PAGE  
431

Chapter 9
Placing Langer’s Philosophical Project
Dimensions of Langer’s Project
Langer’s remarkable intellectual trajectory is informed by a robust mix of conceptual reconstruction and interpretation and an exemplification of a novel, reconfigured method of philosophical reflection. It is not a case of ‘typical’ or ‘pure’ philosophizing nor does it engage in pyrotechnical displays of philosophical swordplay. It is by no means a singularly unique or unparalled way of doing philosophy, but it is, I have tried to show, certainly distinctive and of the utmost importance. 
As to conceptual reconstruction, Langer focuses on the pivotal notions needed to formulate in a non-reductive fashion a precise and comprehensive model of mind as a completely natural phenomenon. The dialectical play of these notions oscillates, as we have seen, between biological and the philosophico-semiotic poles, with numerous psychological and historico-cultural way stations in between. Her central thesis is that Mind, in the human sense, is a functional matrix of acts, not a substance, and is defined by diverse and stratified powers of symbolization and sign use. The process of Minding gives rise to the Semiotic Self. The task she set herself was to chart the elements, processes, and outcomes of these acts and their symbolic tools and underpinnings. 
Langer’s conceptual reconstruction is accompanied by a nuanced respect for the results of scientific research, but her conceptual scaffolding is not oriented toward the discovery of new facts but with interpretations, and reinterpretations, of but As to the exploitation of novel sources, Langer weds her conceptual reconstruction to materials that are not always in the forefront of current discussions. Nor does she strive toward an exaggerated novelty of position. A rather large bulk of her resources is rarely purely philosophical in the traditional sense. Many of these resources stem from research traditions rather foreign to ‘normal’ philosophical work, and a substantial chunk of them, especially those in French and German, are better described as systematically informed retrievals from the past than the mere rescuing of ‘neglected figures’ with no intrinsic bearing on present problems.  Langer’s retrievals, in fact, engage current trends in the ‘sciences of mind’ in a substantial way.
· the centrality of diverse kinds of symbolic processes ranging from the basic affective-perceptual stratum up to the highest reaches of the symbolic artifacts of high cultures

· the focusing on the intertwining of the biological and the psychological
· the role of the imagination and the essentially creative, metaphorical nature of mind

