Talking with history: Using Goethe's scientific approach with human artifacts

Jim Davis

In the story of Brer Rabbit and the Tar-Baby", Brer Fox sculpts tar and turpentineinto the
likeness of ababy, and placesit in themiddle of the road to trap Brer Rabbit. Before long Brer
Rabbit comes down theroad and sees the Tar-Baby. He greets the Tar-Baby, butthe Tar-Baby
says nothing. The convesation only goes downhill from there. From "Good morning” to "How
areyoufedling” to "Wha's the matter with you?Are you deaf? Because | can hdler loude™ to
"You're stuck up, tha'swhat you are. Y outhink you're too goodto talk to me" to "If you dont
take off that hat and say howdy, I'm gaing to bug youwide open.” He strikes with onefigt,
which sticks in thetar, and then a second,which aso sticks. "Turn me loos before | kick the
stuffing out of you,” says Brer Rabbit. "But the Tar-Baby jud sat there.”

Thestory of Brer Rabbit and the Tar-Baby is a case study in dysundiond conveasation. A
convasationis akind of approach, an attitudetowardsthe convasationd patner. Steve Tabott
(2004)and Craig Holdrege (2005) have explored the metaphor of convesation as an approach to
theworld. Theway in which oneapproaches a conversation, they show, reveals much abouthow
oneconaeives of theworld, how onerelatesto the other. At therisk of killingthe chamingfable
with aword, Brer Rabbit's failure to communicate betrays a bigge failure. He cannotsee the
originsof things the processes out of which they come. Thethingisall exterior, nointerior, no
inna beng or meaning (Talbott, 2004. Brer Rabhit fillsthe vacuum by projecting his own
persond meaningsinto thething, to satisfy his own persond yearnings When thethingfailsto
respond,Brer Rabbit's frugration grows, and themore heforces theissue, the more stuck --
trapped -- he becomes with thething. Brer Rabbit is donein by his preconceptionsaboutthe
world. Brer Rabbit didn'tknow howto talk to the Tar-Baby.

My relationghip with thethingsaroundme extendsout of my relationship with naure. The
human artifacts aroundme come from naure, perhapsin arounddoutway (thekeys on my
keyboad, also the electricity tha enable these wordsto appear on my monitor, were once trees
or shrubsor dime in aprehistoric jungle; thesilicon and coppe and gold onthe motherboad
came from theearth; and so on). Closer in time, naure, in theform of human beings designed,
assembled, shipped, accounted, mopped and accomplished thousndsof other conaete labors
unde specific historic conditionsto produce thethingsaroundus If | see naure as al surface
and noindde nature shrinksto resource and dunp site. If thethingsaroundme lose thar interior
-- thar history -- they become jud thingsand | lose the connectionsto my fellow humansthat
they represent.

Goethés approach to science, "science-as-convesation” as Holdrege (2005)describesiit,
provides away to see past the surfaces and into theinterior of phenomena Goethés consstent
approach, hismethodas it were, was "to grasp [the] outward, visible, tangible partsin context, to
see these parts as an indication of what lies within and thereby gain some undestanding of the
whole throughan exercise of intuitive perception” (In Miller, 1988 p. 63; numbers after all

! Online versions of the Tar-Baby story are available at http://xroads.virginia.edu/~ug97/remus/tar-baby.html (Joel Chandler Harris's version) and
http://www.otmfan.com/ html/brertar.htm (retold by Catharine Farrell, after Harris; quotes are from the latter).



subsequent Goethe quotes refer to Miller). Asaway of knowing (Wahl, 2005) Goehes
approach leadstowards discovering the primal or archetypd or formative forces of phenomena
Once thearchetypeiswon, onehas gained indgghtinto thewhole, into "theinne truth and
necessity”, and reached the "pregnant paint... which yields severa things" (41) Certainly, asa
research method, Goethés approach would be produdive. But Goethés approach also opens
what hecalled "new organsof perception.” (39) So conduding Goethean science also meansthe
"metamorphoss of the scientist” (Amrine 1998) "treading a pah of coniousdevelopment”
(Holdrege, 2005.

This same approach, | think, can beprodudively applied to recover awhole undestanding of the
artifacts aroundus and in the process gan something else. With that recovery will come a
renewed connection, anew peception, asolidarity, if youwill, with our humanity.

