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Preface [20 the First Edition]

This essay, as well as others, had its origin in a course given
at the University of Rome in the session 1927-1928. But those
who have been acquainted with my writings and thought, even if
only since the year 1909, when I published the few pages en-
titled The Absolute Forms of the Spirit, will easily see that the
present work is the result of more than twenty years of study
and meditation. In fact, the esthetic problem has been ever
present in all my philosophical works; and a more special clue
to my point of view was already hinted at in my monograph
Feeling and in my article “Art” in the Enciclopedia Italiana.

I do not mean by this that I have always held to what the
reader will find in this essay. To say that would somehow be in
glaring contradiction with the doctrine here expounded. I would
rather say that, by delving more deeply into this problem, I
gained, quite naturally, a more profound insight into all the
problems of my philosophy. For philosophy has this peculiarity:
it does not raise problems which, once each has been solved, can
be put away and forgotten.

This is meant to be a book of philosophy. I made it clear even
on the title page in order to warn the worthy literary critics of
the daily press® that this book is not for them. I am fully aware
that esthetics in Italy is in their hands; and I do not object to

* “Della terza pagina.” See Translator’s Introduction, note 88. (The
translator’s footnotes are indicated by letters; the author’s by numbers.)
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this, for I am convinced that they are able to say interesting
things very gracefully. But, with all due respect, I venture to
suggest that their esthetics is not philosophy, at least not serious
philosophy.”

Gliovanni] G[entile]
Forte dei Marmi
September 1930

® The first edition reads: “nemmeno la filosofia delle quattro parole”
(not even the philosophy of the four words). See Translator’s Introduc-
tion, note 89. In the second edition, from which we are translating, the
phrase was changed to read: “almeno di quella [filosofia] che sappia il
fatto suo.”




[Prefczce to the Second Edition]

This book was first published in 1931 and is reappearing
twelve years later. Meanwhile a school edition, containing textu-
ally the most important chapters, was several times reprinted
from 1934 to 1942 and widely circulated. In 1934 the book
was translated into German and published by Junker and Dunn-
haupt in Berlin. It has gone a long way and this is not the place
to discuss the difficulties it encountered among the general public
—difficulties arising primarily from the fact that doctrines simi-
lar to mine, but much easier to understand and deal with, had
earlier been so popularized as to become almost commonplace
in the current literary culture. My book was meant to be a work
of Esthetics, but more particularly a work of Philosophy; and as
such, I believe, it has influenced thinking both in Italy and
abroad more than I had at first expected. I am gratified by the
hope that it will continue to exert this influence. For this reason
I have agreed to publish this second edition for which I have
carefully revised the text in order to eliminate some lapsus
memoriae originally resulting from hastiness and to make my
exposition as clear and accurate as I possibly could.

I must sincerely say that I reread the revised text with a great
deal of satisfaction—the kind of satisfaction experienced on
reading a book, however modest, born of inspiration. Few, in
fact, were the superfluities I discovered and eliminated; and
having done this, I am confident that the book can, more so now
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than in the past, attract readers and deepen the meaning of

certain fundamental problems of philosophy and life and, thus,

retain honorably its place in the Italian literature of this century.
Gliovanni] Glentile]

Florence

November 5, 1943



INTRODUCTION

THE PROBLEM OF ART







The Humanity of Art

1. Curiosity and Problem

The problem of the nature of art was not invented by philos-
ophers, not at least by those generally considered to be philos-
ophers by profession. Philosophers do not invent problems. They
merely concern themselves with those which arise naturally in
the minds of all men and which are clearly felt as fundamental
needs of the spirit—needs demanding a satisfaction capable of
freeing our minds of the discomfort which accompanies every
problem.

For this reason a philosophical problem is not the result of
mere curiosity, for curiosity is something accidental; it may or
may not arise; it may last and stimulate man’s mind until he is
able to free himself of it. Or it may quickly diminish and im-
perceptibly fade away. A philosophical problem, on the contrary,
is a necessity springing from the very nature of human thought.
Consequently, thought is always faced by problems which it can
neither avoid nor silence without solving them, or at least with-
out believing that it has solved them.

And since necessity is a characteristic of philosophical thought,
every real problem which cannot be avoided or solved is a
philosophical problem, whether it arises in connection with a
particular science or concerns some particular object or class of
objects in experience. The very fact that it arises, and is recog-
nized by thought to be a real problem which must be solved
before the life of the mind can proceed further in its unfolding
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process, clearly implies that it does not concern a particular
science, but that it is a philosophical problem. Otherwise it
would arise from mere curiosity. In fact, upon close consideration
of the matter, we become clearly aware that scientific research
stricto sensu, oscillates between curiosity and problem. It starts
with questions which are accidental because particular and there-
fore the concern of some special science. But these questions are
necessary and become more so for the serious researcher who
sees them so interconnected as to form a system, a concept of the
world on which his thought labors. His research, in which from
time to time he must become fully absorbed in order to conduct
it with strong purpose and full critical reflection, is the whole
universe—a universe identical in form with that of philosophy.

Indeed, science is seen to be science only from the point of
view of philosophy, which perceives its limitations; but from the
scientific point of view it is philosophy. Actual scientific thought,
for the man thinking it, is neither more nor less than philosophy;
it is only seen to be limited, and therefore no longer philosophy,
when it is outgrown by man’s thought which has expanded to a
wider horizon. A science aware of its own limitations is a science
mingled with philosophy. We know indeed that the world in
which man lives, and which occupies his thought, may be a great
world or a small one. But the smallest world is great for the
man who has never been outside of it and who is not aware of a
greater one. When we realize the smallness of the world we live
in, we are already outside of it, at least in thought. In reality, it is
not the world which is great or small; it is thought which is ever
growing and expanding. And by so doing, it distinguishes great
men from small—philosophers from scientists, or philosopher-
scientists from pure scientists, thus finding that the purus mathe-
maticus is not a man, nor is the pure philologist, nor the pure
biologist, nor the pure astronomer, nor the pure jurist, and so on.
In short, none of them is a man because none of them is a
philosopher, each being satisfied with only one side of things
which are many-sided and must be studied from every side; each
touching one string in the human spirit which, having many
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strings, can only give its full sound when all of them are played.
It is the concern of the philosopher, as well as of every man who
participates fully in the world in which he lives, to encompass the
whole of life. But this is not the aim of the pure scientist who
concentrates with his whole heart upon one aspect of things.
And however wide this aspect may be, he himself, who is always
a man despite his pure science, cannot help feeling that it is not
the whole.

