On Knowing What We Like Richmond Journal of PhilphRy 11 (Winter 2005)
Christopher Norris

On Knowing What We Like: Music, '‘Best Opinion' and

Evaluative Warrant
Christopher Norris

Abstract:

In this essay | suggest that certain ways of timglkabout music — about the ontology
of musical works, the nature of musical responsd, the issue of truth or validity in
musical judgement — can offer useful guidance ineptregions of philosophical
debate. More specifically, such thinking can helfioicus attention on the main points
at issue between realist and anti-realist appraaichepistemology and philosophy of
mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences. Tlws,instance, it brings out the
problems with any middle-ground stance — like #dpted by response-dependence
theorists — which stops short of an objectivisg.,i.recognition-transcendent
conception of truth and appeals to the assent tfpleced, competent subjects under
normal, standard, or (at the limit) ideal epistemanditions. Here | put the case that
philosophy of music has to negotiate a path betwaen seemingly opposed but
jointly indispensable modes of thought. On the baed is the Platonist conception of
musical works as objectively existent (though auttror supra-sensuous) entities
whose structures, properties and salient featuxeshé truth-value of our various
statements and judgements concerning them. On ther as the basically
phenomenological (rather than downright subjediivespproach that makes due
allowance for the involvement of human perceptual aognitive responses in any
properly musical experience. Thus my essay takesoas a highly problematic but,
for just that reason, a revealing test-case withanm to the current debate as to
whether truth can be conceived as always potentiedinscending the scope and
limits of attainable knowledge or accredited basigement.

What | want to explore in this essay is the notafrresponse-dependence — or of
response-dispositional attributes and qualities s— applied to our experience,
knowledge, and judgement of musical works. | ga@put the case for a qualified
Platonist approach to philosophy of music whicthink does better justice to our
standing intuitions in this regard and also facpsmore squarely to the very real
problems involved rather than taking refuge in anogh attempted compromise or
middle-ground position. Moreover this approach sigsificant implications for our
thinking about wider issues in ontology, episterggland philosophy of mind.

Up to now the debate around response-dependentbe ianalytic (i.e., mainstream

Anglo-American philosophical) literature has beenused chiefly on issues in these
areas- It has sought to provide the conceptual groundviorla theory of knowledge

that would somehow avoid both the Scylla of fullefyed antirealism, or a conception
of truth as always epistemically constrained, ahd Charybdis of a hard-line

(objectivist) realism which — so it is argued — eng by placing truth beyond our
utmost epistemic reach and hence falling prey éortlvages of sceptical doubt. This
it claims to do, in brief, by striking a middle-gnad stance according to which the
criteria for certain kinds of statement can be g@etin terms of whether or not those
statements would normally elicit assent from wédlepd respondents with properly
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functioning sensory equipment or cognitive facsltighen exposed to the relevant
kinds of stimulus under the right sorts of ambienndition. On this account, so
advocates claim, one can have both an adequateimezobjectivity — adequate for
any but the hard-line realist or his shadow s&k, lhard-line sceptic — and a decent,
even ‘realistic’ allowance for those various fastdhat promote or hinder the quest
for knowledge and truth. It then becomes a mattdéesting just how far the theory
might extend beyond its paradigm case, i.e., thgensory perception as regards the
Lockean ‘secondary qualities’ of colour, soundtdasnd smell to other, on the face of
it less amenable (since more objective) areas sifodirse such as mathematics, the
natural sciences, or — arguably — mofals.

In these latter instances there is much disagreemamcerning the relevance or
applicability of a response-dispositional approaith statements whose truth-
conditions would appear to demand a more robustiglist (non-epistemic or
recognition-transcendent) mode of specificatiofil iBts often held that the approach
can be tweaked — suitably adapted or adjusted -builgling in various further
refinements or provisos so as to stop short offfetiged objectivism about truth
while meeting the realist more than halfway on nieed to explain why those other
discourses cannot be response-dependent to thedsayre or in quite the same way.
Crispin Wright has done most to promote this adaptstrategy through his
introduction of epistemically beefed-up terms swash ‘cognitive command’ and
‘superassertibility’ as a kind of full-stretch andalist concession to the weight of
realist counterargumentsThese are intended to capture — or at least tonacmdate

— our stubborn realist intuitions with respect éstain areas of discourse which seem
to demand such treatment without, in the procees)ggso far as to embrace an
outlook of full-strength ontological realism andetbby invite (as the anti-realist
would have it) the standard sceptical riposte. Hareand to just this extent, they
fail to meet the realist’'s main objection: thatesd we endorse her conception of truth
as objective, recognition-transcendent, or epistahyi unconstrained we shall have
no means of accounting for the possibility of emod hence, by the same token, no
means of explaining or justifying our knowledgetbe growth of knowledg&.For
once truth is conceived as subject to the scopdiamid of human cognitive grasp —
whether on the strict antirealist view or the mblexible kinds of approach adopted
by Wright and the response-dependence theoriststhem becomes impossible to
square the circle by restoring that dimension gédivity that realism takes as the
sine qua nonof knowledge as distinct from certainty or episteafly warranted
belief. In which case these purported third-wayralatives fail to offer an escape-
route from the realist/anti-realist dispute or tlehronic oscillation between
objectivism and scepticism that antirealists aralfof remarking — justifiably or not —
in their opponents’ position.

All the same the response-dependence thesis does dacertainprima facie
plausibility when applied to issues on its origih@me ground, i.e., those having to
do with the criteria for correct ascription of sensattributes or Lockean ‘secondary
qualities’. Thus for instance, in the case of colperception one can truly assert that
an object is red just so long as that assertionldvbea borne out by the response of
any observer whose eyesight was unimpaired, whpseab cortex was likewise in
good working order, and who viewed the object ¢tyeduring daylight hours in the
absence of any proximate light-source which migtariea distorting effect on their
powers of accurate perception. More technicallye acan always construct a
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guantified biconditional statement to the effetk is red” is true if and only ik is
reliably perceived as red by any normal observaeteumormal conditions’, where
what counts as ‘normal’ in both respects is givesulastantive rather than a vague or
all-purpose, ‘whatever-it-takes’ specification. Yé@s proponents also claim -
problematically, | would argue — that this appro@omes up with an answer to the
realism/anti-realism issue by combining that sufitsta specification with a force of
a priori self-evidence which derives from the impossibilifydoubting the truth of
the duly provisoed and quantified biconditional.afls to say, we must take it as
intrinsic to the very nature of colour-perceptioand likewise for the other secondary
gualities — that what counts as an accurate demxrjpresponse, or statement
concerning thenjust iswhat any normal and well-placed perceiver wouldeas$o,
or again, that the validity-conditions for suchagp justcannot come apaftom the
consensus of judgement amongst those best qualdigadge. However, as | have
said, there is a problem here in so far as therigtezan’t have it both ways, on the
one hand claiming the kind @ priori warrant that could only apply to analytic
statements or tautologous truths-of-definition whoh the other purporting to fill out
the biconditional with a range of informative ormwivial specifications. Indeed
what seems to operate here is a kind of inverspeptional relationship whereby the
formula gains such content only at the cost ofnigsisa priori status while retaining
that status of logical self-evidence only at thetadf foregoing any claim to genuine,
substantive content.

| shall now put the case that a suitably modifiedsion of the response-dependence
thesis has more to offer when applied to issugshifosophy of music than it does
when applied — as by most of its present-day adesca to issues concerning the
truth-conditions or standards of assertoric warfantstatements about basic, i.e.,
purely sensory modes of cognition. In the lattesecdo repeat, the argument works
out as a trivial thesis to the effect that, for @nyen area of discourse, those standards
equate with the deliverance of best judgement dimiged response under ideal
epistemic conditions and discounting for any ladi sources of perceptual
interference. In the case of music, conversely, aagquate statement of just what is
required in order for some given work to warranteatain kind of response or for
some given mode of response to be warranted iticelto this or that work will need
to provide much more by way of detailed specifimati A bare-bones response-
dispositional account might perhaps take the fowork x has property or quality if
and only if that judgement is such as would gaie #ssent of any subject with
sufficiently acute and well-developed musical resmms, when listening under
suitable (non-distracting or attention-conduciveditions, and in the absence of any
psychological or cultural factors that might creeterference’. However this tells us
precisely nothing about what constitutgtherthe property/quality in questiaor the
particular kind of responsiveness, i.e., the agétor proven capacity for sensitive
listening and musically-informed judgement that Ifig® some (and not other)
subjects as authorities in this regard. That satyy the biconditional amounts to just a
roundabout or needlessly complicated way of asgettie empty (tautological) claim
that property is correctly attributed to workjust so long as it would be so attributed
by someone ideally (or infallibly) placed to promae on the matter.
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Such is at any rate the standard take on the Locta#os of secondary qualities
amongst those — chiefly the response-dependenceidtse— who would claim to
derive a more general lesson as regards other afediscourse, such as morals or
even mathematics, where the realist versus anistelispute has run into something
of a brick wall® It is also the conclusion reached by some of tisesee thinkers on
the basis of Plato’s ‘Euthyphro contrast’, thatassay, the issue as to whether certain
acts are pious in virtue of the gods’ deeming th&mn or whether the gods are
constrained so to deem them on account of their, aviallibly truth-tracking powers
of moral judgement.Here again the advocates of response-dependeimte that
there is some insight to be had — or epistemolbgitéeage to be gained — by
remarking that the class of pious acts is coextensr numerically identical in each
case. There is no difference, in this regard att)dsetween the realist account which
takes best judgement assponsive tavhat is truly and objectively virtuous and the
response-dependent account according to which jodgement is in some sense
constitutive ofvhat counts as a virtuous act. Thus the LockearPdaidnist analogies
serve as a handy way of putting the case for fireposed/ia mediabetween the two
scepticism-inducing extremes of a realist concepti@at places truth forever beyond
epistemic reach and — in stark reaction to thaDummett-type anti-realist approach
that reduces truth to the compass of human evalendpistemic, or assertoric
warrant’ However, as we have seen, this is a ‘solutiont thaact solves nothing
since it works out either as a straightforwardtftrpreserving but vacuous) tautology
or else as a more substantive (more adequatelyfisg@¢set of provisos on the right-
hand of the quantified biconditional whid¢br that very reasortarries nothing like
the requisite force dd priori self-evidence.

