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Different meanings of autonomy regarding  art

Autonomy, of course, can mean  several different things regarding art, s the diversity of contributions to this conference clearly indicated it. All of these different meanings and approaches have their non-autonomy counterpart, as Table 1 shows. In all approaches both the autonomy and the dependent views existed for a long time and they are with us even now. 

Social autonomy

Art is autonomous regarding social life: is has its own laws and it is never a simple mirror of social forces. This is the idea professed by different versions of the  1’art pour l’art idea, and it is even mirrored in otherwise social and community based approaches to literature like the ‘autonomous principle’ idea of literature promulgated by János Horváth a leading Hungarian theoretician of literature in the mid-twentieth century. The basic proposal of the late theory was that literature has its own laws or own form of communication that  cannot be reduced to other aspects of communal life.

      The idea of social autonomy is inherently or even openly challenged by the different milieu based interpretation of art, and of course, most visibly in mid-twentieth century by proponents of a Marxist historical approach to art.

        The debate regarding this type of autonomy mainly concentrates on the issue of determinism: what determines changes of art, and its status in society.  

Functional  autonomy

    Another possible type of autonomy  is autonomy regarding the function of art in the life of the community and the individual. One could rephrase a Kantian approach to aesthetics and claim that the issue of beauty and non-instrumental use is a critical problem for biologically oriented theories of art. One can propose than that art has its own functions that have no direct relation to adaptation and sexual selection, while it may still have broader function such as practicing categorizations (Sebeok, 1969), contributing to a tonic balance of higher neural activity as proposed by  followers of Berlyne, 1971 (Martindale, 1990, Cupchik and László, 1992). 

          The critical opponent for this type of autonomy claim would suggest that art has to have an immediate transparent adaptive function. The functional autonomy  claims in these debates are usually associated with claims regarding autonomy in the structure of the human mind. 

Architectural autonomy

· There is a third of autonomy claim that should be my main concern here, namely autonomy in the sense of art being related to independent processing systems in the human mind and brain. Roughly conceived this idea would suggest two possible but necessarily contradicting ideas about mental architecture  and the  cognitive foundations of art.

· A. Art is a special form of cognition that is relatively independent of other forms of cognition. Therefore, the unfolding of art (art history) is a  saga about the recognition of this autonomy.

· B. Art is part of a decomposed view of cognition. Art  might relate to different aspects of experience, not necessarily to one single aspect. Therefore, the history of art is a history of experimenting about which aspects of (visual) cognition to connect to artistic expression.  

         In the following pages the main references will be made to version B. However, regarding their opponents, these two architectural claims are rather similar. Both  figure that art has  along history of struggle for independence, and this is true not only in the social and functional realms, but regarding the proper vision of our mental architecture as well. The opponent is the generalizing vision of the mind that presided over art history in the form of emphasizing penetrability and dependence of perceptual organization on knowledge factors as represented by authors like Gombrich (1960). 


      Let us take a closer look at the different versions of  the modular claim regarding the architecture of the mind and try to see how they could be, and indeed are  applied them to art ! 




Modularity and the issue of interactions between knowledge systems 

The modular approach to the mind provides one of the basic present day frameworks to study human cognition. Over its career of 30 years a basic frame with the features was developed following Fodor’s (1983) original proposals regarding mental architecture. Modules are supposed to be domain specific systems of information processing that carry out computations over special aspects of incoming information. In general, there is a division within  the modular view on how specific these modules should be (e.g. a modular system for from vision, or rather, separate modules for triangles, squares , circles and so on.) However, even with these divisions kept in mind there is a general consensus that  domain specificity covers not only elementary features like colors, shapes and so on, but higher and more specific domains as well like face perception, number sense, word retrieval and so on. Domains and modules, thus, extend to areas that were preserved as domains of higher order cognition (for an overview see Hirshfeld and  Gelman, eds., 1994). 

The features of modular systems as outlined by Fodor (1983) are seemingly rather simple ones, as summarized in Table 1 together with the arguments for their postulation.

Table 1: Some features of modular systems as proposed by Fodor (1983)  

	Basic feature  
	Arguments

	Automatic, mandatory processing 
	Ambiguity: activation  of irrelevant meanings 

	Fast, reflex like 
	They are activated early on in processing, and act stupidly  

	Encapsulation 
	Modules are insensitive to other processors: only interact on the output level

	Domain specificity
	Only process relevant information is considered

	Innateness
	They are activated early on during individual development 


On the whole, during the last decade three different versions of cognitive processing regarding modularity did emerge, as indicated in Table 2.  Each of these conceptions has its own counterpart regarding the architectural organization of art that I will label as Primacy of Autonomy, All Encompassing Autonomy, and the Cross-talk Between Modules view. 