2. The Universality of Art

The problem of art, then, is no matter of mere curiosity but
an essential problem, that is, a philosophical problem. It is not
accidental, but necessary. Philosophy is concerned with it be-
cause all men are concerned with it. They cannot ignore it be-
cause it contains the two characteristics inherent in all human
problems. One of these is that art is not casual and extrinsic to
man. It is not one of those things which may enter the realm of
human experience and yet leave the subject of that experience—
the human spirit—completely unchanged. Nor is it like natural
objects which may or may not be known, desired, or in any way
treated by us as the material for our activity, whether or not
they have a real interest for us; nor like single historical facts
the knowledge of which does not essentially change the tenor of
our life, nor the ignorance of which causes our mind unbearable
uneasiness. On the contrary, art is an essential part of man’s self
and therefore the least separable from his life or, to be more
accurate, the most difficult to distinguish from it. If we were to
divide into two categories all possible objects of thought—one
which might be called the man himself, the other which would
comprise everything else—art would certainly be included in the
first. And since man cannot divest himself of his self, so he can-
not deprive himself of art, for he cannot help finding it within
himself like a thread of gold woven into the woof of his life.

There are in art privileged minds—creators, geniuses—and
there are minds endowed only with a capacity to perceive the
artistic reality which others have created or are creating. Like-
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wise there are works of art whose production requires exquisite
technical skill, and there are elementary or primitive forms of
art whose production and perception do not require any special
education or technical training. But since there is no man who
does not speak, however undeveloped the language he uses; or
does not think and govern his thought by the norms of a rational
system verifiable at every point; or is entirely devoid of the
moral judgment which enables him to distinguish good from
evil; similarly, there is no man so bereft of artistic capacity as to
be unable to recognize what has artistic value and what has not
and to restrain and guide, as it were, his tongue in the choice
of the most expressive words he knows to convey his feelings.
By virtue of this artistic capacity, every man inclines his ear to
the songs of those who pour out the agitation of their heart in
sweet melodies, because their voices, as if they were his own,
deliver his bosom of the torment of passion; and he opens his
eyes in wonder to the speaking images of plastic art, when his
own brush or chisel is unable to evoke new ones from the can-
vas or the marble. The very tools necessary for the satisfaction
of the primary needs of nourishment and protection—clothing,
shelter, weapons, and everything else that serves to shield man
from the hostile forces of nature—and all that which seems to
bring him down to the inferior forms of natural life, gradually
appear to him as adorned and beautified and fit to express the
spirit which endows them with a beauty that obliterates for a
moment their practical utility.

The dumb walls embellish themselves depicting for their
dweller the cherished fancies in which his mind delights to
expatiate. Scribbles and daubs change to clear-cut images of the
passions hidden in his innermost heart, which is pleased to re-
enter from the outer world to dwell within itself in the intimacy
of its abode. From the humblest forms of primitive art to the
loftiest and most complex among cultured peoples, the human
spirit embraces ever more tightly all of the surrounding material
world in order to assimilate it and to transform it into the ex-
pression of its inexhaustible life—that life of feeling which gives
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soul and speech to all things and raises them above the finite and
material world. Scarcely has the child opened his eyes on the
difficult world in which he has to live, when he must seek the
conditions favorable to his survival; and he is prone to burst into
tears at the first obstacle in his way. What prods him to suc-
ceed in his struggle and to rise above it, into a world where all
the obstacles of natural life are overcome in the infinity of the
spirit, is the sweetness of his mother’s song which, knowing the
way to his heart, soothes his troubles, wipes away his tears, and
gives him peace by the same cathartic power that every pure
work of art exercises on the grown man when it reveals to him
the beauty of the world, even while he is brooding deeply over
its troubles.

No sooner can the baby’s legs support him than he will avail
himself of his new-found independence to move about in search
of bits of straw and paper, sticks and pebbles, for his first at-
tempts to test his constructive genius. Soon he will be in pos-
session of scraps of lead or coal to draw the sketches which
gradually approximate the vague far-off ideal that shines within
his mind. And his sketches develop and organize themselves to
picture something in which the young mind, in its inner longing,
rejoices and mirrors itself. And all the rest of man’s life is a con-
stant effort to succeed, by his own forces united with those of
others, in the creation of the beautiful things which he never
ceases to look for—beautiful things which, when discovered, he
never tires of contemplating and enjoying, for he finds in them
his own wealth and the nourishment which produces the very
substance of his spirit. Thus, he is able to fill the void of the
world of experience (which is the world of action) with the
fancy of art and to inject into every pore of the heavy and mas-
sive organism, which is real life, the exhilarating air of ideality
that characterizes beautiful things, things not found ready-made,
but created by the godlike power of man.

There is no more eloquent and moving spectacle, to a reflec-
tive and pondering mind, than that of a great theater or concert
hall. The crowd, of every age and sex and condition, seeking a
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respite from its daily toil, its habitual thoughts and pastimes,
and forgetting its private troubles, is united there in one single
feeling—the feeling that the artist expressed in his tragedy, his
symphony or his song. And all these diverse minds break their
barriers and mingle and vibrate together with the deeply pas-
sionate note of the singer or the trembling strings of the violin.
Each of them has his life and his world, his ideals and his pas-
sions, but all feel at the bottom of their souls one common need
which they cannot satisfy unless they strip off these particular
passions and ideas and lay bare that human soul which is one
and the same in all of them and which perceives and creates
beauty. The true human soul is one, and it is capable of preserv-
ing its unity through different nations, races, and ages, however
indelibly every work of art may bear the imprint of its age and
birthplace, that is, the ideas and passions which contributed to
shape the life of its creator. It is true that, behind all apparent
human differences, there lives in each man that one free soul, by
virtue of which all men have, deeply within themselves, a com-
mon humanity. This alone makes it possible for us to understand
each other, and to cooperate readily in every kind of activity.

