reason is not to be found in some correctness of the argument, but 

rather in a case of ideological correctness, i.e. the agreement between the ungrounded claim 
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and the dominant orthodoxy. Before the scientific era, one was allowed to make a great number 

of claims based on theological premises. If our claim was in keeping with Christian orthodoxy, 

we did not need much more than that in terms of argumentation: Christian theology was 

already proven. The current situation in contemporary academy resembles that time, with the 

difference that scientific materialism has replaced Christian theology. 

I picked those two articles (Pinker and Grosz), both of them widely circulated and quoted on the 

Internet, because they are good examples of a dominant trend: reductionism, materialism, 

related to the prevailing scientist ideology. But there is nothing scientific about these ‘isms’—

“scientific” in the noble sense of the term. Science admits that it is limited to the study and 

formalization of the visible and manifest world. One might want to argue that both of these 

articles are somewhat unusual in the overall work of these specialists: we could possibly 

consider them as opinion pieces rather than scientific papers. Actually, that is exactly what 

troubles me so much, that casualness in their remarks, the way they feel permitted to assert 

anything about the nature of art and the artistic experience—even though it largely ignores and 

contradicts what many artists have said about their field.18 This shows whose arguments are 

authoritative, and in both cases we see the same thing: scientific materialism and its corollary, 

reductionism, as the current dominant ideology. 

Externalizing an Increasingly Complex and Complexifying Inner World 

As their brain capabilities and consequently their reflective awareness and mental activity 

increased, humans have felt an increasing need to externalize an inner world that was always 

becoming more intense and more complex—that inner world composed of emotions, both 

simple and complex, ideas of all kinds, intuitions and reflections. Facial expressions, language 

and the arts seem to me like the sophisticated means that were developed to communicate the 

contents of our minds and express subjective experiences like these, contents otherwise 

impossible to transmit. Some kind of externalization of this inner content was necessary for 

community, culture, technology and society to exist. Beyond simple expression and 

communication, the arts and all kinds of languages, whose diversity is almost infinite, are also 

means to master those contents and augment them, to actualize and give material form and 

existence to intuitions and imaginary possibilities that otherwise would remain vague. Human 

individuals work with materials, words, sounds and their own body to imagine and reflect upon 

that invisible, that unknown, that not-yet-created which is constantly surging through our 

imagination. In human cultural development, the arts came before science and philosophy, both 

of which rest upon skills and faculties (symbolization, imagination, abstract thought) that the 

arts helped develop.19 

                                                           
18

 I am thinking of Barnett Newman’s article “The First Man Was an Artist,” originally published in Tiger's 
Eye 1 (October 1947): 59-60. Available online at http://venetianred.net/2008/10/10/barnett-
newman%E2%80%94the-first-man-was-an-artist/. Consulted 15 January 2014.  

19
 For a detailed analysis of how the arts help develop the general faculties of the mind, see Eliot W. 

Eisner, The Arts and the Creation of the Mind (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). 

http://venetianred.net/2008/10/10/barnett-newman%E2%80%94the-first-man-was-an-artist/
http://venetianred.net/2008/10/10/barnett-newman%E2%80%94the-first-man-was-an-artist/
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With regard especially to our musical skills, Oliver Sacks relates that “Darwin himself was 

evidently puzzled, as he wrote in The Descent of Man: ‘As neither the enjoyment nor the 

capacity of producing musical notes are faculties of the least use to man . . . they must be 

ranked among the most mysterious with which he is endowed’.”20 I am glad to hear that Darwin 

thought music was a mystery in terms of evolution. I do not dispute the ideas on the origin of 

arts and the avenue of adaptation: after all, our musical brain may well have developed from 

parts of the same apparatus as bird singing. We know that nature does not generate new 

systems or functions ex nihilo; rather, it tends to start from what is already available. All our 

higher mental and psychological faculties may originate from a remote, primitive past, but 

nature can make quantum leaps and generate entirely new attributes that surpass qualitatively 

the simple sum of their original components. Reflexive consciousness, imagination, abstract 

thought—and all that Heisenberg, following Goethe, called “the creative forces”21—are such 

new attributes in the animal realm. As regards the symbolic function, Lascaux, Homer’s Odyssey 

and Stonehenge are clearly breaks, calling for faculties of the mind unknown until then. I 

imagine that these faculties were composed of primitive skills rewired, but they were new 

nevertheless. 

I do not understand why the most advanced academic cultures, such as cultural theory and 

philosophy, are ready to defer to reductionist materialism, a scientific paradigm. Perhaps 

philosophers in the past have failed to recognize some scientific discoveries that turned out to 

be accurate and the entire profession developed some kind of inferiority complex before 

science. Perhaps philosophers envy the “hardness” and “pureness” of scientific knowledge, 

compared to their own theories’ “softness” and intricacies. In any event, we let science invade 

the entire terrain of serious knowledge and are quick to apply its epistemology to all questions. 

But if no one reminds scientists about the epistemological and methodological limitations of 

their approach, and which questions are their province and which are beyond their purview, 

they—some of them at least—will continue to venture arrogantly onto ground where their 

methodology is not appropriate and to bully researchers in other fields of knowledge. And here, 

I am not criticizing science itself; on the contrary, I think its method is admirable, its success 

remarkable, and many scientists know how to make the necessary distinctions. No, the 

individuals I am speaking to are those who, today, give a Steven Pinker or a Richard Dawkins the 

last word on what constitutes our humanness. 

                                                           
20

 Oliver Sacks, Musicophilia, 10. 

21
 Werner Heisenberg, Reality and Its Order (1942), http://werner-heisenberg.unh.edu/t-OdW-

english.htm. Consulted 15 January 2014.  

http://werner-heisenberg.unh.edu/t-OdW-english.htm
http://werner-heisenberg.unh.edu/t-OdW-english.htm