My point is that this whole debate around respareggendence has been slung
between the poles of a drastic dichotomy whosedera dictated by the fixed idea
that one cannot havéoth objectivist (i.e., recognition-transcendent) truaimd
humanly attainable knowledge, at least on any definof ‘knowledge’ that meets
the classical specification of justified true belidence what will seem, on the face of
it, an odd or even quite absurd suggestion: tHahgamusic as a test-case instance
(rather than colour-perception or the other stasthdasckeantopoi) might help to
point the way through and beyond these epistemtdbgierplexities. After all, could
one seriously wish to maintain that such deep-aablems might find their answer
in an area of discourse where value-judgementsagangrone to dispute — or to the
vagaries of subjective response — as is often éise gvith musical appreciation, or
even with the more technical varieties of musiclys? Or again: why abandon the
(relatively) safe ground of those widely-sharedibgserceptual responses — the
Lockean secondary qualities of colour, sound, tastd smell — only to venture much
farther afield into areas of phenomenological engthat offer no such reliable hold
for normative standards of epistemic warrant oresgtead consensual judgement?
However this is just my point: that by raising theissues in a different, more
problematical context but one less prone to varkinds of reductive or trivialising
approaches we may then be placed to address them pnoductively in other
(standard or familiar) contexts of debate.

Thus the question with regard to music, its ontimlalgstatus or mode of existence
vis-a-visthe register of normalised or optimised listenespmnse, is one that strongly
resists any treatment purporting to resolve it iny af the three main directions
(realist, anti-realist, or response-dispositionaihich currently dominate the
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philosophic field. Rather, it requires that thessues be testdmbth against our given
musical intuitionsand against our standing philosophical concepts, ndy @s
regards their applicability to the case in hand &ab — crucially — as regards their
pertinence (or lack of it) to other areas of digseuWhat the instance of music brings
out to particularly striking effect is the necegsuf drawing a clear-cut distinction
between areas such as mathematics, logic, and dhmealf sciences where an
objectivist (even Platonist) account is at any eafgausible contender and areas such
as the human and social sciences where it applied, all, only when subject to
certain crucial provisos and qualificatichst the same time it may sharpen the
debate by avoiding the sorts of fuzzy compromisdutson’ — like the response-
dependence thesis in its more generalised, lessirdisate forms — that purport to
achieve anodus vivendbetween realism and antirealism by extending tiposeisos
and qualifications well beyond their appropriataese® Thus music, or the discourse
on music, would seem prima facieeligible candidate for treatment in response-
dispositional terms in so far as it self-eviderdlyes involve certain modes of more-
or-less sensitive, refined, or competent listeesponse. Yet it also leaves room —
arguably at least — for the Platonist claim thatré¢hexist certain intrinsically valuable
modes of musical experience and certain correld&atures, structures, or attributes
of the musical work that might always transcenelade the grasp of even the most
responsive, well-equipped listerfr.

The special interest of music in this regard ist thaoffers useful grounds for
comparison with other topics or areas of discotisg either lay a stronger claim to
treatment in realist (objectivist) terms or elseegno adequate hold for any such
treatment. So, for instance, it would strain theec#r musical Platonism if one
pressed too hard on the analogy between music atlematics and argued —
perhaps with Bach primarily in mind — that the gesaworks should be thought of as
discovered, not created, since they exhibit a lkahdormal autonomy or structural
objectivity that is otherwise found only in the Immaof mathematical truth. As
concerns Bach, this notion has been most powerthlallenged by Adorno who sees
in it not only a failure to grasp the music’s dynarand expressive qualities but also
another melancholy sign of the reifying grip exdrien its present-day reception
through the near=universal dominance of late-chgitaommodity culturé? Still it
would be wrong — a reactive swing in the opposste,to speak ‘consumerist’ (or
subjectivist) direction — to deny that Bach’s musdimes gain much of that same
expressive power from its extraordinary sense omé& perfection and the quasi-
mathematical working-out of possibilities somehaateht or inherent in its basic
thematic material.

What gives the analogy an added force is the Fattdnti-realists are apt to put their
case in terms of the metaphorical contrast betvkeemwledge conceived as resulting
from the exploration of hitherto uncharted but ndne less real or topographically
objective terrain and knowledge as the outcome pfaeess which, more like the
artist, shapes or re-fashions a landscape in aagoed with certain creative-
imaginative ends. Thus, on Dummett's account, allydf ‘discovery’ in connection
(say) with some new mathematical proof or someisgi development in number-
theory should be abandoned in favour of the adisteor intuitionist) view that
mathematical ‘truths’ exist only in so far as wee able to specify their formal
validity-conditions'® Rather than conceive such truths as awaiting d&goin a
timeless Platonist or Fregean realm of absolutalidbjectivity we should think of
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them as subject to a constant process of invemtiarreative elaboration which may
indeed involve the highest standards of formal uigbut only in so far as those
standards are set by the proof-procedures in ques$o it is wrong — just the product
of a misconceived ontology — to take mathematicsa gmradigm instance of the
realist/objectivist claim that truth can always @m@part from knowledge, or again
(more precisely) that veridical knowledge can alsvagme apart from the deliverance
of present-best or even future-best-possible judgemFor this is to assert
(nonsensically, Dummett believes) that we can sawehave legitimate or rational
grounds for claiming that a certain class of sta&tet® — the ‘disputed class’ — can be
known to possess an objective truth-value despitelacking any adequate proof-
procedure or means of resolving the issue eithey. Baich is the realist’'s basic
supposition that well-formed yet unproven theordmgh as Goldbach’s conjecture
that every even number greater than 2 is the sutwofprimes) are either true or
false — objectively so — even though we don’t el indeed might never, be able to
supply the requisite formal proof. On the contrddbymmett maintains: it is strictly
unintelligible that truth-values should exceed dugst capacities of proof or
verification sinceex hypothesive should then be in no position to acquire, mahife
or recognise the truth-conditions for any statemeoijecture, or theorem concerning
them.

It is on these grounds that Dummett prefers thdoggabetween mathematics and
painting (or the creative arts in general) to thetween mathematical discovery and
the explorer who ventures into unknown country aotes the location of various
lakes, mountains, forests, and other such topograpleatures. For the realist,
conversely, Dummett’s line of argument runs up Rgfansuperable problems, among
them — not least — its failure to explain how Iaagsling issues (like the truth or
falsehood of Fermat’'s Last Theorem, or the possibihpossibility of its ever being
proved) may at last gain a passport out of theltisd class’ through some dramatic
new advance in the scope and methods of formalf pfd@esides, so the realist will
claim, there is something highly counter-intuitiveeven absurd — about any theory
which limits the other (i.e., truth/falsehood-apigss of statements to those in respect
of which there happens to exist some humanly aabievmeans of ascertainment.
Such a claim can only strike the realist as a gittborward instance of the
anthropocentric fallacy, one that equates the d¢inof truth with the limits of
attainable knowledge, and these in turn with thghllyi restricted range statements
that are plausibly up for verification by our bespistemic, conceptual, or
investigative lights?

My main interest here — with a view to its bearogissues of musical ontology — is
in Dummett’s anti-realist approach to mathematiogjc, and the formal sciences.
However it is worth noting that he extends this rapph to empirically-based
disciplines or areas of discourse such as thaistdriography where it works out as a
flat denial that we could ever have grounds foredsy the objective truth or
falsehood of statements that we — or the commuofitgxpert historians — are in no
position to verify or falsify. Thus any ‘gaps inrdknowledge’ must also be thought of
as ‘gaps in reality’, regions whoggpistemicallyinaccessible character deprives them
of any determinate features onto which our statésnen hypotheses could possibly
latch, and thereby consigns them to a limbo of ainfg®nce to us unknowable) ‘facts’
or ‘events™ The same applies to well-formed though unverigatsicientific
conjectures — such as ‘there exists a solar syst#ima planet inhabited by organic
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life-forms in some remote (radio-telescopically igible) region of the expanding
universe’ — which must likewise be viewed as fglito meet the standard for
meaningful, truth-apt or warrantable statements lagice as revealing not only a
lacuna in our knowledge but also a ‘gap in realfityThat is to say, if one accepts the
logic of Dummett’'s antirealist case then there impty no escaping the ultimate
conclusion (as realists would have it: the ultimegductio ad absurdujmthat the
scope and limits of human knowledge are also, gndeby definition, the scope and
limits of truth as concerns every aspect of physieality.