Isis Brook (1998)sees in Goehean science a"living and developing tradition,” which means
variety, experimentation and extenson. Tha beng said, the Goehean study of human artifactsis
nottha much of astretch. Mineals, plants, animals, and ecosystems also have a human context
because human bangshave shaped the context in which naure isfound Humanstrandorm
terrain, they trangoort or eliminate species, they rearrange genes, and so on (see, e.g. Simmons
1993) Even in traditiond uses of Goethés approach, with living organisms, the object of
investigation existsin ahuman (asodal and historical) context in additionto its naural one In
theunity of theworld, humansare part of nature, so too mug be human activity, andthe
produds of human activity. The segregation of human artifacts, or socia processes, fromthe
rest of naureis arbitrary. Thebest descriptionsof applied Goethean science acknowledgethe
human dimenson (e.g., Brook, 1998;Hoffman, 1998; Holdrege, 2006)

Goetherecognized theimportance of the cultural, soda and historical dimensonsof
phenomena, and induded them in his explorations He hinted at such applicationsin his
description of a"gendic method;" where heinduded theterse fragment "Example of a city as
thework of man." (75) He explicitly examined sodal and historical dimensonsin Theory of
Color, consdered to be his mog extensve scientific work (Miller, 1988) Goeheinduded nat
jug results of his color experiments, but also descriptionsof indudrial applications theuse of
color in variouscultures, and the "sensory-moral effects’ of color. Only by usngsuch a
"multifold languaye"” as ChristinaRoot (2006)notes, can a phenomenonbefully undestood.

Given tha, theonly peculiar aspect of human-made objects is the degree to which the human or
soda dimensonloonms ove thenaura roots of the object. While artifacts are made of nature
stuff, they are also produds of human bengswith all that tha entails. desires, intentions
creativity, sodal relations econonic ties, and so on. While the human-made artifact is no more
complex than a plant or animal or even arodk, it isnoless complex ether.

* k% %

| explored the possibility of usng such an approach with a human artifact, tryingit outon acast
ironfrying pan. To hdp structure an investigdion into the complex and multi-layered human
dimenson, | borrowed a series of questionstha Floris Lowndes (2000)uses for organizing one
of Rudolf Steiner's meditation exercises:



a. physcal: Wha isit made of? What areits propeties?

b. historical: How isit made? How isit used?

c. emotiond: Why thisdesign?Wha are my feelingsaboutit?
d. creative: Who created it? Invented it?

e. desire/need: Wha need or desire led to itsinvention?

f. origins background Wha preceded it? Wha was its context?
g. archeype Wha isthe conagpt of thething?Other forms?

Aswith naural phenomena, theinvestigaion of the artifact began with afocused study of the
physcal object. Althoughthisisonly oneof seven categories of investigaion, it isthe
founddion of therest of theexercise. Thequestionsare a set of "canned riddles’ tha formalize
and direct the convesation which leadsfrom the physcal object to aform tha can only be
grasped imaginatively or intuitively. By working throughthe questionsfrom (a) to (g), the
process follows Goehés "genetic method" of proceeding from empirical observationto
archetype By reversing theorder, so tha it flows from archetypeto object, the process mirrors
organic processes of evolution and development. Lowndes (2000)uses biological terms: (1)
archetype (2) descent throughthe ‘family tree' (3) the dawvning intention and discovery (as
conaegption), motivationfor its creation (4) creation (5) 'embryo stage (6) birth and growth (7)
maturing, perfection/completion.” (p. 73) Thereplaying of the sequence in theimagindion, from
archetlypeto object, recapitulates the process of the object in its becoming: out of a historic
context, sparked by desire, shaped by ingenuity and creativity and artfulness, emerging out of the
produdion process of humenstransorming nature, and wielded by other humen hands?

Lowndes organizes his seven categoriesin away tha highlights relationshipsamongthem (see
Fig. 1). Categories (@) - (c) explore theindvidud object or phenomena-- individud propeties,
individud history, individud feelingsor emotions Categories (€) - (g) relate to the phenomena
inits geneality. Creativity (d) straddles both thegenera and the specific. | undestand categories
(a) - (c) asways of experiendng the phenomenain theworld, as a sensud thing that can be
toudhed, struck, observed, used, etc. Categories (€) - (g) are internd to the phenomena, and can
only begrasped conceptudly. As generative and past forces, they giverise to the phenomena
While we access historical context (f) throughthe empirical observationsof others (i.e., the
historical record), we can only assemble thevarious threads of history into a meaningful whae
viatheimaginaion. Thearchetypein particular can only be apprehended imaginatively.

