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Pulled Up Short with Stanton Wortham

What if art and science aren’t opposites?
Featuring Ellen Winner with Stanton Wortham (host) and Keith Sawyer
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each of them involves reason and emotion and other aspects that humans put into them. They yield
di�erent kinds of products, but neither one is pure reason, pure emotion, or pure anything else.
They're each a mixture of di�erent components, and that gives each a distinctive orientation. Is that
right?

Ellen Winner 7:00
Yes, exactly. Scienti�c discovery involves rational thinking, but it also involves passion and curiosity and
joy.  Understanding of discovery requires reason and may also stimulate joy and wonder. Turning to
art, the experience of a work of art also involves both thought and feeling, and actually these are
inseparable. The arts are valuable for many reasons: pleasure that we get from beauty, pleasure from
feeling moved, but they're also valuable because of the philosophical re�ection they can stimulate.
There's a quote from Hegel that I think really says this well: "Works of art are all the more excellent in
expressing true beauty. The deeper is the inner truth of their content and thought."

I'd like to go on to make another point. Because science gives us testable propositions that can be
refuted and replaced by new ones, the history of science is really a history of progress. New Science
replaces old science. If you want to get treated for a disease, you don't want an ancient Greek medical
remedy, you want a modern 21st century remedy. The germ theory of disease has replaced the belief
that evil spirits cause disease. Copernicus's discovery that the Earth goes around the sun has replaced
the belief (that we now know is wrong) that the earth is at the center of the solar system.

But think about art. Do you think art is a history of progress? Actually, no. It's not a history of
progress. There are no propositions in art to test and to prove wrong. If you look at the art of our
earliest human ancestors - what we call the cave painters - these works are just as great, Ā as iri aih Ā st hua
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Now, I think I understand the central point. You're actually describing the complexity of both science
and art along two related dimensions. So in one respect, both scientists and artists do intellectual or
cognitive things. They use reason, and they also both have emotions, engage in relationships, and live
in social contexts. One of your points is that science and art are not completely distinct in the
components that go into them, in the aspects of human life that the scientists or the artists employ in
order to do their work. They're each an amalgam or a mixture of these di�erent components.

Stanton Wortham 11:00
The second point that you're making, also very interesting, is that science and art both capture
something about our experience. They both communicate something about what it is to be human in
the world, but they do it very di�erently. They have di�erent kinds of ends and di�erent sorts of
warrants to the representations that they o�er us. So science and art are not opposite ends of a
spectrum with one rational on the other emotional, with one about reality and the other about fantasy.
They're each complex, because they involve multiple components, and they each communicate
something about the world to us, although the content of what they communicate is di�erent because
they're fundamentally di�erent enterprises. One of the things about this claim that you're makiheacthet rŰ
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actually is an oval shape? Or is it a representation of a circular form, but it happens to be viewed
obliquely, receding in the space. Suppose this oval shape is seen sitting on a table in the picture, then
you're likely to see it as a cirĤų  it 
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There's lots of evidence that children know perfectly well that legs don't come out of the head, and
they know that arms don't come out of the head. But as one child told us, "This is how I like to draw
it." These children have abstracted a simple form from the complexity of the human body. It's a form
that's clearly readable by anyone as a human. They have invented a structural equivalent of a human:
something that says human very clearly, even though it's not realistic, and that's what matters to them.
Let me just give you one other example of abstraction and child art, and this comes from the Gestalt
psychologist of art, Rudolf Arnheim. It's about ho oinvee
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Ellen Winner 27:08
That's something I've thought about a lot. We've even done a little research into this. Those people
who disparage modern art will probably also see little value in child's art besides cuteness. These are the
people who you might see standing in front of a modernist painting, either a representational one by
Paul Clay for example or a completely abstract one like something by Jackson Pollock, and those are
the people who might say, "My kid could have done that." But those who value modern art need to
understand the extent to which modernist artists were inspired by the boldness of child art - by its
�atness, its refusal to aim at realism, its bold line and color. But while there are striking similarities
between child art and modernist 20th century art, tnerƖȶi  s valuecȀሠ bǠ lu退inĀ aui miĀ p
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Keith Sawyer 42:42
Right. And then learning in art and engaging or an art is valuable for its own sake, not only because it
makes you better at science, right?

Ellen Winner 42:50
Which we don't even know whether it does. Absolutely, it's got to be important for its own sake. I
mean, that's a question of values. You know, that's not something we're going to solve in an
experiment. What do we value? Nobody questions why we need math. We value math. We just know
that's important. We don't even question it. Why do we have art? A lot of people think it's a frill, and
that's why they justify it by its putative e�ect on test scores, which it doesn't have. But if you think
about art as a fundamental part of being human, then we shouldn't have to justify it in terms of
anything else.

Keith Sawyer 43:23
Right. Absolutely. Thank you.

Ellen Winner 43:25
Thank you for these questions. I wish we had longer to keep on discussing this.

Stanton Wortham 43:29
Great. Well, thanks very much, Keith. We appreciate the questions. Ellen, we appreciate your
presentation. This has been a fascinating topic. And now I have a much more complex view of art and
science and how they are both similar and di�erent. Thanks for joining us for this second episode of
our second season of Pulled Up Short. We hope you enjoyed it.

Take a look, if you have a minute at the American Anthropological Association's news site:
anthropology-news.org, where they have lots of interesting features about current work and
anthropology. Next week's episode on Pulled Up Short, we'll have Andrea Vicini talking about
whether or not we're alone in the universe, and if we're not, what it would mean for our conception of
our own humanity. Please join us for that episode next week. And also, remember to subscribe. We
have new episodes every week. You can also access the �rst season at the website, pulledupshort.org.