It is here precisely that philosophical reflectiom music — on its mode of existence
vis-a-visthe capacities of human perceptual and cognitiasgr might offer some
help in sorting out these epistemological issues.tl@ one hand there is clearly a
whole dimension of musical experience that beldoghe phenomenology of human
responsive powers and capacities, and which therdiinds no place in any purely
objectivist (response-independent) ontology of rwaisivorks. Hence the disanalogy —
the sense of a false or misleading comparison wdeet music and mathematics, or
the sense of ‘invention’ that would seem most aflydescribe what occurs in the
process of musical composition and the sense of tem which applies to
mathematical proof-procedures or other such formalmatter how ‘inventive’ (i.e.,
resourceful and conceptually ground-breaking) marfethought. On the other hand
this comparison does have a certain force, espeeiflen set against the prevailing
wisdom in various circles of present-day ‘advanaedsicological theory. Such is the
claim that any talk of musical value — or eventbg'work’ as somehow existing quite
apart from the various ups and downs of its cultuegeption-history — is best
explained (or explained away) entirely in termsthuit same history. My point is
that we sell music shortither by espousing a pure-bred Platonist (or formalist)
doctrine that would lift it clear of any involventenvith the contingencies of
culturally inflected listener-responser by adopting one of those current (e.g.,
deconstructive or New-Historicist) approaches thatld treat music as nothing more
than a product of certain ideologically determitdigcourses’ or mindsets.

The tendency to swing between drastically opposesitipns of this sort is a
prominent feature of much recent thought acrossarge of disciplines, from
epistemology and cognitive science to philosophyaofjuage and logic. It is most
pronounced in those areas of philosophic thougharevithe problems with old-style
logical empiricism — especially in the wake of Qaigcelebrated attack — gave rise to
various, equally problematic attempts to closegéue between concepts and sensuous
intuitions, or logical structure and empirical cemit'® The latest such attempts very
often involve a ‘naturalised’ version of Kantianiswhich claims to deliver the
epistemological goods — i.e., to explain how knalgke comes about or how precisely
that gap might be closed — without any appeal ¢éotthnscendental subject and other
such ‘metaphysical’ excrescenédsResponse-dependence theory is very much a
product of this same conjuncture, one that seeksatgan more directly from the
Lockean empiricist than the Kantian idealist quarbeit which none the less draws
(in company with thinkers like John McDowell) orethotion of avia mediabetween

all the vexing dualisms of subject and object, mam world, or internalist and
externalist accounts of knowledge-acquisifibnit is here, to repeat, that
philosophical reflection on music — on its distiaet ontology as well as its
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epistemological aspects — might well have sometlihgmportance to contribute.
More specifically, it raises the issue as to jueere music stands in relation to those
other ‘areas of discourse’ that have figured cdligtna recent debate. What sets music
decisively apart from mathematics on the one hand the vagaries of purely
subjective experience on the other is the fact #mgt adequate theory of music
involves an irreducibly phenomenological componerdn appeal to the register of
normalised (or maybe optimised) listener-responsdut also, beyond that, a
presumed grounding in formal or structural featunéshe work which cannot be
reduced without remainder to any such responsendiepd account.

Thus music provides the most striking since hardaiegorise instance of an
ontological domain whose very elusiveness requihes we define just how and
where it differs from those other object-domainsameas of discourse. All the more
so, | would suggest, since the sorts of confusitichvoften arise in that particular
case are closely akin to the sorts that arise éleexin the philosophic literature. This
is evident when Dummett recommends, in keeping Wishanti-realist outlook, that
we should change our view of so-called mathematitiatoveries’ and treat them as
something more closely analogous to the procesartidtic creation than to the
process of geographical exploration. One possib&df response to Dummett is that
artworks themselves have an aspect of discoveryf “nweention’ in the other,
etymological sense of the term — which renderschimparison doubly problematic.
That is, it can be seen both to over-estimate ihghip between mathematics and art,
taken (as Dummett clearly intends) by way of astpdo the claims of mathematical
realism, and at the same time to under-estimatstteagth of art’s claim — albeit in a
different way — to discover certain kinds of hitteeunrecognised formal, structural,
or expressive possibility. The difference hereairse has to do with the last of these
aspects, i.e., the expressive dimension of aritan@lation to those formal structures
with which it is closely bound up at every level lhich tends very often to elude
the grasp of analysis in formal or structural terfbkis issue has been central to
aesthetic debate since Plato and Aristotle, anddtely been pressed with particular
force by those — Derrida among them — who findoggdl most sharply in the conflict
of priorities between phenomenology and structsmnaliThus, according to Derrida,
what is here being played out is an issue of tmeoat consequence not only for
aesthetics but also for epistemology and the phybg of logic, mathematics, and
language.

This is not the place for a detailed expositioefrida’s remarkably subtle and acute
early readings of Husserl where he pursues thewsmleep-laid aporias that emerge
through the latter’'s intensive engagement with @ational issues in each of these
disciplines?? Sufficient to say that they result from the strictpossibility of
resolving those issues and from the fact that @&yyrous enquiring-back — such as
Husserl undertakes — into the grounds and histbtigeformal sciences will always,
at some point, encounter this aporetic moment. \Wdipect to mathematics (and, in
particular, to Husserl's late text on ‘The Origih@eometry’) it takes the form of a
constant oscillation between the claims afpriori knowledge or ‘absolute ideal
objectivity’ on the one hand and, on the othersthof a genetic account that would
make room for the progressive unfolding of georsatrthought through its various
historical stages of developméntHence the antinomy of ‘structure’ and ‘genesis’
that Derrida finds everywhere present in Husseguitgect, and which he treats not so
much as a defect or failing but rather as a suya sif the analytic rigour — the
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exemplary willingness to think these issues throwgth the greatest conceptual
precision — that Husserl brings to bear in the seuof his logico-mathematical
investigations’

At this point | should like to cite two rather ldhg passages from Derrida’s essay
“Genesis and Structure” and Phenomenology’, sitteey bring out not only the
aspects of Husserl's thinking that Derrida wishesemphasise but also the precise
character of his (Derrida’s) critical engagemerd anbeyond that — their bearing on
those issues in analytic philosophy of logic, mathgcs and language that have been
my main focus of discussion so far. Thus:

[i]f Husserl gives up the psychological route wheonfronted by all the
difficulties of accounting for a structure of idemleaning on the basis of a
factual genesis, he no less rejects the logiciziogclusion with which his
critics wished to corner him. Whether in the themrent Platonic or Kantian
style, this logicism was preoccupied above all vitite autonomy of logical
ideality as concerns all consciousness in generahll concrete and non-
formal consciousness. Husserl, for his part, séeknaintain simultaneously
the normative autonomy of logical or mathematiaiaiity as concerns all
factual consciousness, and its original dependenoelation to a subjectivity
in general; in general, but concretely. Thus he teadavigate between the
Scylla and Charybdis of logicizing structuralism darpsychologistic
geneticism (even in the subtle and pernicious farfirthe ‘transcendental
psychologism’ attributed to Kant). He had to opgmn ai new direction of
philosophical attention and permit the discovery aofconcrete, but non-
empirical, intentionality, a ‘transcendental expage’ which would be
‘constitutive’, that is, like all intentionality,imultaneously productive and
revelatory, active and passive . . . . Husserl attkmpt to prepare an access to
this common radicality through the diverse ‘redoies’, which are presented
initially as neutralizations of psychological geiseand even of every factual
genesis in general. The first phase of phenomegplgits style and its
objects, is structuralist, because first and for&mb seeks to stay clear of
psychologism and historicism. But it is not gendfiescription in general
which is disqualified, but only the genetic desttdp which borrows its
schemas from naturalism and causalism, and depgraasa science of ‘facts’
and therefore on an empiricism; and therefore, looles Husserl, depends
upon a relativism incapable of insuring its ownthrutherefore, on a
scepticism. The transition to the phenomenologti#iude is made necessary,
thus, by the impotence or philosophical fragilifygeneticism when the latter,
by means of a positivism which does not understiégself, believes itself
capable of enclosure by a ‘science-of-facts’, waethis be a natural science
or a science of the mind. The expression ‘worldinegsis’ covers the domain
of these sciencés.

| must forego any detailed commentary on this pgessad content myself with just a
few remarks concerning its relevance to the topiband. Perhaps most strikingh—
proposthe realism/antirealism debate — is Derrida’s tesise (following Husserl,
though pressing somewhat harder on the various@ntes here opened up) that one
cannot resolve the structure/genesis problem bgigstiforwardly endorsing one
approach and declaring the other irrelevant, unalge or philosophically off-

Page 9 of 27



On Knowing What We Like Richmond Journal of PhilphRy 11 (Winter 2005)
Christopher Norris

bounds. Thus a twin necessity imposes itself: tfaacknowledging contra anti-
realists like Dummett) the claims of mathematiogjd, and the formal sciences to be
concerned with a realm of objective, verificatisarscendent truth quite aside from
the various episodes that have marked their deredop to date, while none the less
allowing that those disciplinedo have a history — a ‘genetic’ aspect — which cannot
be ignored or bracketed out since it constitutesvéry condition of possibility for
grasping that development along with its latest¢pnt-day) stage of advance.