Qut er being I nner being
d. Creative

c. Enotion/feelings <-> e. Need/desire

b. Bi ography <-> f. Historical context
a. Physical properties <-> g. Archetype
Figure 1

2 For a description of my experience with this exercise see http://www.gocatgo.com/texts/history.exercise.pdf



Thearrangement of the categories indicates a correspondance between physcal propaties (a)
and archetype (g), asin Goeth€s description of thearchetypeas "identical with all ingances' and
"symbolic because it indudes al ingances’ (303). Likewise biography (b) represents an
individud history where (f) represents the broad historical context from which theindividud
history emerges. By seeing the process flowing from archetypeto physcal, some of the
categories take on added meaning. For example, emotionfeelings(c) represent a nurturing stage.
It represents the stage of individud desire tha pushes the human beng to trandorm the creative
flash into conaete thing, correspondingto the"sodal desire” of (€).

Lowndes uses theterm "outer beng" to describe the empirical, sense-perceptible categories and
"inna being" to describethe conaeptud, thoughtperceptible categories. "Being” is a problematic
word. "Being" evokes something individud, asin "human being", butit also isaform of "to be",
asin "being™ present, aive, in the sense tha theis-ness of theartifact existsin a human,
expangve, unfolding processtha | can paticipaein. Theartifact connectsto theneedsand
desires and soda connettions-- history -- fromwhich it developed. Throughthe contemplation
of this complex web of connectionsand interactions, | can undestand the artifact in away not
immediately appaent fromits surface. Perhgos more important, theartifact in turn givesthose
connectionsand interactionsa conaeteness, atangbility or reference point. In the metaphoric
convasation, history expresses itself throughtheartifact. | talk with history.

* % %

Theapplication of Goethés approach to human artifacts has special chadlenges that either do not
exist or are nat as severe for natural objects. One obviousweakness of the approach described
aboveisthereative absence of direct observation. While I can observe my frying pan, and use it
to anchor my research, beyondthe physcal-ness of the pan | mug rely ontheresearch of othe's
for mog of my observations Even tha does notge me very far in exploring the particularity of
theartifact. Althoughthefrying panis"minera”, if | wasinvestigaingarodk, | could seeits
relationship to other geological forms, the environmental and human forces tha shaped the
landcape its relationship to local floraand fauna Thefrying pan has traveled far from the
mountinsthat yielded theore, thefieldsthat fed theminers and iron workers and truck drivers
and shopclerks, and all of the other parts of naure tha undegirded the produdion of thefrying
pan. From mineto foundy to shopto kitchen, | mus imagine mog of its existence.

In addition, theresultsthat | obtain depend on my persond mix of prior experience. My research
indudes both my observations aswell asthewritingsof others that shagped my undestanding.
Goeherecognized theimportance of obsrvationsby othersin supplementing what he himsalf
obtained, but also cautionad aboutaccepting the explandionstha came with theobservations

Digtinguishing between "real” knowedgeand themade-up is perhgpsthebiggest danger, as Brer
Rabbit discovered. Goghewas certainly coniousof thisdange: "In observing naureona
scale largeor small, | have always asked: Who speaks here, the object or you?' (308) How does
onedistinguish those two voices? Since "we theorize every time we look carefully at theworld"
(159), I can only try to be as aware as possible of my theorizing:



Theability to dothis[i.e, theorizing] with clarity of mind, with self-knowledge
in afreeway, and (if | may venture to putit so) with irony, is askill we will need
in order to avoid the pitfalls of abdraction and attaining theresults we desire,
results which can find aliving and practical application. (159

This can be accomplished, Goethe hdd, by anchoring theinvestigaion to the phenomenon, to
always keep it center stage, andto return to it frequently. Empiricism roots theimagindion:

| do not mean an imaginaion tha goes into thevagueand imagines thingsthat do
not exist; I mean onetha does not abandonthe actud soil of the earth, and steps
to suppo®d and conjectured thingsby the standad of thereal and the known.
Then it may provewhether this or tha suppostion be possible, and whether itis
notin contradiction with known laws. (Goethe, in Naydler, p. 118)

In the case of human artifacts, the "standad of thereal and the known" becomes especially
problematic once | move beyondthe"outer beng” investigaionto the"inne bang”, because
history and sodal relationsare contested territory. By necessity, | mug stray fromthe conaete
object unde investigation, and recondruct its past usng thetools of the anthropdogist,
archaeologist and historian. In this poking aroundin the dud of history, there are many
oppotunitiesto lose sight of "therea andtheknown." These are real and difficult problems, but
surmouniable ones, requiring honesty and, as Goethe says, self-knowledge