In short, man is naturally an artist: he has no need to go out-
side himself for what is called art. From the dawn of his con-
sciousness, throughout his whole life, in every condition and in
every calling, he finds within his own mind the light of art.

3. The Necessity of the Problem of Art

It is untrue to say that art might be one of the many things
which, although constantly before us, never become the object of
our reflection and study or raise any definite problem.

The necessity of the problem of art does not arise merely
from the fact that the subject matter of this problem is inevitably
present to the human spirit as a result of the human character we
have found in art. It arises from another fact which follows
from the first by reason of the second characteristic previously
ascribed to every true philosophical problem, namely, the im-
possibility for something to be in consciousness without being
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an object of consciousness. The peculiarity which distinguishes
the spiritual from the natural life is, in fact, that in the former
nothing can exist without being known or recognized and so
made an object of our attention and reflection. Nothing in the
spiritual life is unobserved. Nothing is placed there to develop
like a seed, to grow like a living organism, or is found there in
the process of development, unless the very power which causes
it to be there or moves it to self-realization also takes it as an ob-
ject of consciousness and a subject matter for reflection. Such re-
flection may itself be rudimentary and embryonic, hardly more
than potential, but it cannot be absent, for its absence would
imply the absence of its subject matter.

Consequently, if man is by nature an artist and is spiritually
alive only insofar as he participates in the world of art, it follows
that he is naturally aware of this essential element of his life. He
is led to distinguish this from other elements and to perceive the
special features which oblige him to acknowledge it as an essen-
tial need of his nature. He may or may not go far in this recog-
nition and in the consequent reflection which step by step it
involves; but it is as impossible for him to avoid such reflection
as it is to be completely unaware of the existence of art.

A positive evidence of this still undefined consciousness of the
artistic activity of the human spirit can be shown by a fact which
has not been hitherto investigated but the experience of which is
indeed incontestable. This fact is that a more or less clear and
reflective consciousness which invariably accompanies the artistic
activity is the only test of the philosophical theories on the essence
of art—theories which have been tried either to fill in the details
of a philosophical system, and thus satisfy systematic require-
ments, or to obey an intense personal experience which prompted
and promoted a special study of the problem of art. In either case
the definitions and theories resulting from a particular order of
reflection and study are judged true or false not because they are
logically consistent with the system from which they are de-
duced; nor yet because they are more or less in harmony with the
genial intuitions of particular thinkers; but because they are ac-
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ceptable or repugnant to those ideas which every man of taste, or
at least every man who reflects and who observes himself, be-
comes eventually aware of possessing, however little he may have
clarified or defined them by special study. These are the ideas
which arouse even in the illiterate the desire to go to the opera
and which make him aware, however vaguely, of the kind of
experience the opera will provide for him. The very same ideas
prompt him to say, as the performance goes on, whether he is
satisfied or disappointed in his expectations, whether he approves
or disapproves, and, in a word, enable him to criticize in the
same way, however defectively and mistakenly, as the more
influential critic who may happen to have a system in his head.

The artistic consciousness resembles the moral, since both are
the consciousness of activities inherent in the human spirit. In
morality we all know that every man’s spiritual nature is so con-
stituted as to direct his own conduct more or less according to
ethical principles and thus to produce by his actions a moral
world of his own, which, together with those of all other men,
composes the moral world that constantly realizes itself in his-
tory. This could not be so if man were not endowed with a so-
called moral sense, which enables him to distinguish good and
evil, whatever the errors and shortcomings that may have to be
wiped out in the gradual evolution of morality. This implies a
discriminating criterion, and a certain number of moral con-
cepts, on which philosophical reflection may indeed act, in
order to systematize them and connect them with other funda-
mental concepts which it may find in the human spirit. But such
action would not be possible did not these concepts already
exist in nuce, if they were not there as the objects of every new
reflection, marking the limits within which all reflection must
confine itself, if it is not to go astray.

This universal and fundamental esthetic and moral awareness
is called semse, that is, immediate knowledge or the starting
point for reflective knowledge. But, properly speaking, it is
neither sense nor immediate knowledge, even if it appears to be
so in the light of the subsequent stages of reflective elaboration it
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will undergo. For reflection, however accurate and logical and
profound, is always susceptible of still further developments; by
its own nature, it is destined to become the object of more
searching reflection, which will throw further light upon it and
possibly modify and correct it, or establish it more firmly and, in
a sense, transform it. But even what is called sense, as it exists
in the common consciousness of men who have not advanced to
the reflective awareness which is philosophy, is really thought.
For it reflects upon itself and arrives at a concept of itself, of its
own character and needs and of the principles which govern its
action. It is thought which, whenever we try to perfect it (and is
it not always being perfected?), shows itself to be perfectible and
therefore imperfect; and because it is perfectible it must be
thought.

This is why art, because of its profound humanity, is a prob-
lem for all men and not only for those few who are called philos-
ophers. It is a problem which no man can afford to neglect and
which, in fact, no man does neglect.

4. The Concept of Problem

What is a problem? One may say that a problem is any diffi-
culty which thought must surmount in order to further the
process of development which is its very life and being. And by
thought is meant not the attribute of a thinking being such as
man, but the thinking being (man) himself. Such a being is
always conscious of thinking and, therefore, of himself. Con-
sequently, the cessation of thought is not like the cessation of a
physical motion—a mere fact which one can explain, without
going any further. Thought is a living being which contains the
principles of its life within itself; it is a thinking subject, a per-
sonality, which realizes itself as self-consciousness and as will.
It reacts, therefore, against obstacles and defends itself against
destruction, since its very essence is to realize itself and to refuse
to be suppressed or denied.