The second passage from ‘Genesis and Structurehelayto clarify what is involved
here. Thus, as Derrida reads Husserl:

an eidetic descriptive science, such as phenomgyohoeay be rigorous, but it
is necessarily inexact - | would rather say ‘ané&xadue to no failure on its
part. Exactitude is always a product derived franmoperation of ‘idealisation’
and ‘transition to the limit' which can only concean abstract moment, an
abstract eidetic element (spatiality, for examptd) a thing materially
determined as an objective body, setting asidegig®ely, the other eidetic
elements of a body in general. This is why geomé&nra ‘material’ and
‘abstract’ science. It follows that a ‘geometryexdperience’, a ‘mathematics
of phenomena’ is impossible: this is an ‘attempbrded to miscarry’. This
means in particular, for what concerns us heret tha essences of
consciousness, and therefore the essences of ‘pieeR0 in general, cannot
belong to a structure or ‘multiplicity’ of the matmatical type. Now what is it
that characterizes such a multiplicity for Hussand at this time? In a word,
the possibility of closure . . . . What Husserlkse® underline by means of
this comparison between an exact and a morphollogoiance, and what we
must retain here, is the principled, essential, simdctural impossibility of
closing a structural phenomenolody.

It should be evident that Derrida is here broachimgway of Husserl, a range of
ontological, epistemological, and (not least) mbiajcal issues that have likewise
preoccupied philosophers in the analytic tradittoom Frege and Russell to the
present day. Chief among them is the issue — mosbpatively raised by Dummett —
as to whether certain statements belonging todisputed class’, i.e., statements that
are well-formed and (apparently) meaningful yet Wdrich we possess no formal
proof-procedure or means of empirical verificat@an none the less be thought of as
true or false (objectively so) just in virtue oktlvay things stand in reality and quite
aside from any such epistemic considerations. l®@realist about truth the answer is
plainly ‘yes’; for the Dummettian anti-realist ‘noperhaps hedged about by some
gualifying clauses with respect to how far the fieation-principle might be stretched
to accommodate various conceivable but so far ueaett methods of proof; and for
stakers-out of a middle-ground, e.g., responsesdiipnal approach a suitably
provisoed ‘yes/no’ according to the area of disseuin question and its presumed
degree of truth-aptitud®.

Then again, for a Kantian revisionist such as McBlbw one who proposes a
‘naturalised’ reading of Kant shorn of the wholanscendental apparatus but
retaining the idea of an active reciprocity betwesnd and world or knowledge and
the objects of knowledge — the answer would seebetanother ‘yes/no’, but more to
the effect that this problem simply doesn't ariseleng as we refuse to mount the
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dualist seesa#? However it is scarcely resolved by McDowell’s aflathat we can
best avoid the residual dualism in Kant's talk @nsuous intuitions that must
somehow be ‘brought under’ concepts of understanttirough the simple expedient
of switching to Kant’s alternative idiom of ‘recépty’ and ‘spontaneity’, these latter
envisaged as powers of mind whose mutual interlaroent prevents any such
dichotomy from getting a hold. For it is clear frahe problems that McDowell has in
striving to maintain this position — from the oftertuous phraseology and signs of
extreme conceptual strain — that the switch is naormeatter of cosmetic appearance
than a genuine working solutiéh.

v

The point of my above brief detouia Derrida on Husserl was to signal the existence
of another approach to the realism/anti-realismuasshat avoids the kinds of
unproductive deadlock or evasive middle-ground tsmuproduced by a great deal of
current analytical (or ‘post-analytical’) debate.h®¥ Derrida brings out most
forcefully in his readings of Husserl is the nedgssf thinking these issues through
to the point where ‘a certain structuralism’ can $&en as ‘philosophy’s most
spontaneous gesture’, while none the less ackngivigdhat this project meets its
limit in ‘the principled, essential, and structuraipossibility of closing a structural
phenomenology*®

It would not be hard to show, given time, that gtiedl debate on these matters has
been hobbled by the turn it took through Frege'secteon of Husserlian
phenomenology as just another species of thinlguised psychologisit. This view
was further reinforced by Gilbert Ryle’s dramatitange of mind — from a well-
developed interest in Husserl's work to a dismissait on similar grounds — and
again (most recently) by Dummett’'s rather grudgoogcession that there might be
something of interest in Husserl though only to &heent that his thinking bore
limited comparison with Frege’s altogether morecadee approactf. The result has
been precisely that drastic polarisation of viewsoading to which one can either
espouse a notion of objective and recognition-ttandent (hence unknowable) truth
or else make do with a scaled-down conception ohibettian warranted assertibility
or ‘truth’ as epistemically constrained. What Déa's readings of Husserl hold out is
the prospect of steering a critical course betwhese poles that would neither accept
the terms of that putative dilemma nor seek to skefil by adopting some middle-
ground approach which finally reduces to the ttitha@sis whereby truth equates with
whatever counts as such according to normalisegptimised best judgement. The
above-cited passages should make it clear thatidaers far from rejecting the
Platonist view, i.e., the basic realist premisd thare exists a vast range of unproven
or perhaps unprovable statements and theoremsthrematics, logic, and the formal
sciences that must be thought of as objectively tufalse despite our inability to
settle the issue either way. Yet at the same timei@a is keenly aware — like Husserl
before him — of the need to take account of thoagous epochal stages of
advancement or knowledge-acquisition that constitnbt only the background
history but (in some sense) the enabling contedtmior condition of possibility for
any further such advances.

Other commentators — Follesdal and Mohanty amoegithk have argued that the
problems confronted by post- Fregean philosophymathematics and logic, in
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particular its having given rise to these intratgatilemmas, might well have been
avoided were it not for that unfortunate partingaef ways between the two
traditions®®* More specifically: it might not have witnessed thmergence of a
strongly reactive movement of thought which toole throblems with Fregean
objectivism (i.e., its purportedly placing truthyloed the utmost reach of attainable
knowledge) as a pretext for adopting the kinds xifeene or more moderate anti-
realist approach exemplified by Dummett and theoadtes of response-dependence.
To be sure, Dummett never goes quite so far aslLEtouwer, the most influential
philosopher of mathematics to have espoused aitiamigt approach that rejects the
idea of objective (recognition-transcendent) truthfavour of equating truth with
knowledge, knowledge with provability, and the dattwith just those sorts of
construction that strike the enquirer as possessingive conviction or plausibility.
Thus, according to Brouwer, it is wrong to suppdsat ‘mathematics, when it is
made less formal, will pay for it by a loss of “ekaess”, i.e., of mathematical
“truth”. On the contrary, ‘[flor me, “truth” is ageneral emotional phenomenon,
which by way of “Begleiterscheinung” [accompanyiplgenomenon] can be coupled
or not with the formalistic study of mathemati¢s’Yet Dummett is well within
hailing distance of thischtintuitionist approach — albeit treated with a ddce
measure of British reserve as regards such extaawaglk — if one considers his
clearly stated preference for the analogy betweathematical thought and artistic
creativity as against the Platonist/Fregean analbgiyveen mathematics and the
exploration of a pre-existent (i.e., objective orndiindependent) conceptual
domain.34

What is most characteristic of these debates igiaus loss of ontological bearings, a
tendency to confuse ‘areas of discourse’ — or thdskof criteria that properly apply
in this or that area — so that even mathematic#h tseems in danger of floating off
into some realm of ultimate unknowability unlessuaght back within human grasp
through a response-dependent or ‘humanised Plétaqiproach®® Hence the idea
that any progress in these matters will have td st by conceding the logic of the
anti-realist case — that objectivist truth andiatthle knowledge just don’t mix — and
then work out some viable or face-saving solutimng just such conciliatory lines.
Hence also, | would suggest, the strange way inchvidiscourses like that of
mathematics that would appear prime candidatestriemtment in Platonist (or
verification-transcendent) terms are subject to iad kof analogical transfer or
metaphoric displacement whereby such treatment ddento seem inappropriate,
misconceived, or philosophically downright absurdus when Dummett invites us to
consider the business of proving a mathematicarém as more like an act of artistic
creation than a geographical discovery — or whemxAMiller proposes his
‘humanised Platonist’ idea as a reasonable middiargl stance — it is clear that, for
many present-day thinkers, antirealism is the de@piion and realism one for which
the best, perhaps only credible line of defen@efalback to some such quasi--realist
or compromise solutioff.