· the expansion of psychological concerns to the socio-cultural realms

· the significance of art

· the the interlocking multi-modality of the various disciplines engaged in the research projects that go under the name of the ‘cognitive sciences’
 Langer’s efforts have a deep and clear theoretical intent. The materials upon which she relies are often unorthodox and span many different disciplines and problem areas, from cell biology and the cognitive psychology of imagination to advanced music theory and the origins of religion. We have seen at crucial places in the preceding chapters how Langer used, extended, and transformed her sources, using them both as supports and as goads. But, while Langer’s work has a differentiated empirical base, it does not run the risk of being ‘superseded’ by empirical discoveries. Operating on a different level, she is engaged in systematic interpretation and generalization, not the discovery of new facts. Vincent Colapietro is correct when he writes, “For Langer herself, the semiotic turn in philosophical discourse reinforced the distinction between philosophy and science, while at the same time drove the work of philosophers closer to that of scientists” (1997: 5). 
Consequently, as to the dimension of philosophical reflection, Langer’s approach to her problems illustrates the nature of an attempt at the ‘transformation of philosophy’ or at a way of doing ‘philosophy in a new key.’ From the beginning philosophy for Langer was, and remained, a matter of the analysis of ‘meanings.’ This was the explicit and self-consciously asserted theme of her first book, The Practice of Philosophy, and this focus remained permanent and determinative up to the end. But Langer’s approach, while fully cognizant of the nature of logic, eschewed all forms of logicism and abstract speculation. There is an intertwining of phenomenological description and conceptual analysis and schematization that runs throughout her work. Langer was intensely focussed on the twin foci of ‘the mind of meaning’ and the ‘meaning of mind.’ Mind and meanings become reciprocal heuristic keys to one another. The realms of human meanings, embodied in field of symbolic projections, which have to be charted and related to one another, becomes a set of access structures to the human mind. The mind becomes the ‘locus’ or ‘place’ for the generation and interpretation of meanings(s). Minding is, at bottom, semiosis, the creation and interpretation of signs, symbols, and meanings. And this process encompasses the total range of human ‘feeling.’
Langer’s project, consequently, operates on two intersecting levels: (a) descriptive-phenomenological and (b) conceptual-constructive. 
Langer’s ‘data field’ is the whole domain of human culture, which is for her ‘mind writ large.’ The German Idealists called this sphere ‘objective mind.’ Treating cultural forms as both sources of insight and as exemplifications of the power of mind gives a universal quality to Langer’s reflection. Nothing human is alien to her. Inquiring into the nooks and crannies of human cultural activity leads her, and her readers, to engage the very structures and forms of their own experiencing. In this sense Langer’s work forces us into a kind of self-reflection that is meant to make us familiar with the lived feelings involved in the processes of symbolic formation and transformation. Symbolic forms are not just frames we think about in philosophy; they are frames within which we live and become human. Langer’s reflections have a kind of admirable descriptive adequacy that is missing from many philosophical analyses that are often conceptually top-heavy and descriptively thin. Langer’s philosophical procedures are descriptively ‘thick.’ And many of her examples are easily identifiable in the everyday experiencing of her readers: the variety of signs and sign uses, the role of language in informing experience, the sense of the sacred, the performance of ritual, the encounter with works of art, the sense of conceptual and civilizational imbalances, the consciousness of death, and so forth. What Langer has attempted to do is construct a coherent frame within which meaning-configurations can be situated and placed over against one another. 
This turn to thick description allows Langer, or rather forces her, to attempt to construct a conceptual framework that gives analytical adequacy to the descriptive adequacy, though not completeness, that marks her work. This framework is defined by a set of central categories of remarkable power: 
· symbolic transformation as the defining feature of the human mind

· abstraction and grasp of form as pivotal acts of minding 
· discursive and presentational forms as the two great symbolic tracks on which minding runs

· life symbols that are rooted in symbolically pregnant images

· forms of feeling that are embodied in art works and that reveal the logic of sentience or the morphology of feeling 
· primary illusions as constituting the artistic import of different art genres

· Mind as an achievement of higher order processes of feeling
and a host of others that we have passed in review in the course of our discussion. These notions have what I have been calling great ‘heuristic fertility.’ They allow us to focus upon a wide range of cultural phenomena and to uncover their deep logic and forms of relationship. They show the human world, which was Langer’s primary concern, to be a web of meaning that we both spin out of ourselves and spin ourselves into. In Langer the analytical, the hermeneutic and interpretive, and the self-reflective all intersect with one another as essential aspects of one universal philosophical task: the grasp the human world as a world of generated meanings embodied in symbolic forms. 
The fusion of the descriptive-phenomenological and the conceptual-constructive dimensions situates and qualifies Langer’s ‘rejection’ of the traditional way of doing philosophy. This is certainly a judgment, perhaps more rhetorical than strictly substantive, on Langer’s part of philosophy’s exhaustion, both on the level of types of questions and types of answers. Strangely enough, it is not that Langer thought of previous philosophies as being ‘wrong-headed’ or simply ‘mistaken’ in their types of questions and methods of inquiry. In spite of her essentially systematic interests Langer thought of philosophy as fundamentally situated in history. This applied also to her own philosophical endeavors, which were inspired by the ‘symbolic turn’ in vast array of disciplines and sciences ranging from biology, through psychology, sociology, the history of religions, literary theory, psychoanalysis, formal logic, and so forth. Such advances had critical consequences, in her opinion, for the tasks of philosophy. Philosophy itself, no superscience with a God’s eye view and with empirical intent, was to turn away from facts to meanings. This was the core thesis of Langer’s very first book—a thesis she defended to the end of her life. But, strangely enough, such a notion paradoxically makes philosophy more empirical rather than less, since the world of meanings are themselves objective structures in the world. Philosophy, in one of its tasks, then, engages this symbol world in its breadth and depth, specifying its generating conditions, its constitutive structures, and its formed content. Philosophy is ‘empirical’ in the non-scientific sense that it is a ‘reflective experiencing and analysis’ of embodied meanings. It is experiential and analytical at the same time. Reflective analytical experiencing: such a notion brings philosophy into close contact with all the humanistic disciplines. What distinguishes philosophy is to a great degree attributed to the rather different weightings given to its formal and critical dimensions, which do not contravene its hermeneutical dimension. 
Positive Results of Langer’s Philosophical Project
The positive results of Langer’s philosophical project, as well as some issues left open by it, can be encapsulated in the following theses, which have been explored in the preceding chapters.