The obstacle which thought may encounter and which it will
strive by its nature to surmount is something that, being opposed



18 THE PHILOSOPHY OF ART

to it, must lie outside it and appear to be limiting it. For, as we
shall see, thought implies freedom, and freedom implies infinity
or absence of limitation. The limit which thought discovers and
which it cannot accept without renouncing its own infinity and
liberty is its own object. The object, in fact, at first unknown,
comes to be known by virtue of its relation to thought which is
the knower, such a relation being a continual passage from non-
existence to existence. Thus we rightly say that we always come
to know what we did not know before.

This object, not yet known but meant to be known, is always
the problem of thought—a perennial problem. For, despite the
expanding and deepening of knowledge, there is always, unless
thought fails, something more to be known, not only in extension
but also in depth. If a man persuades himself that he has reached
the boundaries of a certain province in the vast realm of the
knowable and he resolves to be satisfied with the solid mastery of
that limited field, he either ceases to live and thus to think, or he
is led to proceed beyond those boundaries, so that every day he
may find before him a new object to be known and therefore a
new problem to be solved.

So long as the object is not known, it stands there on the
horizon of knowledge to make the subject aware of its limitations.
As soon as the subject succeeds in knowing it, the limitations
vanish and the subject becomes again its true self, which is
thought, alone in its infinity. The object may be said to pass into
thought from the outside; but in this passage it is no longer any-
thing extrinsic; it becomes an intrinsic element in thought and is
assimilated in the subject. This is not the place to explain how
the two terms, the knowing subject and the object known, are
unified in the subject. I need only mention the doctrine I have
fully expounded elsewhere, according to which this duality itself
arises from an original unity, which is the cause of the final
unity.

For there is one fact which no philosophy can question, how-
ever dualistic and however determined it may be to preserve the
independence of the object from the subject, and this fact is that
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the object known is known according to the knowing faculties of
the subject. Consequently, it becomes something intrinsic in
thought and it no longer disturbs our peace and contentment
with the suspicion that we are limited by the presence of some-
thing alien to ourselves, which does not favor but rather threatens
and impairs our existence.

This is the root of the intolerable uneasiness experienced by
our mind before a problem; this is also the root of that craving,
that irrepressible impulse, which urges us to seek a solution.
Thought is a labor which wears out body and mind, since it en-
gages the whole man incessantly in the solution of problems and
never allows him a moment of rest without arousing in his mind
a new problem. Thus he is spurred on to a new struggle for a
solution; and when from this solution no new problem arises,
when there is nothing more to be known, thinking comes to an
end and man’s life is extinguished.

The problem of the subject is to appropriate and assimilate the
object. But this is not a simple act, for the subject which must
assimilate the object is in no way simple. It has two characteris-
tics that make it the subject for which the problem arises. One is
that it exists; the other is that it is what it is, namely, a subject
aware of its own existence, ever the same and yet ever changing,
as each of us knows by his own experience. Existence and Es-
sence are then, to begin with, the two irreducible and indefinable
forms of the subject’s being. It would be nothing if it did not in
the first place exist; but neither would it be anything unless it
existed in its essence as self-consciousness. For a subject exists
only insofar as it asserts itself through the act of thinking; and
if it fails to assert itself thus, nothing in the world can possibly
bring it into existence.

Existence and essence are, in any event, the necessary attri-
butes of every entity which is not abstract but real and concrete,
that is, deeply thought. Everything is insofar as it exists, and it
exists insofar as it is something having a certain character. But
existence and essence are so intimately united in thought as to
be one and the same thing, that is, thought itself in its devel-
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opment; for the very existence of thought is the realization of it-
self as having a certain essence. Moreover, the unity of existence
and essence, as a unique concept, takes on, in thought, a defini-
tive form which reveals the mystery of their inseparability; and
this is the form of the concept. For the essence of thought is that
essence by virtue of which thought exists insofar as it has the
form of the concept. In fact, thought exists in the act of thinking,
that is, in the act of developing into the concept of itself.

But when thought sets before itself a problem, that is, pro-
poses to assimilate to itself an object, it does not know that,
whatever the object occasioning the problem, the solution will
always consist in reducing the object to the concept—the con-
cept being identical with thought itself. So thought confines it-
self to asking whether this object, which opposes itself to
thought, exists and whether its existence limits thought. And
then it will ask what this object is and whether it has an essence
of its own (as it should if it were in truth an object opposed to
the subject) that would rivet the chains which had kept the
subject confined. The two questions arising from every problem
concerning a given object are: Is it? And if so, what is it? And
these two questions are inseparable because the object exists only
if it is something, and if it is something it must exist.

But the answer to these two questions does not always leave
the mind satisfied. Nor do ordinary experience and the particular
sciences, for they are not thought out with any insight, however
dim, into the ultimate truth. Ultimate truth can only consist in
the complete assimilation of the object to thought, and since the
essence of thought is the concept, a problem can only be said to
be completely solved when we have not only defined the essence
of the object, but have defined it in terms of thought and have
seen the object itself to be a concept, that is, the concept of it-
self or, as I called it in my Logic, self-concept. Such a goal is
seldom reached with complete certainty; but this does not mean
that, until it is reached, the spirit is as completely dissatisfied as

1 Gentile, Sistema di logica, vol. II, 3rd ed. (Florence: Sansoni, 1942),
pp. 153-170.
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if it were still in the bottomless abyss of ignorance. Our assur-
ance of an entity from which we construct the world that seems
to surround us; and the rudimentary thought which defines
things each by a specific nature of its own (ostensibly different
from the thought that thinks them) and thus gives a color to the
world we have constructed: all of these are judgments in which
the thinking activity of the subject freely unfolds itself, although
the subject is not yet aware of its own freedom and feels as if
it were encompassed and hemmed in by an infinite multitude of
things foreign to its own being. This freedom, though not yet
conscious, is the life of thought and thus the triumph of the
spirit. For the spirit, by thinking even in these rudimentary
ways, succeeds in escaping the feeling and perhaps the suspi-
cion that harsh external realities withstand and enervate its ener-
gies; it lives within itself, in a world of thought which is clear
and true, the world of experience and science which it creates
- for itself.