No doubt this situation has come about very largalyconsequence of various
problems in mathematics and philosophy of mathemmaiver the past century and
more. These will be familiar enough to most rea@eis require only a brief rehearsal
here. Among them are the advent of non- Euclidesnmgtries which dealt a sizeable
blow to the Kantian idea of synthet& priori knowledge and to aprioristic truth-
claims of whatever kind; the later emergence of-dassical, i.e., many-valued or
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‘deviant’ logics; the paradoxes of classical sewtly as first revealed by Russell;
Godel's incompleteness-theorem along with its widdikewise unsettling
implications for mathematics, logic, and the fornsdiences; and the various
problems with regard to our knowledge of a (supglygebjective real-world domain
thrown up by quantum mechanics on the orthodox éBbpgen) interpretatiofi.Yet

if one thing is equally clear it is the fact thaattmematics has long servbdthas the
paradigm instance of objective, recognition-transiest truthand— from the time of
Galileo up to and including the quantum revolutioas a chief source of knowledge
or better understanding as regards physical re&8iyit is very much a case of putting
the philosophic cart before the scientific horseewisceptical or anti-realist doctrines
purport to show that these beliefs are ungroundaetiat truth and knowledge cannot
both be had except on pain of manifest selfconttanti>®

Thus, as David Lewis pointedly remarks, ‘[ijt's tdmad for epistemologists if
mathematics in its present form baffles them, butould be hubris to take that as any
reason to reform mathematics . . . . Our knowlealgmathematics is ever so much
more secure than our knowledge of the epistemotbgy seeks to cast doubt on
mathematics®® And again: ‘[c]ausal accounts of knowledge arevatly well in their
place, but if they are put forward as general tlesorthen mathematics refutes
them’*® What Lewis here has in mind is the sort of ‘reliab or causally-based
epistemology which requires that all legitimateirds to knowledge be grounded
either in perceptual acquaintance with the objectstates of affairs concerned or else
in some unbroken and reliably informative chaintrainsmission with a good (i.e.,
truth-preserving) pedigree. By these lights anytd?list (or realist) philosophy of
mathematics, logic, or the formal sciencegpso factoa non-starter since it cannot
explain how we could ever have the right kind aisad contact with abstract entities
such as numbers, sets, truth-functions, propositioantents, and so forth. To which
Lewis responds, once again, that in that case webb#er junk the causal theory of
knowledge-acquisition at least with regard to thassas of discourse — chief among
them mathematics and logic — where it clearly didegply. No doubt there are deep,
philosophically recalcitrant questions as to whygl &ow such abstract entities should
have proven to possess 38 so impressive a degaesofiptive, predictive, and even
explanatory power in the development of the physsmences. Hence Eugene
Wigner’s expression of wondering puzzlement at‘timeeasonable effectiveness’ of
mathematics as a strictly indispensable sourcenofvedge concerning real-world
objects and events on every micro- to macro-physicale’’ However there is
something distinctly perverse about raising thaztement to a high point of doctrine
and then declaring either, like the anti-realiskgt we are faced with a flat, non-
negotiable choice between mathematical truth anithenaatical knowledge or else —
the currently favoured line — that the only way ofithis impasse is to opt for some
middle-ground (e.g., response-dependent or ‘huredrifdatonist’) approach.

Jerrold Katz puts the case for mathematical reaiisian passage that will bear citing
in extenso for its clarity and force

[tihe entire idea that our knowledge of abstraciedis might be based on
perceptual contact is misguided, since, even ifhad contact with abstract
objects, the information we could obtain from sgohtact wouldn't help us in
trying to justify our beliefs about them . . . . Urtue of being a perfect
number, six must be a perfect number; in virtubahg the only even prime,
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two must be the only even prime. Since the epistenolie of contact is to
provide us with the information needed to selecbagnthe different ways
something might be, and since perceptual contautatgorovide information
about how something must be, contact has no painklation to abstract
objects. It cannot ground beliefs about tH&m.

The importance of getting things right with regaedsuch ontological distinctions
may be gauged from some of the motgré consequences when this kind of realism
as applied to abstract entities or the object-danadi mathematics and the formal
sciences is carried across into other, very diffeageas of discourse. Thus Lewis has
a larger quarry in view when he argues that theahjty of mathematical truth —
and the security of our knowledge concerning itit aways trump any challenge
brought by the sceptic or the advocate of a caw@abilist approach to
epistemology. In brief, his purpose is to put thasec for an outlook of
uncompromising realism with respect to all thosestble worlds’ or counterfactual
scenarios that modal logicians are wont to invokeaamatter of descriptive or
explanatory convenience, but which Lewis holdseduly as real as those which we
inhabit in our everyday lives, only nonactual infao as they occupy some other (to
us epistemically inaccessible) region of the maudaltiverse** So, for instance, when
historians or scientists routinely deploy countetdal-conditional modes of reasoning
— ‘had eventx not occurred, then neither would evght- in order to explain why
eventy did in fact occur, they had better accept his meodalist account since
otherwise they are trading on a false licence amkmo right to draw such often
farreaching explanatory consequences from mergipasitious or fictive premises.
Moreover, should it be objected by exponents offia-world (actualist) or causal-
realist approach that Lewis has created a wildigfligate ontology replete with
objects and events that must, by very definitiaautterly beyond our epistemic ken
he can always come back — as in the above-citeshgas — with the argument-by-
analogy from mathematics.

Thus Lewis’s trump-card is again to remark thattrao$ entities such as numbers,
sets, and classes are likewise both causally aretbeyond any means of sensory-
perceptual acquaintance and yet — perhaps fowvérgtreason — have a strong claim
to count among our surest itemsaopriori knowledge. In which case, he concludes,
actualists about modal logic — those who take péssvorlds talk as just that, a
convenientfagcon de parlerfor explicating notions of possibility and necegsit are
merely trying to have their cake and edf itVere it not for their perverse refusal to
accept the logic of their own arguments they wopdalforce come to see that it
entailed the reality (i.e., the non-actual but obje existence) of all those
counterfactual situations, or might-have-been-atis turns of event, which alone
give genuine explanatory content to talk about eausecessary conditions, decisive
historical conjunctures, and so forth. Yet cleatiys involves a pretty massive
conflation of distinct ontological domains, amomgm — crucially — the trans-world
necessary truths of logic and mathematics and #r@ws contingent or world-
relative, whether actual or unactualised stateafiaiirs that concern historians and
(arguably) most if not all physical scientists. $htiis hard to conceive how Lewis
can extract his mind-boggling range of ‘really’ seint possibilia from the analogy
with a discourse — that of mathematics — whose ablojemain on the realist
(Platonist) view is defined precisely by its abstraature, its character of absolute
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ideal objectivity. and therefore its utter remoth&om any such contingent order of
events.

Hence the widespread resistance to Lewis’s ideasonly amongst thinkers who
stress the relevance of modal logic to issues ist@apology and philosophy of
science, but also amongst philosophers of mathematho acknowledge — like Katz
in the passage cited above — that any adequateraoaomathematical truth will need
to respect its autonomy as well as its singulaeatifeness in physics and the other
sciences. After all, this is the only plausiblevaesto proponents of a hard-line causal
epistemology who argue that, since we cannot haveeptual contact with intangible
‘objects’ such as numbers and sets, therefore thbgets must either be thought of
as inherently unknowable or else brought back withe compass of knowledge by
treating them as so many constructs out of ourouarimethods of proof or well-
established formal procedur®sThus Katz might seem in agreement with Lewis as
regards the basic modal-realist claim that therst®®a vast range of objective though
abstract realia whose properties — along with th#hivalue of any statement
concerning them — have nothing whatever to do withstate of knowledge, let alone
with our somehow (impossibly) being able to acthes via some kind of perceptual
‘contact’. However this agreement runs out at tbietpwhere Katz makes his cardinal
claim: that what distinguishes logic, mathematicd the formal sciences from other
(say historical, natural-scientific, or everyday@stigative) fields of enquiry is their
concern with an order of necessary truths whoseactexr of absolute ideal objectivity
places them forever and intrinsically beyond reaicbmpirical disconfirmation. That
is to say,contra Lewis they cannot provide a legitimate basis for arguisie
concerning the reality of alternative, non-actyabssible worlds’ since these must
surely be similar to our own at least in so fartlasy contain all manner of strictly
contingent (i.e., trans-world variable) happeninigstories, and turns of event, as
well as a great range of likewise contingent phgisobjects along with their various
world-relative properties, dispositions, causal pmy and so forth. Indeed it is the
point most forcefully made by ‘this-world’ realisigke Saul Kripke and Hilary
Putnam that modal logic is a useful means of pggkout just those essential
properties — e.g., subatomic, molecular, or gerstromosomal structure — that
distinguish various intramundane natural kinds sash‘gold’, ‘acid’, ‘water’, or
‘tiger’.