First of all, Langer has indeed showed us a ‘new way’ to do philosophy, but not, I think, the new way. I have tried to show that her procedures do not attempt to supplant other approaches, but instead to extend, reformulate, and exploit them. She has supplied rather a differently configured frame within which various issues can be situated and explored and she has shown how her own version of the ‘semiotic’ turn, that is, a philosophy focused on ‘the symbolic mind,’ can supplement as well as engage concerns and results from other philosophical traditions, especially the American pragmatist tradition. Of special interest, I have indicated, is the transformation and reformulation of the notion of ‘experience.’ Langer has shown how to combine in a nuanced way the ‘experiential’ and the ‘semiotic,’ pushing meaning ‘up’ and pushing it ‘down’ in clearly defined ways. Her philosophy, like much of the American philosophical tradition, is both a philosophy of experience and a philosophy of meaning. Her ‘new key’ shows how these two central philosophical foci can be related to one another and integrated, just as Peirce’s theory of signs and Dewey’s pragmatist analysis of experiencing did.  Philosophy, on Langer’s terms, is not bare conceptual analysis nor the rearrangement of facts, but a broadly conceived analysis of essentially embodied meanings, in the broadest sense of that term. Philosophy for Langer, as it was for Cassirer, is, or was intended to be,  the comprehensive and comparative study of symbolic forms, each of which has its own ‘logic’ or irreducible way of making meaning. Language, myth, ritual, sacrament, religion, art are all both the instruments and the results of symbolic transformation, the essential act of mind—or the act essential to mind. This ‘semiotic’ turn, for which Langer retained Cassirer, not Peirce, as its prime exemplar or inspiration, is accomplished effectively and deeply in her work. She did it in a sober, non-histrionic way, avoiding all trendiness and empty literary fireworks as well as superfluous technical flourishes, while going beyond Cassirer’s sources and duplicating many of Peirce’s theses, which from the substantive point of view she is in full agreement with, especially with respect to the critique of immediacy, the universality of interpretation, the irreducibility of different types of sign and meaning-systems, and so forth. But Langer was never tempted by Peirce’s leanings toward objective idealism.
The philosophical and semiotic analysis of meanings, Langer clearly shows, has a pervasive phenomenological dimension or descriptive thickness. It is not merely abstract and schematic, without content or substantive import. The analytical and the descriptive, we have seen, are intertwined in Langer’s reflections. She wants to indicate the point of her analysis while giving enough paradigmatic examples to show that her conclusions are not really top-down impositions of premises, but generalizations, as well as abductions, from more limited domains. This is in accord with her conception of philosophy as proceeding through progressive generalizations and creative schematization of concepts. This makes up what I call Langer’s ‘double-bladed’ approach to philosophy: an upper blade of categories and concepts and a lower blade of empirical materials. The job of the philosopher, she has showed us, is to bring this two blades together with all the ‘friction-filled cutting’ that is involved. It is utilization of this double philosophical method, of top down and bottom up, that makes Langer’s way of doing philosophy so fruitful and exciting and that in the later parts of Mind engages us with matters of the deepest civilizational and existential import. 