But when thought tries to reflect for a moment on the founda-
tion of its certainty and truth on which it constructs its world, it
cannot escape the suspicion that, beyond the things which it
ascertains and defines in order to grasp a first impression of
them, there lies an inscrutable depth, something mysterious and
inaccessible, before which, thought, if prudent, is compelled to
avow its impotence. Then labor and affliction return and the
delight of knowing vanishes in the most desolate awareness of
the void. And men turn their eyes anxiously to religion, to meta-
physics, and to philosophy; thought seeks in itself more strength
to go beyond the essence of things in order to explain both exist-
ence and essence. And to explain them would be to answer a
third question, that is: Why?—the question as to the first cause
or origin of things. This question is answered to the satisfaction
of thought when the essence of the concept is discovered. For
when thought attains that awareness of itself which is the con-
cept, then its existence is one with its essence, and it creates it-
self as thought. The question “Why?” can be answered when it
is asked about any reality assimilated to thought and understood,
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whatever its nature, as being identical with thought. But it can
certainly never be answered so long as thought is taken to be one
thing and reality another. Until their identity is recognized, any
answer that may be offered will be futile.

5. The Necessity of Proving the Existence of Art

Many will no doubt refuse to admit the necessity or admissi-
bility of the question “Why?” in connection with art. I say many,
not because the number of fools is infinite, but because undeni-
ably most men are disinclined to hard work—and especially to
thinking, hardest work of all—in order to obtain what they con-
sider unnecessary, or to convince themselves of the necessity of
something which, they feel at first sight, they can do without.

Some will even dispute the usefulness and indeed the sense of
the first question, that is, whether art exists. Since they are con-
vinced that art exists (and if someone doubts it, so much the
worse for him), the only rational question for them is what art—
of which everybody thinks he knows the nature, though he can-
not explain it to others—may be. And this in fact is the only
question raised by most esthetic theories, even the most justly
famous, although their discussion of the nature of art will show
in the end the impossibility of not accepting and defending an
answer to the first question. For they are led to oppose the
theories which, unable to determine the peculiar character of
art, simply maintain that there is no such thing as art in the sense
of a distinct activity specifically different from other essential
activities of the spirit. Nor as they advance in the chosen direc-
tion can they evade the question as to the place of the artistic
activity within the realm of the spirit which is the whole of real-
ity. Thus they demonstrate the necessity, or at any rate the
indeniable existence, of art, at least through the assumption that
the spirit necessarily exists.

On the other hand, if most men propose to confine themselves
to the study of the essence of art and to evade the metaphysical
question of its purpose and source, it is because the path to
which they would be drawn by this question appears to lead to a
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blind alley. It appears so because they are unable to see the
identity of essence and concept in which, as we have indicated,
the answer lies. Not knowing the way, they naturally prefer to
stand still. But, since the true essence of things is identical with
the concept, those who confine themselves to discovering the
character of art will end their labor in one of two ways: either
they find what they were not looking for, namely, what art is and
why it is, or else they will fail to find even what they were looking
for. And this might easily be shown by a historical analysis of
many esthetic systems or sketches of esthetic systems.

The necessity for considering the problem of art in the three
aspects which we have indicated will be made clearer by the
arguments that will be set out in the following chapters.




II

The Empz’rz’ml Problem

1. Empirical Knowledge and Empiricism

The problem of art is empirical for it arises from the empirical
concept of art. That is to say that art is found in the field of
experience and that thought cannot discern it without thinking it,
without subsuming it under a concept of its own. In the last
chapter we remarked that there is no mind so naive and unreflec-
tive as to lack all notions of art.

But when we say “empirical,” we do not mean peculiar to
vulgar or prescientific minds. Indeed, every scientific concept is
empirical by its own nature, at least from our point of view
which is always the point of view of every mind engaged in
absolute, that is, irrefutably and rigorously logical, thinking.
And all science is empirical, so long as it does not develop into
philosophy. Science consists in the observation, verification, or
external knowledge of whatever is, happens, or is produced. I
call it external, because in such observation the knower, that
is, the observing thought, assumes that the object known is ex-
ternal to the subject, just as the subject is external to the object.
When art is known in this way, by observing attentively what it
is and carefully distinguishing it from what it is not, one is led
to assume that art, which thought observes and tries to define, is
something other than thought. It will be allowed, no doubt, that
art is something within the same spirit which is now thinking or
trying to think about art. But the spirit which is art is not the
spirit which is thinking: as art, it differs from itself as thought.



THE PROBLEM OF ART 25

And the relation between the two stages, or the two forms of the
spirit, might almost be depicted as analogous to the relation be-
tween a man who finds and rereads his boyish writings and the
other self which composed them, the self which can never be
again.

Empiricism is the philosophy which claims that all knowledge
is empirical. This is the only knowledge considered possible by
those who presume that the object, before the subject acquires
any knowledge of it, stands opposite the subject, outside of it.
This object, of course, may either be something in nature, the
experience of which is called external, or it may be in the spirit,
the experience of which is called internal, though in a sense it
is as external as the other. The essential point is that the object
is regarded as external to the subject which is knowing it. And
by nature is meant the reality that presents itself as existing
prior to the activity by which the spirit knows it, and as con-
ditioning that activity. And by spiritual activity is meant not an
activity that has already manifested or may manifest itself, but
one that is actually manifesting itself; for this is all that matters
and indeed all that can really be known. It is evident that what
we call spiritual reality because it once was spiritual, now has
already become a part of nature. And if we try to understand its
essence, its meaning, and its spiritual value, we must cease
thinking of it as being past; we must bring it to life again in the
present. Nature, in short, is the past of the spirit; and so we call
empirical the knowledge of nature or of the past as such.

Knowledge of natural facts is empirical, and so is knowledge
of historical facts as long as in our philological research we con-
sider them as over and done with, something outside ourselves.
And empirical is not only the knowledge of the single fact, but
also that of the general fact, for, though general and apt to be
repeated in the future, it is a fact. Its existence and nature are
thus already fixed and can be observed and defined in order to
lay down its properties and laws. Knowledge of such a fact will
enable us to foretell a future which, in relation to the forces in-
volved in it, is in reality a past.
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In general, we may say that knowledge of the past is empiri-
cal. For if the known fact is a natural phenomenon, it would be,
like an historical fact, unknowable unless it were logically deter-
mined and fixed. The natural fact belongs to the domain of the
logic of the abstract,) whose nature it is to enclose thought
within a circle which is either completely determined or has no
principle of determination. In fact, anyone who sets about to ob-
serve a certain natural phenomenon presupposes that, although
still in its process of development, it is already predetermined.
Consequently, his aim is to ascertain its antecedents which make
its reality what it is.