Hence Putnam’s famous series of ‘twin-earth’ thdwe¢periments, designed to bring
out its crucial relevance to issues in metaphysitd epistemology as well as in
philosophy of logic and philosophical semanfitghus if twin-earth ‘gold’ looked
and behaved very much like its earthian countetmatrturned out not to be the metal
with atomic number 79, or if twin-earth ‘acids’ veenot proton-donors, or if twin-
earth ‘water’ had the molecular composition XYZhet than H20O, or if twin-earth
‘tigers’ were found to have an entirely differer@ngtic constitution then any visitor
from earth, when confronted with the evidence, waiurely conclude that these were
not in fact genuine (as opposed to like-seeming) sasnpfethe kind in question.
Moreover, the process of finding this out would alwe the same sorts of
investigation or the same techniques for lookingonel surface appearances that
have typified the conduct of this-world scientiénquiry, such as that which led from
‘gold = yellow, ductile metal soluble iaqua regia (thus failing to 40 distinguish it
from ‘fool’'s gold’, or iron pyrites) to ‘gold = matlic element with atomic number
79’, and likewisemutatis mutandisor my other examples. What Kripke and Putnam
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deduce from all this is that such discoveries htavdo with an order o& posteriori
necessary truths, that is to say, truths whichcégarly nota priori (self-evident to
reason) but which none the less obtain as a maftteecessity in this world and all
other close-by possible worlds whose constituentikiare compatible with ours in
the relevant physical (e.g., microstructural or ej@Eachromosomal) respectsAs |
have said, this puts them squarely at odds with ditfzer, ontologically profligate
form of modal realism propounded by Lewis accordmgvhich it is merely a sign of
parochial prejudice to treat the world that we tatly’ inhabit as any more ‘real’ than
the numberless counterpart worlds wherein thing® leorked out differently across
the entire range of alternative (logically concéied possibilities. For there could
then be no arguing, in Kripke/Putham mode, frontagerdistinctive features of the
way that our language picks out natural kinds alwittp their essential properties,
structures, or attributes to a metaphysical-real@idview wherein they set the truth-
conditions for our various statements, theorielsymotheses concerning théfh.

Thus ‘actualism’ is not so much the product of sairestically restricted ontological
purview as a necessary means of drawing the liheds® issues properly amenable
to treatment from a philosophical or scientificrgtpoint and issues that belong more
to the realm of science fiction or the possible ld®rof a writer like Jorge Luis
Borges. This is the sort of objection to Lewis'guamnent that is apt to count strongly
with the realist about matters of empirical factratural-scientific truth. However
there is a kindred objection to be raised fromrttaghematical-realist quarter since a
further consequence of that argument is to blurahilogical distinction between
trans-world necessary truths (those that pertaindm, mathematics, and the formal
sciences) and the kinds of contingent truth thatapein our own and other (to us
non-actual but to their denizens actual and in @ase equally real) possible worlds.
That is to say, Lewis’s case for his ontologicaktravagant variety of modal realism
is one that involves a confusion of properly distiontological domains and which
hence falls plump within the sights of a sceptimahnti-realist approach. For, as we
have seen, a chief plank in many such argumentbieisclaim that truth cannot
possibly exceed the bounds of attainable knowlealgie this must involve some
kind of perceptual or quasi-perceptual contact betwknower and known. Katz once
again provides a succinct explanation of why theaiis philosophically so wide of
the mark. Thus:

[tlhe epistemological function of perceptual contscto provide information
about which possibilities are actualities. Percaptwntact thus has a point in
the case of empirical propositions. Because nanlygcts can be otherwise
than they actually are (non obstante their esdepti@perties), contact is
necessary in order to discover how they actually.ar. . Not so with abstract
objects. They could not be otherwise than they.are . Hence there is no
question of which mathematical possibilities areuakcpossibilities'® All of
which suggests that getting straight about theselamdlistinctions — as
between the actual, the possible, and the necesdarymportant not only for
philosophy of language, mathematics and sciencalbatfor other disciplines
where ontological issues have a real bearing orsense of what counts as a
defensible truth-claim or evaluative judgement.
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Now it is time — well past time, the reader maytlhieking — to bring these various
lines of argument together and explain just howy theght relate to questions of
musical ontology. | propose to put the case fogualified Platonist’ approach that
would treat some (not all) musical works as beinognparable in some (not all)
respects to the kinds of abstract entity such ambews, sets, propositions, logical
functions, and so forth, that make up the objectdio of the formal sciences. Where
this comparison hits the mark, | suggest, is in gbase that these works are best
thought of as discovered rather than created, @ast as involving more in the way
of access to certain standing possibilities of mmisiexpression, form and
development than finds any room on commonly reckiveespecially romantic and
post-romantic — accounts.

This is not to say that all music aspires to theditton of mathematics, or that the
best music — prototypically that of J.S. Bach thiskind that most readily lends itself
to quasi-mathematical or ultra-formalist ideas wficture and development. For one
thing, that conception ignores the most basic dbffee between music and
mathematics: that whereas mathematics, at leagteoRlatonist view, has to do with
abstract or ideal entities that inherently elude g@ttmost reach of human perceptual
grasp, music must by its very nature involve ourssey-perceptual responses before
we can make a start with the business of formaitructural analysis. Thus any such
analysis will have to meet the test of matchinge(ew it also deepens and refines) the
intuitions of a competent listener, just as — idifferent though related field — any
theory of grammar, no matter how technically adeahaevill have to chime with the
standing intuitions of competent native speakers.thhe case of music that
requirement is all the more difficult to satisfymsé musical responses are subject to a
far greater range of variation from one listenetttte next, so that what counts as
‘competence’ in this regard — as providing the vafdg standard for assessment — is
that much harder to specify. This is another reashy any Platonist approach to
issues of musical ontology and value has to beftpaby the caveat that it cannot do
more than approximate the sorts of truth-conditibat apply to statements about
mathematics, logic, or the formal sciences. Shi# gualification need not involve
falling back to some equivocal midway stance, sagkhat adopted by the theorists of
response-dependence or by the advocates of a st@aled ‘humanised’ Platonism
which amounts to much the same thing under a diftermore robust-sounding
descriptior® Rather it is just to acknowledge — as can scarbelydenied — that
whatever statements we make about music in the, lhatief, or presumption of their
holding good will have to do not only with certasalient features of the work itself
but also with our competent (musically-informedygaption of them or the kinds of
response that thesan and shoul@voke in a sufficiently keen-eared listener.

Still it may asked: what is the difference betwdbis kind of qualified Platonist
approach in the case of music and the kinds of mooadationist thinking — the
various attempts to strike a compromise stance dmiwealism and anti-realism —
that | have criticised above? After all, it is hawl see how this difference could
amount to very much if musical ‘Platonism’ is sdided as to admit the crucial role
of listener-response (no matter how perceptive imelligent) when it comes to
deciding just which elements of form, structuregentfatic development, tonal
progression, etc., should count as intrinsic towek ‘itself’, that is to say, the work
platonically conceived as transcending any suchelyesubjective or response-
dependent dimension. Thus, here as with mathematick the formal sciences,
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Platonism would seenprima facie downright incompatible with a theory that
acknowledges the extent to which truth must be emed as subject to the scope of
competent, normal, or optimised human judgementit¥e just this basic ontological
distinction between music and mathematics — that fdrmer, unlike the latter,
involves an irreducible appeal to the register wrhlan cognitive-appreciative powers
— which can serve as a useful means of explainimaf v& wrong with any form of the
response-dispositional or ‘humanised Platonistrapgh when extended to regions of
enquiry beyond its proper remit. That is to sayrihgs out both the fallacy involved
in reducing mathematical or logical truth to thenpass of human epistemic warrant,
and the opposite fallacy of treating music - bylagy with mathematics — gaurely
and simplyan affair of formal, objectively existent structsré&or this is to ignore the
realist case that well-formed (i.e., truth-apt) Inegmhatical statements, theorems, or
hypotheses have their truth-value fixed irrespeco whatever we may know or be
able to establish concerning them. And it is ats@hore the fact that any competent,
perceptive and well-infformed 42 judgement about imusvill involve a
phenomenological aspect — an appeal to the regitaormal or optimal listener-
response — which cannot be discounted in the doesbjectivity or analytic rigour.

This is why, as | have suggested, the instanceusiermay help to clarify some of
the issues that arise in other fields of enquirjpoag them philosophy of
mathematics, logic, and the natural sciences. Wisltows up by way of contrast is
the fact that these latter — albeit for differar@se-specific reasons — neither need nor
admit any qualification of the realist-objectiviandpoint in order to make adequate
room for the contribution of human perceptual resgss or powers of cognitive
judgement. In the former case, conversely, itéaicthat analysis cannot produce any
valid, musically convincing results except in so & they fall square with the
response of a competent listener under suitabléitons, i.e., when exposed to a
likewise competent performance of the given world an the absence of any
distorting factors (whether ambient or culturalptthmight get in the way of that
response. Thus the questiaat countsas a valid claim or a truth-apt statement in
the context of music analysis might perhaps fincaaswer of the kind proposed by
the response-dependence theorists, namely a gednbfconditional linking the
statement to a more-or-less detailed specificatibthe various requirements that
have to be met in order for that to be the case.