Secondly, Langer’s philosophical procedures show how the conceptual, the hypothetical, and the empirical can be brought into dialectical unity. Langer has a clear conceptual framework with its key pivotal distinctions, as I have already noted, and does not shy away from hypothetical, or abductive, side of philosophical reflection. This hypothetical side is mainly connected with what I have called Langer’s ‘rational reconstruction’ of ‘origins’ of the various symbolic matrices, which she herself admits are purely speculative. But her controversial approach to the origin of language, for example, is also to some extent empirical, that is, since she is concerned to observe how language actually works, not how it should work. That is, her approach is not stipulative, but stays close to ‘living language.’ While ostensibly, at the beginning of her work, she took her clues from the types of considerations that Wittgenstein and Russell engaged in, it is clear that Langer never really took the ‘picture theory of meaning’ or the notion of a ‘logical picture’ in more than an extended metaphorical sense, although she was thoroughly grounded in the technical side of logic. But she did want to show that these notions could be flexibly generalized in a non-trivial way and integrated into a wider framework, while accepting certain restrictions on free-floating and irresponsible theoretical inventions. To the very end of her intellectual career Langer never repudiated her concern for the ‘logical dimension.’ While in one sense Wittgenstein and Russell were concerned with the ‘meanings of logic,’ Langer, following Cassirer,  was in a more broad sense concerned with the semiotic ‘logic of meanings,’ which went far beyond the traditional concerns of logic in the restricted sense. 
Thirdly, Langer’s philosophical ‘sobriety’ marks a significant difference between her work and certain, but not all, strands of the semiotic traditions developed in the 20th century. In particular, Langer rejected, perhaps without even confronting in any fashion, the universalization of the linguistic model that followed the development of structuralist linguistics by the philosophical and literary followers of Saussure. Nevertheless, as we have seen, there is no downplaying of language in Langer’s work, nor was she innocent of work in linguistics proper. Language, for Langer, is a distinctive and unique human achievement of symbolization. It penetrates to the very depths of human mentality, which it also supports. For her language is not the autonomous system that much structuralist thought affirmed, with its ‘displacement’ of the signifying subject and its forced and unavoidable dwelling in the ‘prison-house of language.’ Language for Langer is certainly no prison-house but neither is it always clearly a ‘happy home’ for the understanding, since it is also the source of our greatest illusions and of the fallibility of belief systems. It is something in between, both potentiating our mental powers and exposing them to mortal perils and grotesque distortions.
Fourthly, out of Langer’s primary notion of symbolic transformation, which supplies the comprehensive matrix of her work, comes her most important, indeed, essential distinction: between discursive and presentational forms. Both of these forms, Langer has shown, are intrinsically rational and give us knowledge. They are forms or modes of symbolization. By recognizing and validating the cognitive value of these forms Langer is able to broaden the scope of knowing and to overcome all tendencies to logocentrism while still acknowledging the centrality of language in making us human. It is, in fact, the language animal that systematically produces presentational forms, no matter what the sense modality. These forms are rooted in the human organism’s image-making needs and capacities. Word and symbolic image, saying and showing, discursivity and presentationality, these are equipotential and intertwined powers of human rationality. Both are essential forms of authentic symbolization. This classification schema, which is marked by an essential contrast and duality, encompasses but does not necessarily supplant in analytical range and nuance the triadic schema of Peirce whereby signs are sorted into iconic, indexical, and symbolic types in accordance with his theory of categories, to which Langer does not advert. But Langer clearly recognizes the bases of Peirce’s classification: indexes are based on some sort of ‘existential’ connection with their objects, icons on some sort of ‘resemblance’ between themselves and their objects, and symbols on a ‘convention’ or ‘agreement.’ The differences in classification are, in my opinion, mainly terminological, although Peirce’s analytical framework leads in the long run to more fine-grained differentiation of the formal inner spaces of signs and to the ability to develop the notion of an ‘interpretant,’ that is, the proper significate effect of a sign, in more detail than Langer does. For both Langer and Peirce, though, the move to symbolization and to the conscious control or awareness of signs is essential. Once we reach the human realm, where signs are recognized as signs, Langer and Peirce have established, we are everywhere in the realm of what Peirce called thirdness, the realm of conscious mediation. For both of them, in the words of Peirce, “thinking is a kind of conduct, and is itself controllable, as everybody knows. Now the intellectual control of thinking takes place by thinking about thought. All thinking is by signs; and the brutes use signs. To do so is manifestly a second step in the use of language” (CP 5.534). Peirce admits that “the brutes are certainly capable of more than one grade of control; but it seems to me that our superiority to them is more due to our greater number of grades of self-control than it is to our versatility” (CP 5.533). Both Langer and Peirce throw powerful and complementary light on this complex of issues surrounding a properly formulated ‘semiotic pragmatism.’
Fifthly, Langer’s validation of the notion of a presentational form as a true symbol allows her to grapple in a systematic fashion with some of the most pressing and seemingly irresolvable issues of aesthetics. Her notions of a ‘form of feeling’ or ‘morphology of feeling’ is defined by their essential presentationality, its irreducibility to the discursive domain. Langer’s nuanced approach to art theory is well-grounded and coherent, primarily oriented to the objective art symbol or art work, but it is not complete nor is it mutually exclusive of other approaches with which it is not in any necessary conflict, such as the pragmatist and phenomenological traditions, which foreground more explicitly the experiential dimensions of the aesthetic encounter. Nevertheless, Langer by no means ignores the experiential dimension, but it makes its appearance in a rather different way in her art theory. For what is experienced first and foremost for her is the ‘primary illusion’ made manifest by the art symbol.