Table 2 Three different conceptions regarding the relationships between modules and general cognition (modified form Pléh, 2000) 

GPS= General Problem Solver

	Conception 
	Architectural ideas for vision
	Vision of art 
	Main proponent/ for art

	Modules AND general cognition 
	Early vision  followed by GPS and concepts  
	Art vacillates between modular and GPS based  
	Fodor, 1983, Humphrey, 1999

	ONLY modules
	All of vision is decomposed  
	Schools of art capture different aspects of representation 
	Sperber, 2000, Zeki, 1999a,b

	ONLY general cognition 
	Overall architectures and interactions  
	Art arises as a crosstalk between functional modules 
	Elman, Bates et al. , 1996


The primacy of autonomy view

The general outline both of processing and of individual development according to this view (Figure 1) assumes that autonomy is the starting point and this is being followed by interaction, that is by the penetration of background knowledge into processing.

Figure 1 A simple modular view of processing
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These assumptions made some more or less explicit claims about  organization in their respective fields: the knowledge based (top-down) effects were assumed to be more loosely organized and later appearing everywhere as Table 2. suggests.

Table 2: Comparison of modular and General Knowledge Based Components in different fields 

	modular   
	Knowledge based 

	                         Processing (short times) 

	Early 
(< 100 ms) components            
	Late  
(>200 ms) components

	                             Ontogenetic development

	Early maturation (infancy) 
	Late maturation (e.g. preschool)

	                   Evolutionary- historical development 

	Evolutionary origin (millions of years), universal 
	Cultural (< 30.00 years), learned, variable 


In this view autonomy is followed by interaction (knowledge effects). For the arts, this attitude would see an interesting almost circular development where again autonomy would be already present at the initial (starting) stages, than it would loose its autonomy by the cultural development of knowledge based or knowledge penetrated systems, and the later development of modern art could be seen as an attempt to regain its innocence.


This view was most clearly proposed by Nicolas Humphrey (1999) in a claim to the effect that one key to understand specificities of early art is to analyze the relationships between different types  of representations. Humphrey (1999) goes against the accepted view. According to the received view both for regarding prehistory and regarding the birth of graphic representations in children language and visual representations are but symptoms of a general increase in representation abilities. Cave art in this view is taken as evidence for language and other symbolic abilities, and in children, according to the influential theory of Piaget (1946) distantiated, deferred linguistic coding, dreams and graphic symbols are the symptoms of the emergence of a general representation ability.


According to Humphrey, however, the earliest art is characterized by 

the fact that visual representation is not influenced by language. This is why, according to him, the first representations  in cave art would be so naturalistic, especially compared to later drawings say in Egyptian art.  The first prehistoric artists would try to portray visual representation in their natural appearance.  “the makers of these works of art ma actually have had distinctly pre-modern minds, have been little given to symbolic thought. Have had no great interest in  communication … Cava art, so far from being the sign of a new order of mentality, may perhaps better be thought the sang-song of the old “ (Humphrey, 1999, p. 1). The style of this representation seems to be modular in two respects: it is sensual and not-conceptual, and it is restricted to a given domain namely animals. According to Humhprey this latter feature might suggest that early language at that age was constrained to humans, and early graphic representations would only be grounded in the animal, non-verbalized domain.  


The idea that this would suggest that this early, modular, autonomous art would be untouched by language comes from an analogy. According to Humphrey, cave art shows many similarities to drawings by an autistic talent, Nadia as described by Sacks (1995).   This child was not able to speak while she was making strikingly naturalistic drawings. Her situation, however, deviated form that of our cave artist ancestors: by being tutored by professional teachers, her drawings started to obey accepted canons of scholarly drawings, thereby losing their fresh strictly visual  character.


Historic art as we know it, starts from conceptually penetrated shematic representations and then at least in our culture,  struggles to regain the original autonomy. This view is in line with the ideas that claim for a reorganization of the mind with the birth of culturally mediated representations, and an important aspect of artistic development would be a conscious effort to regain this innocence and  autonomy, as portrayed in Figure 2.  Historically, art would first develop in the direction of portraying late integrative processes of visual experience that are influenced by  experience, language and concepts. Much later on, however, from impressionism on art would  try either to regain its autonomy  from conceptual representations by trying to target on earlier phases of processing, or to thematize this very embededness into conceptual knowledge from cubism on (see about this latter interpretation Hintikka, 1975).  Art would have  a genuinely cultural history. On the architectural level, that is indicated by the idea that the biological processing system is supplemented by a more flexible social system. And the genuine social history would be a shifting balance between trying to grasp in art the internal. Modular components of vision, or trying to render visual experience in its integrity as it relates to meaningful, experience and language infiltrated representations.   

Figure 2. Three stages in the development of art regarding autonomy 





(








(  graphic representation 



Prehistoric (cave) art

      


 



(






(

(  graphic representation


Historic art 


        






stages
       (  graphic representation

              (

  (
 

(




Graphic representation 

Modern art  

All Encompassing Autonomy


Some approaches do claim a more integral claim that all cultural activities and culturally mediated representations as well are organized in a strictly modular way. Even interpretation and other inferential processes usually allocated to some non-modular General Problem Solver would be assigned to dedicated modules, though these modules would be dedicated to rather peculiar tasks such as conversational inferencing, problem solving and the like (see Pléh, 2000 for a review). 