One could then come up with a wide range of sucbralitional formulas, from the
most basic and nearly tautologous (‘pieces in classical sonata-form if it would
reliably be recognised as such under normal aaogstditions by any competent,
attentive listener with an adequate grasp of thevaat structural features’) to other,
more elaborately specified instances (‘it is truat t'worky exhibits a striking pattern
of major/minor harmonic alternations together wéthifts from triple to quadruple
metric patterns” just so long as that statementlevbe endorsed by any tonally and
rhythmically sensitive listener with the ability te@ecognise such complex
interactions’). Or again, the biconditional mightlude certain kinds of evaluative as
well as structural-descriptive predicate, alwayshwieference to normalised or
idealised listener-response as a validating groofngidgement. Thus the left-hand
clause might read: ‘composer z's Third Symphonthes finest of his eight works in
this genre since it is here that his music mosy fathieves those distinctive qualities
— of rhythmic drive, harmonic dynamism, sweepingaloprogression — which the
others strive for but never bring off to such cofhpg effect’. In which case the
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right-hand (conditional) clause would have to sfyethat this claim was true, or
warranted in descriptive and evaluative terms, gestlong as it was such as to
command the assent of listeners properly qualifeepidge of its various component
parts. That is to say, its truth-conditions wouktide from — or depend upon - its
answerability to certain well-defined standards @husical appreciation,
understanding, and judgement which in turn drewr théjudicative warrant from a
detailed specification of the particular responsie@pacities involved. So, for
instance, in the two last-mentioned cases — whasét happens) the composers | had
in mind were the Czech Bohuslav Martinu and the Aca@ Roy Harris — the claims
would count as veridical just on condition that treious melodic, rhythmic, tonal
and dynamic attributes to which those statemeifiés veould indeed be picked out as
salient, distinctive, or characteristic by any waelhalified (musically informed)
listener with a good knowledge of the works in diosgs However, as | have argued
above, the main drawback of response-disposititsmilitions’ to the realism/anti-
realism issue is that they tend to work out eithermerely tautologous (where the
right-hand side of the biconditional amounts toiadkof all-purpose, ‘whatever-
ittakes’ clause) or else as a more substantivesgedific butto just that extentar
from self-evident or uncontroversial specificatiasf the relevant responsive
capacities. In other words, it can look very muiie la case of attempting to have
one’s cake and eat it but managing to do neithmresihe cake has crumbled away in
the meantime.

It seems to me that one reason for this difficwitth response-dependent approaches
to epistemology is their grounding in, and constlhision to, the Lockeatoposof
secondary qualities. On the one hand these ardycj@anme candidates for treatment
in this manner since they involve a strictly irredile reference to qualitative aspects
of human sensory or perceptual experience whicmatabe fully cashed out in
physical-scientific terms, i.e., through some puaexplanation deriving (in the case
of colour) from optics, reflectance theory, quantuslectrodynamics, the
neurophysiology of vision, etc. Such is the welbm problem of qualia — of the gap
between third-person scientific and first-persoermpimenological (or ‘what it’s like")
modes of thought — which philosophers have oftemnad to resolve, but which
continues to divide them along various fault-limé®ntrenched presuppositishOn
the other hand response-dependence theories payhdar ability to make this
problem look misconceived — just an error broughout by seeking scientific
explanations where such explanations are out aeplawith their failure to provide
any adequate (non-circular) account of how thehtpredicate functions when
appliedeither in mathematical-scientifior in phenomenological contexts of debate.
For in the one case they tend to collapse the aleabjective, i.e., recognition-
transcendent truth into a question of what coustsugh amongst those presumptively
best qualified to judge while in the other theyatrall modes of perceptual experience
(or statements concerning them) as subject to sts®ed only in terms of an equation
— the quantified biconditional — which amounts tomore than a thinly disguised or
verbally spun-out tautology.

This criticism has lately been brought againstttteonry by Mark Johnson, one of its
earlier proponents, in terms of what he calls tmissing explanation’ argumertt.

Briefly stated, it runs that response-dependenb@aas of secondary qualities must
always be deficient in explanatory power unlesy ihelude some causal component
along with the (otherwise tautologous) formula.siould be an extra clause to the

Page 19 of 27



On Knowing What We Like Richmond Journal of PhilphRy 11 (Winter 2005)
Christopher Norris

effect: ‘quality x is truly perceived as such by perceiverust so long as the
requirements are met (i.e., the perceiver is un¢omark and the ambient conditions
are truth-conducivepnd alsothere is some adequately specified causal relation
betweenx's perceivingy as an instance of just that quality arelactually possessing
that quality as a matter of perceiver-related lmitemtirely perceiver-dependent fact'.
(I am paraphrasing Johnson rather freely here dké this to capture the gist of his
argument accurately enough.) The point of suchatiojes is that any attempt to
resolve or circumvent the realism/anti-realism dispby recourse to response-
dependence theory in however qualified a form aally escape a vicious (or at any
rate disabling) circularity if it goes so far towlazonceding the force of opposed, e.g.,
causal-explanatory arguments as to leave its oesigteither redundant or downright
false. That is to say, it would allow scientifiahsts to argue that this denouement is
best regarded as a classeductio not only of response-dependence theory in its
current form but of any approach — from Locke omvde- which has recourse to a
realm of subjective (no matter how widely shared communally warranted)
perceptions and judgements. Moreover, the samectaispe would apply to
‘humanised Platonist’ accounts of mathematics dred formal sciences since here
also — from a realist (agchtPlatonist) standpoint — what is lost by such cesmms

to the adversary camp is not merely, as Alex Miewuld have it, a ‘metaphysical’ or
'sublimated' conception of realism but the singlestmbasic commitment of any
realism worthy the nant&.For whatever its attractions as a middle-grouadc or a
hedge against reactive sceptical doctrines themillsa clear sense in which any
proposal of this sort involves the idea of truthepsstemically constrained, i.e., as a
matter of optimised assertoric warrant or of bagggment among those 44 deemed
fittest to judge. In which case it is not so muaioad working compromise — one that
should keep the realists happy while fending o# tsual range of anti-realist
objections — as a rather shuffling and evasive fof@mnti-realism which concedes the
main point (the existence of objective, recogniitanscendent truths) and thus lets
the argument go pretty much by default.

Vi

This is why | have suggested that reflection onimum its ontological status and the
criteria for various kinds of judgement about ityr@ovide a better, more helpful
guide to some of these issues than reflection enstlandard Lockean topos of
secondary qualities. Music is a highly structurad hence — albeit in varying degrees
— a cognitively more complex and articulated motiperceptual experience which,
unlike the range of everyday sonorous or acoustenpmena, gives a hold for much
subtler discriminations of normal, adequate, oriralk listener-response. Thus it
doesn’t leave room for the kind of tautologous lankly uninformative biconditional
(‘soundx is loud/soft/piercing/discordant, etc., if and oiflperceived as such by any
subject with properly functioning auditory appasatwnder normal acoustic
conditions’) that typifies the discourse of resppaependence. Rather, it shows how
trivially circular such formulas are if applied the case of music and in hope of
establishing anything of interest with regard aitteethe work in question or to the
guestion what should count as a valid, competanmusically informed judgement
concerning it.

This is also to say that such judgements, if tajgh-must be thought of as more or
less responsive (and responsible) to standardfesfti@eness, perceptual acuity, and
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long-range structural grasp whichnbe spelled out in substantive terms @aadnot

be reduced to just another variant on the bicoowkii theme. From which it follows
that there is always a further, phenomenologicaleshsion — a reference to aspects of
the work as they strike a duly perceptive and apatiee listener — that goes beyond
anything accountable in terms of generalised ‘hefjement’. That is, music poses a
particular challenge to response-dispositional rilesan so far as it involves a range
of attributes (tonal, thematic, rhythmic, structwete.) which are not — or not solely —
listener-dependent but also, and by no means inatibip with that, a capacity to call
forth complex and highly specific kinds of listerresponse that exceed any such
vague, all-purpose mode of specification. In whoztse there is always a question
whether listeners, analysts, philosophers of musiceven those engaged — like
myself at present — in a kind of meta-philosophmddiress to these issues have got
things right or wrong (quite aside from their ownother people’s best judgement) in
relation to musical works. Thus the standing poksibof error must always be
allowed unless it is ruled out through some sugukttive error-excluding device as
the quantified biconditional which makes it, qusienply, ana priori truth that best
judgement necessarily, by very definition equatéth what's there in the music.
Otherwise we shall have to make terms with the fattorne out with depressing
regularity by the record of musical criticism tot@la that it can often go very badly
wrong unless defined in counterfactual terms asupan which all judges would be
sure to converge at the limit of optimal response.

As | have said, this should not be taken as annaegti for assimilating music to the
kind of full-fledged Platonist approach that woditdat it on a par with mathematics
and the formal sciences. That analogy breaks dowth@ problem of explaining how
musical perception, understanding, and evaluationldc be held accountable to
standards — like those of mathematical or logicabp— whose validity-conditions
are in no way involved with the register of humasponsive or phenomenological
capacities. Hence, as | have said, the error opasipg that the kinds of extreme
contrapuntal and structural complexity exhibitedviegrks such as BachSlusical
Offeringor Art of Fuguegive reason to think that the greatest music sometspires

to the condition of pure mathematics. For if thisrevthe case then analysis of those
works — or indeed of any music that qualified fimatment on similar terms — could
best take the form of a proof-theoretic demonsirathat certain thematic, harmonic,
and tonal problems were posed and resolved thr@ughocess of thought whose
validity had nothing whatever to do with the worlégpressive or communicative
power. A good deal of present-day music analysesd®em to work on this mistaken
supposition, that is, the idea that mathematicehrigjues such as pitch-class set
analysis are somehow guaranteed to reveal whab$s$ significant about the music’s
structural or even its phenomenological charactemperceived by a listener duly
instructed in these or kindred technicaliiésvioreover, that idea might be said to
have exerted a strong and (arguably) a malign enfte not only on certain ultra-
formalist trends in academic musicology but alsotloe way that such thinking is
mirrored in a line of creative-compositional deyeieent running from middle-late
period (i.e., twelve-tone serial) Schoenbev@ Anton Webern, to the Darmstadt
School and their few remaining followers. Here veedr another striking case of how
analysis can sometimes risk losing touch with teeper-laid sources of musical
expressivity. Undoubtedly these have much to dd whie various structural (e.g.,
thematic, harmonic, and rhythmic) traits revealgdlsharpeared analytical approach.
However the latter needs to be enhanced — guidedn&mrmed — by a prior sense of
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their musical significance as realised throughlleafind appreciative listener-response.
Otherwise analysis will tend to overemphasise thredsments or aspects of the work
that lend themselves most readily to treatmentaymadlist, structuralist or (quasi--
)mathematical terms whilst under-valuing — everorgrg — those other, more elusive
yet phenomenologically salient aspects that resish treatment.