Langer’s notion of a primary illusion of each art form has both descriptive and critical value. It is descriptive in the sense of attempting to give us a ‘feel’ for what is distinctive about each art genre, given Langer’s premises. It is critical in the sense of deriving the primary illusions from a recognition of what the art genre must be, given that it is the result of a specific type of ‘abstraction.’ Langer’s critical point is that ignoring the form of abstraction carried out by a specific art genre will make it impossible to grasp the genre’s primary illusion.  Langer has clearly shown that art genres are not defined by the subject matter, motif, or theme, although they do play a substantial role in their functioning. Langer’s aesthetic semiotic ‘formalism,’ however, is not a traditional formalism. It is not empty but exceedingly ‘full’ in the experiential sense and thus open to alternative expansions and supplementations. Langer has constructed a formal frame, not a formalistic frame.  If there is any serious weakness in her approach it is to underemphasize to a certain, but not debilitating, degree the content side of art, its orientation toward and interpretation of a ‘world.’ While I think that Langer’s notion of a ‘form of feeling’ is extremely enlightening, ‘feeling’ is, as I have been emphasizing, bi-polar, and it is the feeling of a world that also is presented, a world that also its ‘objective’ structures and relations and contents, albeit drenched with ‘affective tones.’ The ‘cognitive’ and the ‘affective’ are indissolubly joined in Langer’s aesthetics, just as it was in Dewey’s.  
Sixthly, Langer’s substantive conclusions are both conceptual and empirically based. It could be asked sympathetically, as Arthur Danto did,  to what degree the conceptual discoveries and proposals are so intertwined with their empirical bases that they could superseded by the addition of new empirical discoveries, especially in the anthropological and cultural sciences. Langer’s concerns with ‘origins,’ it must be admitted, are semiotically, not historically, motivated. She admits frequently and openly the hypothetical nature of many of her theses: about the origin of language, the origin of religion, the origin of the idea of death, and so forth. What she is really interested in are the originating matrices of meaning, the permanent frames in which human carry out their symbolic lives. This focal interest not so much in the origins of meaning as in the matrices of meaning is played out on the psychological, the cultural, the historical, and the conceptual levels. In this sense Langer’s concerns are structural and constitutive and indeed even, in certain ways, quite independent of actual questions of historical origin, though clearly not entirely. This is an exemplification, one again, of her idea that philosophy is concerned with interpretations—and with the interpretation of interpretations.
Langer, in fact, does not try in any way to reduce the analysis of meanings and their matrices to a discovery of their points of origin. She is interested in ‘origins’ in the sense of a kind of retroductive genetic analysis, but also in the sense of a kind of rational reconstruction based upon admittedly tentative historical data. The concepts and phenomena themselves, structures of meaning, that she is concerned with have a permanent stable value, indeed, they are semiotic emergences, conceptual (and historical) achievements. Thus, for example, while there are, as we have seen, cerebral conditions for the rise of symbolization, once symbolization has emerged as a structure in its own right with its own logic, this logic can be examined by itself, descriptively and normatively, without referring constantly to its cerebral conditions. I think we are confronted with the same sort of relationship in the much-mooted work in ‘cognitive neuroscience’ and the attempts to find the neural correlates of experienced conscious states. Whether such a task can ever be achieved and whether it can ever really escape its medical importance, which is immense, I think that, philosophically if not therapeutically,  Langer has shown that the enterprise of identifying and describing conscious states or forms of sentience can proceed quite independently of the neurological dimension, which is, in fact, parasitic upon the descriptive inventory of these states and forms, a point I have made elsewhere (Innis 2002) in a discussion with Mark Johnson (see Johnson 2002). The so-called mind-body problem is a conceptual, not an empirical problem. But it could even be argued, on Langerian grounds, that the whole problem has been posed in the wrong way. The ‘mind’ is a self-organizing matrix of acts, of events, that arises when neural and bodily conditions have reached a certain stage. It is not a thing or a substance. It is a way of acting of an organism, and the human organism is a symbolic organism. We are, as Terrence Deacon put it, a ‘symbolic species.’ Langer wants to show us just what this entails and what the philosophical consequences are. We are both symbolic, organic, and materially physical at the same time. This is Langer’s parallel schematization to Merleau-Ponty’s differentiation, in The Structure of Behavior, of the ideal, the vital, and the physical orders. 
Langer’s conceptual scheme, consequently, functions as a heuristic aid to more concrete, empirical investigations. It tells us what kind of things to look for, what kinds of things we should be concerned with. It does not tell us exactly what we will find, so it is subject to a kind of revision. But Langer’s work is not purely empirical and verifiable in the empirical sense. It must rather be validated, expanded, and confirmed than ‘put to the empirical test.’ In this sense Langer’s work is hermeneutical and interpretive—and it must be contested on that level first and foremost. The main issue is that of conceptual and descriptive adequacy
Philosophy, however, is clearly conceived by Langer as a synthetic discipline, working closely with the empirical sciences. As a descriptive and structural analysis of meaning philosophy is clearly not unrelated to the results and concerns of the empirical sciences of meaning such as anthropology, cognitive psychology, the history of religion, and to the various practices of the arts as well as their practitioners’s reflections upon them. The synthetic, generalizing characteristic  of philosophical reflection flows directly from the project of the analysis of meanings. Philosophy, Langer definitively shows, does and should interact both with the cultural sciences, which chart the social matrices and forms of meaning, and with the empirical sciences of mind, which deal with the organic conditions of possibility of symbolization. 