There are two strong versions of this vision of the human mind. One is an evolutionary ultra-modular theory. Barkow, Cosmides, and Tooby (1992) as well as Pinker (1997) put it, the human mind is basically an assembly of a large list of specific adaptations, i.e. evolutionary modules that serve special domains and adaptational problems. This approach has its own critics. Fodor (200) most naturally takes issue with ultra-modukar view of the adaptatiponist tehories and claims that there is still need for a central processor that would give coherence to the orchestra of modules. Tomasello (1999), on the other hand claims that rather than postulating a long series of special adaptations in hominid evolution, we may get away with postulating one single central modular adaptation, something like the ability to attribute thought and therefore an inner life to others.  



The other ultra-modular view is professed by neuroscientists. Zeki (1999b)  proposes among many others such a view for the visual world. Visual representation would be the composite result of a large number of modular processes. Art in this vision would be a series of attempts to render different aspects of the variety of this multitude of processing. There would be no privileged type of representation for art to grasp. The artist would be peculiar in the sense that he would be trying to grasp processes and representations that are normally not available to conscious experience. Otherwise, however, art and science would be doing similar things: trying to decompose the complexities of visual experience. „artists are in some sense neurologists, studying the brain with techniques that are unique to them, but studying unknowingly the brain and its organization nevertheless” (Zeki, 1999b, p. 10). Art would thus be the unfolding of a bioprogram, with its special, if you like, autonomous methods.   


Zeki (1999a) even goes on to claim that there is a linguistic parallelism regarding the issues taken to be central between the traditional worries of artists, art historians and present day neuroscientists. Art is a special effort to gain insight into the components of visual experience, and into how the brain constructs or computes the stabilities of the world. 


As an actual proposal for art, this approach provides us with  a rather peculiar image. Zeki tries to show that different artist were experimenting with the depiction of different modular components of vision, such as movement, color, shape, shading, and the like.  For each neural mechanism isolated, he tries to find an artist who was claiming the autonomy of this given visual feature. It is an interesting exercise, it is hard to see, however, any structure to the entreprise. Art would be an ethernal struggle to gain insight into the constancies of visual experience in an ever changing   visual world. 


Ramachandran and Hirstein (1999) along the same line, came up with more concrete proposals about the place of art in a modular view of the world. Basically, they claim that there are some simple economic laws of visual organization that make art possible. One is a preferential shift towards non prototypical cases of a category. That would explain schematization processes in art. A second principle favors grouping that may explain not only proportional features of visual art, but the emergence of representative art altogether. A third one is the preference for the increased activation in a single module. That latter one would explain the birth of ‘abstract art’. 

Cross-talk Between Modules  
The approach of  Mithen (1996) takes the opposite position compared to Zeki (199a,b) though he does not deal too much with structural aspects of visual art, rather with the estimated original functions of art. In his vision about hominid development, millions of years of increasing modularization were replaced in the last 100.00 years with a cross-talk between modules. The specificity of the human mind is a new cross-talk between modules that allows for flexibility and creativity. 

According to Mithen (1996) human language and many other inventions may actually have resulted from a loosening of boundaries between encapsulated modules, rather then from strengthening them. This line of thought supports the idea that all human specificities emerge by necessity as the result of an interaction between different "intelligences".

 The multiplicity of modules is followed by a new age of fluidity.
The view of Mithen regarding crosstalk between modules is in line with the image of hominid development proposed by Tomasello (1999). According to him the crucial aspect of this evolution is not an accumulation of many small modular adaptations, but a a central modular change involving Theory of Mind, social interpretation, and social learning. This would correspond to the idea of fluidity among the great modules proposed by Mithen. 

Mithen postulates four great modular systems he calls intelligences.:

· Natural history intelligence deals with animals and plants

· Technical intelligence deals with human artifacts

· Social intelligence deals with the behavior, emotions and mental contents of others 

· Language deals with influencing the behavior of fellow humans 

Table 3 shows how the different human systems emerge as the combination of the different modules.

Table 3: Fluid cross-talk between intelligences and specific human  behaviors

	Human form 
	Natural 
	Technical
	Social 
	Linguisttic 

	Humor: animals as humans  
	      *
	
	       *
	     *

	Metaphore: artifacts as animals 
	       *
	   
	      *
	     *

	Prejudice: other humans as animals 
	      *
	
	         *
	     *

	Art: signs made from templates to represent animals 
	      *
	      *
	         *
	








*

For the art theoretician and for the artist this multiplicity of approaches to autonomy that relate the concept to modularity might not be too relaxing. In my view, however, the different approaches are not necessarily exclusive. While the modular ones   concentrate on the structural organization of art, the 

cross-talk approach mainly concentrates on its function. Certainly , interesting new developments could be expected in the coming decade that would contribute to a general biological understanding of art in the framwork og human mental architecture. 
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