For much the same reason, if philosophy of musesses too far toward a full-
fledged objectivist Platonism of the sort that 8nds most frequent (if strongly
disputed) application in mathematics, logic and finenal sciences then this may
have a similar distorting effect. That is, it magyent them from acknowledging the
extent to which musical works exist in and thouggéirt ongoing reception-history and
the responsive capacities of those — performesteners, and analysts alike — who
seek to realise their structural as well as exprespualities. Thus the trouble with an
unqualified Platonist approach is, as one mightekgust the opposite of that which
afflicts any view of music as a matter of purelpjgative or (in the widest, i.e., non-
rigorous and un- Husserlian sense of the term) @nenological response. And
again, it is the opposite of that which arises wiésponse-dispositional theories
wherein music would figure as a topic of discouméject to truth-values or
conditions of warranted assertibility that can ajsvée can be cashed out through a
circular appeal to ‘whatever it takes’ for worko possess qualityjust so long as the
listener likewise possesses ‘whatever it takeg'etmgnisey in x under normal (or
optimal) conditions. For if pure-bred Platonism waps the idea that musical works
must in some sense be thought of as transcendagatous contingent aspects of
their reception-history to date then it does sy @tlthe cost of failing to explain how
listeners, no matter how responsive, could even gaicess to the experience of
music, as distinct from its abstract representat{@me is reminded here of Hermann
Hesse’s novelThe Glass- Bead Gamehere a mandarin cultural elite is concerned
with nothing so vulgar as musical composition orfgmenance but spends all its time
in devising elaborate mathematical permutationexisting works.”) However this
gives no reason to swing right across to the oppasitreme of a downright anti-
Platonist, subjectivist, or response-dependent cgmpr that would deny the very
possibility of music’s possessing a mode of existebeyond its various transient
realisations or beyond how it strikes the communityhose presently deemed fittest
to judge.

These issues are posed with particular force inctse of music — more so, | have
argued, than when raised with reference to Lockese&rondary qualities — since
music occupies a kind of contested zone where gbylby will have to find room for
someprima faciesharply conflicting but none the less jointly bingiconditions on
any adequate approach. This is why | have dravemi@h to Derrida’s treatment of
the various deep-laid antinomies that emerge throug Husserl’'s project of
transcendental phenomenolofyAlthough he (Derrida) has nothing to say directly
about music he does raise the question, more dbned how ‘a certain’
structuralism nowadays inherits the Platonist commant to values of recognition-
transcendent truth or ‘absolute ideal objectivighd also of how this commitment
relates to the phenomenological concern with im&itacts of understanding,
judgement, and 46 conceptual-investigative graspave argued elsewhere that
analytic philosophy over the past half-century amate has been driven into a series
of dead-ends — of ultimately sterile rather thaodprctive or thought-provoking
aporias — through its steadfast refusal (with gugtw, mostly short-lived exceptions)
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to engage with issues that have typically preociphinkers in the ‘continental’ line
of descent after Hussefl.Here also the case of music has a special pecénand
diagnostic force. For it is hard to escape the éspion that much analytical
philosophy of music — and Anglophone aestheticgsioiphy more generally — has
long been in thrall to a narrow agenda of agreeshuppics for debate which have to
do mainly with issues of linguistic, conceptuallogico-semantic analysis, and has
thereby avoided any deeper engagement with theskifidssue taken up amongst
thinkers in the ‘other’, mainland-European traditioret in shying away from those
guestions it has tended to veer between the oppesitremes of an objectivist
indifference to phenomenological concerns — stiggedt since Frege as mere
‘psychologism’ — and a series of reactive retréatis various sharply opposed (e.qg.,
emotivist, projectivist, or other such non-cognéty positions.

Hence the strenuous but, it seems to me, the Umayasfforts of thinkers like
McDowell to dismount from this violently oscillagnseesaw or damp down its
movements to the point of restoring a state ofldgium no longer disturbed by such
contrary pushes and pulls. What emerges from Mclimadaims to this effect, as
likewise from the response-dependence literatusethe curious way that such
attempts to occupy a sensible, middle-ground mosithetween realism and anti-
realism end up by producing yet more complex amnshdabout versions of the same
old subject/object or mind/world dualism. Thus,@cding to McDowell,

what we find in Kant is precisely the picture | baveen recommending: a
picture in which reality is not located outside @ubdary that encloses the
conceptual sphere . . . . The fact that experi@moalves receptivity ensures
the required constraint from outside thinking amdiging. But since the

deliverances of receptivity already draw on capesitthat belong to

spontaneity, we can coherently suppose that theti@nt is rational; that is

how the picture avoids the pitfall of the Givé¥n.

The tortuous, chinese-box-like phrasing of thisspge — the notion of reality as
somehow no less ‘real’ fanot being ‘located outside a boundary that encloses the
conceptual sphere’ — is evidence enough that McDoisestill wrestling with
problems that Kant bequeathed most directly tdkiss in the German idealist line of
descent, whether ‘subjective idealists’ like Fichbe ‘objective idealists’ like
Schelling®® But it is also the kind of quandary that has fguifa great deal of debate
in the mainstream analytic tradition, from logigalsitivism down. That is to say, it
results from that same Kantian problem of how ooeld ever reconcile two such
intrinsically disparate or non-communicating realnas those of sensuous
(phenomenal) intuition and objective (houmenal ardvindependent) reality.

| should not wish to claim — far from it — that ave here succeeded in putting
together what just about every development in pasttian epistemology has
somehow managed to drive asunder, most often (ds McDowell) despite and

against its professed intent. On the other hand hdpe to have shown that this
problem has a complex genealogy, one that hasvextai more adequate, historically
informed, and — be it said — philosophically sopib&ed treatment in post-Husserlian
continental than in mainstream analytic debate. @aeon is that continental thinkers
— even those (like Habermas and Derrida) who hdtle to say expressly on the
subject of music — are none the less heirs to #orlgisof speculative thought
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concerning the relationship between truth, knowéedgd experience where issues of
aesthetics have been central, rather than margindlwhere music has often figured
as the greatest challenge to philosophy’s self-aregd powers of conceptualisation.
Nowhere is this more apparent than in the writiofya thinker like Adorno for whom
that challenge was a matter of music’s stubborolp@omous formal character — its
holding out against the lures of commodified madsdce — yet also, paradoxically,
of its capacity to reflect (albeit in a highly ajplie or mediated fashion) the various
forces at work in its social contexts of productad reception.

| can scarcely cite Adorno as a straightforwardsewf philosophical support for the
kind of phenomenologically qualified Platonist apgeh to the ontology of music that
| have proposed in the course of this essay. Adleisome of his most powerful and
sustained critiques were directed toward the ptogécHusserlian transcendental
phenomenology and also toward what he saw as thdededing and ideologically
complicitous idea that one could somehow subsumeitiique particulars of musical
(or indeed everyday) experience under the rubri@mnoébstract, hence reified general
ontology® Yet it is clear that Adorno’s negative-dialectiegiproach to the sociology
of music cannot do without the enabling premisé #arks have a certain structural
autonomy, that is to say, an ontological statusobdywhatever meaning or value is
imputed to them by this or that (however well-aédh listener in this or that
(however favourable) context of reception. It isuaty clear, despite his
animadversions on Husserl, that Adorno’s relentbegigjue of conceptual abstraction
and his defence of the particular against the emtnments of system and method
cannot but have recourse, at crucial points, thenpmenology of musical and other
perceptually-based modes of experience. For thaeul otherwise be no explaining
how certain works — those that elicit Adorno’s dalcally hard-won approval — are
such as to challenge our acculturated, ideologicadihditioned habits of response.
This is where Adorno’s thinking comes closest tarlda’s deconstructive analyses
of the various tensions in Husserl’s project or ‘fhrencipled, essential and structural
impossibility’, as he puts it, ‘of closing a strucal phenomenology® It is also where
reflection on the nature of music, its ontologist&tus and relation to the range of our
perceptual-cognitive capacities has most to offewhy of suggestive analogy in the
context of current epistemological debate.

Christopher Norris
Department of Philosophy
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