Finally, Langer’s mature philosophical position places both symbolization and feeling at the very center of her account of the mind. Her concept of symbolization, already in place in her earliest work, is both broad and precisely nuanced, but it is used in a context-dependent kind of way. There is shown to be, as Langer’s work progressed, an intricate and indispensable network of connections between symbolization and imagination, understood as the power of creating images, both internal and external. Symbolization takes many forms: language, artistic, mythic, religious, philosophical, mathematical, and so forth. Feeling is the cover term for the passage to the psychic level, the passage to ‘felt mentality.’ It encompasses, Langer has established, every movement of subjectivity and consciousness. These movements and forms of consciousness strive toward ‘expression’ in external symbols, which become the access structures to the life of feeling. We come to know what our mental powers are by reading their features off of the play of symbols, in Langer’s sense of that term. Langer’s whole philosophical project exemplifies the Goethean adage, which also echoes the deepest trajectories of Spinoza’s thought,  that what is inner is outer and what is outer is inner. Langer’s ‘semiotic turn’ in philosophy, which focuses on what Peirce called “the entire phenomenal manifestation of mind” (Peirce 1868: 53), exemplifies the cognate insight expressed by Umberto Eco, when, speaking of ‘signification’—that is, what Langer called symbolic transformation—he claimed that “it encompasses the whole of cultural life, even at the lower threshold of semiotics” (Eco 1976: 46). This is the essential lesson that Langer wanted to teach us in her monumental attempt to ‘push meaning up and down.’