Empiricism is naturalism, for it only perceives in spiritual
reality the aspect by which this reality falls to the level of nature.
So the solution of the empirical problem of art can only be found
in a naturalistic conception. But such a conception appears im-
mediately inadequate and, therefore, false to those who, from the
foregoing considerations, have somehow realized the spiritual
nature of art.

2. Fact and Concept: Apprehension and Interpretation of the
Object

Accordingly, it is impossible to understand art as something
spiritual and to see its actualization of the spiritual life, if we
think of it empirically and try to seek a solution to the problem
it occasions through the study of a reality that can be verified in
experience. This would imply a definition of art as a fact beyond
question.

In this sense it is said that what is before us—the object of
experience, the matter of fact, or simply the fact—is beyond
question. For if the fact is something visible it will not be denied
by anyone who has eyes; if it is audible it can only be doubted by
the deaf; and if it is an object of inner sensation (cold, warmth,
thirst, hunger, pain, pleasure) it cannot be questioned by anyone
who experiences that sensation. The fact is apprehended (or so it
appears) immediately; thought, then, proceeds to interpret it.

1 Sistema di logica, vol. I, chap. VIII.
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Such interpretation must be guided by the fact itself and it can-
not go wrong if it maintains the utmost fidelity to the fact
apprehended.

As we have seen, not everyone would agree with our claim that
there are three ways of stating the problem of art. Most, indeed,
do not see how there can be a problem at all about the existence
of art.

For them its existence, being a fact of which we are empiri-
cally aware, is beyond question. Naturally they do not suspect
that, if the existence of one thing is beyond question, so is its
essence and everything else. In truth, we may say at the start
that the apprehension of a fact is one thing and its interpretation
another; but if we have the patience to wait until the process of
interpretation is completed so that we may point to the apprehen-
sion on the one hand and the interpretation on the other, we shall
find that the distinction has vanished and the two operations have
become one and the same before our eyes. For if, as we said, the
interpretation is to be guided by the fact, this means that, when
the fact is apprehended but not yet interpreted (that is, not yet
described in its outline and in the elements which compose the
distinctive individuality of its being), it cannot yet be said to
have been apprehended; we may say either that we have ap-
prehended it or that we have not, for we have apprehended it in
part only; we have in fact apprehended it only to the extent that
we have interpreted it.

The distinction between whether a thing is and what it is,
between existence and essence, is indeed an abstract one. It is the
same which, in the analysis of the judgment, is made between
the subject (apprehension, existence) and the predicate (inter-
pretation, essence ) —two terms which become inconceivable if we
attempt, in actuality, to separate them and to think each apart
from the other. For the subject is only a certain subject insofar as
it is the subject of a certain predicate, and the predicate a certain
predicate insofar as it is the predicate of a certain subject. If the
subject is separated from its predicate, it does not remain there
unaltered as a pure subject. It either falls outside thought or re-
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mains united to some other predicate (whether implied or ex-
plicit does not matter) more general than that from which it was
separated. In actual thinking, whenever there is a subject there
is a predicate. To think of a thing is to make a judgment which
always implies some synthesis of the two correlative terms—the
subject and the predicate.

On the other hand, in order to point to a fact, it is necessary
that this fact reveal itself to us in some particular form, with
certain properties which allow us to recognize it as the individ-
ual fact in question, distinct from others. Without a primary
and rudimentary cognition which distinguishes the fact by char-
acterizing and defining it (thus involving a certain degee of
interpretation), there is neither apprehension of fact nor pos-
sibility of setting up an inquiry, for there is nothing to inquire
about. !

Furthermore, what could be the second stage of interpretation
which claims to be, in actuality, distinguished from apprehen-
sion, if not the development of the first stage of the interpreta-
tion? Development implies not only difference, but also identity.
Unless the subsequent interpretation, besides being different,
were substantially identical with the previous interpretation im-
plied in the original apprehension, it would have gone astray
and missed its mark. It would no longer bear any relation to that
truth of fact which governs it.

In conclusion, the fact is always the object of both apprehen-
sion and interpretation, and it presents itself as a definite being,
that is, a being having a definite essence. And the fact, which is
the content of apprehension, gradually transforms itself through
the very process of apprehension as the correlative process of
interpretation develops. We can never point to a fact as being
beyond question. The fact allegedly beyond question cannot be
but a fact already interpreted, that is, virtually defined, whose
definition can be analyzed and amended. For if, during the
process of interpretation, which is to lead to the desired defini-
tion, the first and provisional definitions prove one by one to be
unsatisfactory and have to reappear in a new shape, then it must
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be said that the fact to which the final definition applies is not the
fact presupposed from the beginning to be once and for all
given and beyond question. Whenever criticism proves a defini-
tion to be false, it thereby denies and disproves the existence of
the fact which that definition implied. Such criticism makes
thought aware that it had not, at the beginning, adequately ap-
prehended the fact which, at first glance, it had presumed to take
as the solid foundation on which to build.

All this does not mean that we must not start from a fact, but
simply that we cannot start from a fact which is not a concept; a
conclusive investigation, on purely empirical grounds, would
seem possible only if things are viewed in a broad and superficial
way.