Goethés approach gravitates aroundsensble phenomena which holdstogeher theinvestigation.
The Goethean study of abgract human categories like "racism” or "globdization” would be
foolish and futile. These are already-processed constructions not conaete phenomena With
such abdractions there is noreference point to anchor theinvestigation, nothing, asit were, to
talk to. Theapproach to investigaing such phenomenaingead mug bethroughconaete
expressions For example, "globdization" is alarge, complex, uneven, dynamic process. Ingead
of investigating "globdization" in theabdract, the Goethean approach would study individud
ingances of globdization: an artifact, for example, like afrying pan, abicycle or a circuit boad.
Theartifact provides the starting point. More complex phenomenacould serve aswell, e.g., the
local Wal-Mart, aborder-crossingin Arizonaor ahedgefund. A convesation requires a specific,
paticular patner (Talbott, 2004)

A similar approach of focusng on an artifact to reveal broader processes enjoys some popukrity
as agenre of sodal writing, the"commodity biography." A recent example is Pietra Rivoli's
(2005) The Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy. An Economist Examines the Markets,
Power, and Politics of World Trade.® Rivoli follows ahypothetical t-shirt from the cotton fields
of Texasto afactory in Chinato ashopin New Y ork to aused clothing market in Tanzania. In
the process, as thetitle pretty much explains shediscovers different dimensonsof the globd
econony today. A numbe of other examples, typically cross-disciplinary as a matter of
necessity, also reflect this approach.* While generally not explicitly Goethean, theidea tha by

% National Public Radio broadcast a series based on Rivoli's book in April, 2005. The broadcast and supporting material is available at
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?story|d=4622200.

* Holdrege (2006) described a similar approach he used in a high school lesson. Using sugar as the focal point, he was able to explore with his
students the chemistry of sugar, how the body processesiit, the sugar cane plant, and the history of the sugar trade, including slavery and
colonialism. Douglas Feick informed me of John Stilgoe's wide-ranging work on landscapes, culture, environment, history, etc. etc. (see http:/
www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~stilgoe/index.html). The Uncommon Ground collection edited by William Cronon (1995) contains different



burowing into a pat, and by undestanding theindance and its interconnections its"inne
being," onemightarrive at an undestanding of thewhole, has aprodudive tradition in historical
and cultural research.

Allan Kaplan (2005)describes another example of the application of Goethes approach to sodal
phenomena, focusng noton an artifact buton pesond experience. With a co-worker, he
facilitated an annud gathering of aid workers, where they discussed issues they faced in thevery
difficult work of sodal development in Africa. Like Holdrege, Kaplan describes the process as
conveasation. Although"convesation" beween humans can beeasily grasped, an honest,
meaningful, revealing convesation tha trandorms the participants is not so easily achieved.
Kaplan describes a process that ocillated between reflecting on what participants had observed
(this was the phenomenaunde investigaion), and usng "imaginaive faculties' to understand (a
holistic experience) as oppo®d to explain (an andytic experience). Thegod of Kaplan'sprocess
wasto arrive a the"formative idea”, or "intention” alive in bath theindividuds, andtheaid
work in which they were engaged. "Intention™ is meant here notas "god", butin a
phenomenological sense as "theintention informing the system”. "To focuson living activity;
such intentionis averb, adoing, which produces the phenomenon, which becomes the
phenomenon'sgesture, and it isthiswe aretryingto read.” (p. 325

* % %

A metaphoiical convesation with naure seems like a plausble enoughextenson of human
convasation. Especialy with living organisms, one senses tha there is something there to talk
to. "Conveasing" with afrying pan or t-shirt or circuit boad may soundaboutas produdive as
talking to a Tar-Baby. But approached propely, thingsdo, metaphotically, talk back, and even
have important thingsto say. With a Goethean approach, | think we can move beyondaworld of
dead thingsand projected meanings Beyond,we will findaworld tha unfoldswith organic
processes tha also indudehuman bengsand thethingsthey do,aworld with aninsgde The
artifact becomes, indead of atrap, adoomway. One grows in the process, and theworld as well.
As Holdrege (2005)so wondefully saysit, "Now | am knowing."

Comments are welcome. Please send them to jdATgocatgo.com
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