3. The Immediacy of Knowledge as Knowledge of Facts

All this seems very obvious, and to insist on it may be thought
a waste of time. Yet the odds are that no empiricist or man of
science will surrender to the force of such considerations, how-
ever evident. For no man will ever yield to another man’s rea-
soning (even if well founded), until he has ceased to regard the
force of reason as being merely someone else’s point of view.
Now the empirical point of view adopted by every man of science
is, as we have said, that the object of knowledge exists before
man comes to know it, and that in this sense it is a fact. From
this point of view, we perhaps agree that the fact cannot be
separated from the concept; but the empiricist will quickly point
out that it is not the fact which depends on the concept but the
concept which depends on the fact. In other words, the further
we go in the interpretative process, the more we know about the
object apprehended; but the justification of the interpretative
process lies in the apprehended fact, which is something im-
mediate, always preceding the subjective work of thought. Thus
it can stimulate thought and drive it to feel the necessity of a
more adequate interpretation, closer and closer to the fact. Ac-
cordingly, thought does not become more and more subjective
as it leaves the fact behind and advances toward the concept of
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it; rather it only attains the concept when, by rising above its own
subjectivity, it causes it to coincide with the objectivity of the ap-
prehension. In short, all the analysis, description, observation,
performed by thought is only a deeper penetration into the fact
and a real confirmation of our apprehension in the light of a
richer, more precise, and more detailed knowledge. All this, I
repeat, is precisely the logic of the abstract. All thought returns
to its starting point thus making truth, which is either all or
nothing, a closed circle. We are again where we started.

For if truth can be apprehended only in its totality, thought,
insofar as it possesses the truth and value belonging to its na-
ture, must be as immediate as apprehension, that is, a simple
intuition of a pre-existing object for the sole purpose of identify-
ing itself with the object, whose nature is, as we saw, wholly
and immediately determined. But, however alluring the charms
of immediate knowledge, those who fall in love with it cannot es-
cape certain dangers. And the danger is that, if truth lies in the
immediate apprehension or intuition, one may be left like a fool
ogling an object which cannot be touched, or, to speak less
vulgarly, in the awkward situation of Tantalus. For whatever
sophisms we may devise about such an object, from which
thought cannot take its eyes without slipping into error, they are
simply futile. The best we can do is to keep silent and to stop
thinking, that is to say, to lapse into nothingness. And perhaps
this is the final aim of the empiricist who proposes to carry the
method of the particular sciences into esthetics.

The truth is that the so-called self-evident facts are no longer
so, or rather fall short of being so, if we content ourselves with
the halfhearted reflection which begins the elaboration of a con-
cept without completing it, and takes instead a look in every
direction, at one moment considering such a concept as distinct
from another with which it was perhaps meant to be contrasted,
at the next mixing this concept with a negligible element taken
from another, so that, as soon as the distinction and the contrast
turn out to be inconvenient, they can be dropped. Thus if we
speak of a fact, we mean also the concept of a fact; and the con-
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cept which is not recognized is no longer a concept, since the
better part of its value has gone out of it and taken refuge in the
fact. It is all more or less conscious trickery, against which
rigorous philosophy must be ever on its guard in order to dispel
confusion.

No concept, in short, is fixed and confined to one clear mean-
ing. It is only by sophistic devices that thought dwells satisfied
in the empirical position of its problems. Yet there are philos-
ophers who argue in favor of such a position on which they
elaborate the doctrine of empiricism. But we cannot rely on such
a doctrine, as we have seen. We must come to realize that on
this ground it is impossible to state the problem of art and even
more so to solve it.

4. Impossibility of Stating the Problem of Art from the Em-
pirical Point of View

All the same, let us suppose, however wild the hypothesis, that
the problem of art could be solved and therefore stated empiri-
cally. What would be the value of a solution thus achieved? It is
easy to deduce its character, given the terms in which empiri-
cism, by its own logic, states the problem. The fundamental pre-
supposition of empiricism is, as we have pointed out, that knowl-
edge is conditioned by the reality to be known, that is, by all the
facts which all together make up nature. It does not matter
whether these facts are considered to be strictly natural because
they appear in space, or whether they are considered, in a super-
ficial sense, to be spiritual because they appear in time. Empiri-
cism, once more, is naturalism, even if some empiricists refuse
to discuss metaphysical questions and profess ignorance of the
essence of things which are beyond experience. Naturalism need
not be a metaphysical conception of reality; it needs only to sup-
pose that phenomena, whether natural or spiritual, are governed
by a certain order which leads thought to conceive the latter as
conditioned by the former and every phenomenon in each series
as conditioned by its antecedents. This is in fact the system
which distinguishes nature from spirit. If the order of phenom-
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ena is necessary, that is, essential not only for each phenomenon
but for the universal system of phenomena, then reality, whether
metaphysically or phenomenally conceived, is that definite and
immutable reality in which the inflexible necessity of the system
is brought about by the inflexible necessity of each element. Such
is the naturalism of Spinoza, the most coherent thinker along
these lines. And such is the naturalism underlying the mental
attitude of every empiricist and indeed of every man of science
who works within naturalistic limits.

But it is well known that to hold a naturalistic conception of
reality is to abandon as illusory and inconsistent the very idea of
the spirit from whose experience the problem of art arises.
Nowhere in the experience that all men have of spiritual life do
they feel so vividly, as they do in art, the reality and the power
of the spirit—a reality which manifests itself as power. It is the
power which makes man, born the weakest of all natural
creatures and exposed to the greatest danger of perishing in a
hostile environment, into the lord and arbiter of nature. For,
thanks to his intelligence and his will, he knows and masters
even the most murderous forces; reveals the secrets of nature,
and avails himself of its innermost energies to increase his power
day by day and to extend his sway incessantly. He multiplies
the means for satisfying his needs, which in their turn multiply
in direct ratio to the satisfaction received, and, in short, asserts
the ever more uncontested and incontestable will incarnate in
him. And so man is tempted by the miracle of his intelligence
to make himself equal to God and to lay claim to the same
creative powers by which God made the world out of nothing.
And indeed, besides the world created by God, there is the
other—that of civilization—which man created out of nothing.
Does he not, as a spiritual being whose work develops through
generations and centuries and ages, continually create this world
from nothingness by his unwearying thought, by his discoveries
and inventions? Does he not create it by finding and solving
new problems, by new expedients and new sciences, new arts,
and ever new and more human, more spiritual institutions; by
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war and peace and ceaseless struggle, which to weary minds
seem useless and insane?

Those who turn their eyes to the marvelous spectacle of this
second nature created by the human spirit cannot help feeling
vaguely that in man, too, there must be something divine, for
he can create civilization and gradually by his labors transform
the original nature. When subsequent reflection tries to give
some account of this divinity in man, this Promethean spark
which is the beginning of civilized life, and to reconcile this with
so many dissimilar ideas about man’s finitude and the infinite
Being to which he compares himself, the difficulties of clarifying
in what sense and within what limits the human spirit deserves
this highest attribute of creative power are indeed great. We
realize at once that we cannot detect the mark of the creative
spirit in man’s work unless we shut our eyes to the material
and natural means he uses (which he could not create), unless
we confine ourselves to seeking in the things of the spirit their
human essence and origin. But even in this field, which is itself
infinite, it is hard to persuade ourselves, on mature reflection,
that man can build anything out of his own resources without
some basis provided him by that Power which infinitely tran-
scends his limited capacity. Man is too much concerned with
assuring himself at least of the absolute value of truth and
goodness to which his thought and will must conform, to believe
easily that he is himself the creator of either. He knows too well
that he is subject to error; he has too often to confess that again
and again he is both hopelessly ignorant of truth and sadly
defective in the necessary strength to bear the burden which
God has laid upon him and to do the good that is his duty.
Truth and goodness, from which he draws the norms for his
thinking and action, are eternal: man perceives them before and
above himself in the dazzling brightness of their infinite value,
and feels himself bound to them and unable to do without them.

Let us grant for the moment that all those logical and moral
truths, on which civilization is built up, fall outside the scope of
man’s creative power; let us allow, for the sake of argument, that
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without some help from above, whatever it may be, men cannot
find in themselves the source of that truth and goodness which
give light and warmth to their lives; yet, in every age, men have
never doubted that they had some sort of creative power capable
of bringing a world into being, not indeed solid and stable as
reality itself, but such as to be an image of the real world. They
have felt a power to create men and things, not exactly similar
to the natural men and things created by God, yet worthy to be
compared with them. These were the works of art, not of
mechanical art, which always requires the cooperation of nature,
but of fine art—expression of the spiritual activity productive of
immaterial phantoms, altogether ideal, which have no place in
the world of experience. Yet in their own ideal world they reveal
themselves to the spirit as endowed with a value of their own
which demands recognition and compels assent and admiration
as something eternal. This is the value which makes us call
these phantoms things of beauty and apprehend them with that
delight which is never satisfied. They are phantoms which take
on the form of words and songs, of lines or colors, and of plastic
or geometrical shapes, but their life is superior to and indepen-
dent of the material means by which they express themselves in
order to come before our sense-perception. For their ideal sub-
stantiality, for the life which animates them and draws us into
their orbit, and for the delight we take in dwelling on them, we
call such phantoms creations of genius. For genius generates
them spontaneously and launches them into the infinite world of
things ideal and eternal. It is a strange power whereby man
visibly enriches and adorns the harsh reality to which he is born
and where he can only live by submitting himself painfully to the
laws immanent in that reality. It is a power that leads us
naturally to think of some divine inspiration which raises man
far above his own nature. It moves our hearts to reverence the
privileged souls who, by their phantoms, help us to liberate our
minds from the tragic round of daily reality and to expatiate
freely in an ideal world of aspiration, where there is no hunger
or thirst, no rumors of war or terrors of storm and darkness,
and no more tears or death.
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Through art man, who is never free or master of himself in
the world of experience, assuages his innate need and longing to
live in an infinite world where his will roves freely. It is hard not
to see in the artist a free creative spirit. No doubt there are
difficulties for the common man to come to a clear understanding
of this creative power. But, however dim, the idea of the artist
who creates a world of his own is deeply rooted in every man
who has approached a work of art and felt his heart leap up
within his breast at the sight of beauty.

Now creation means liberty. If we weigh well the general
implications of the idea of any spiritual activity whatever, we
cannot but reach the idea of the universal creative power of the
spirit, which must therefore be considered free in every degree
and form of its manifestations. The spirit in fact, both in art
and outside it, lives and develops on a way which always offers
two paths so that at every moment it must choose the right one
—not the path which it is driven or impelled to take by forces
outside itself, but the one which it chooses for itself, freely, of
its own initiative, because it is the best and the only way for it
to go. For to take the wrong path would be to exchange truth
for error, beauty for ugliness, good for evil, in short to exchange
the positive aspect of the spirit, which enhances its life, for the
negative aspect, which merely diminishes it. If this were not so,
if we turned to the right or left by mere momentum, one way
would be as good as the other and we would deserve neither
praise nor blame for taking either. The positive term would be
such only in relation to the negative term; the negative, then,
would not contain in itself its negativity, and each term could be
called either the positive or the negative of the other. This would
imply the impossibility not only of making that absolute dis-
tinction between what has value and what has not (a distinction
on which reasoning, action, and art depend), but even of open-
ing our mouth. For those who speak always choose a word which
they feel is the right one and which they prefer absolutely to all
the others; they must have the power to choose and to utter it,
that is, to be free.

Of course, to judge by the use which the human spirit often,
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if not always, makes of its freedom, we have a good reason to
doubt what its freedom amounts to. But the point of view of
those who make such an observation is not one from which
freedom could be visible. It is a point of view which judges
actions, whether our own or another’s, from outside and after
they are over and done with. But actions once accomplished are
facts already given their place in that system which is called
the world of experience or nature, where freedom does not
flourish. We are able to speak of these past actions, or of any
other fact, because, besides the facts, there is the spirit which
examines them and to which they stand in an essential, in-
separable relation. If we want to see these actions—accomplished
and done with—as they really are and effectively exist, we must
transfer ourselves within the consciousness of the spirit which
is judging them. There and only there is the reality of these
actions and the whole of reality. If we ask the man who is
judging the said actions what he thinks precisely about the
judgment which he is now making, whether he thinks it is free,
he cannot apply the same verdict to his act of judging as he does
to the actions he pronounces unfree. It is very well to assert that
other people, and perhaps himself in the past, may not have
known what they were doing or saying. But what about himself
now?

The problem is to take the right point of view. Once that is
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