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     The author of this book, Noel Charlton, has taken an unusual, indeed unique approach to the works and thought of Gregory Bateson. The book, the result of many years of work by an interdisciplinary scholar, takes as its focus Bateson’s concept of aesthetics. This may seem like an odd choice. Bateson is not as well known as a thinker about aesthetics as he is for his anthropology, for his work with schizophrenia and the founding of family therapy, or for his contribution to cybernetics and his pronouncement that information is a difference that makes a difference.

     Yet Charlton’s book makes an excellent case that aesthetics was always important to Bateson, and that his mature ideas of aesthetics are relevant and interesting to us today. The book begins with the fascinating history of Bateson’s relationship with art and aesthetics, continues with an explanation of his mature thinking on the subject, and then relates this thinking to a number of contemporary visionary thinkers, concluding with a call to action.

     Ironically, or perhaps paradoxically, even near the end of Bateson’s life, aesthetics was something which he explicitly claimed not to be ready to theorise rigorously. In the metalogue that ends his book Mind and Nature Bateson describes aesthetics as one of the two “great untouched questions” (1979, p 233), the other being “consciousness”. By untouched Bateson did not mean of course that they had never been discussed, but rather that he saw a place for them in his emerging cybernetic worldview, but he was not quite clear that he could describe that place with the rigor that he felt desirable. Bateson’s standards of rigor were of course unusually lofty, based on his appreciation that the findings of cybernetics are so against the grain of ordinary modern thought that they must be demonstrable in an almost mathematical way. He did not achieve quite this standard (in his own mind) in his theorizing about aesthetics and about the related (for him) topic of the sacred, yet his thinking about these topics still towers above much scholarly writing. And, as Charlton’s book demonstrates, aesthetics was a lifelong concern of Bateson’s, something which was close to his heart and his mind and for which he postulated, in the end, a key role in the workings of the mind.

     Gregory Bateson absorbed a kind of double message (if not double bind) about art from his father the geneticist William Bateson – a sense that art was the highest expression of genius, but for that reason too lofty for mere mortals such as his son to approach. Better to be a scientist and achieve the kinds of creativity which were attainable for one’s kind. Gregory Bateson made a lifetime study of William Blake, and when he entered the field of anthropology, he did not ignore the expression of culture that was discernible in the creative productions of the Sepik peoples of Papua New Guinea and of the Balinese. In fact he and his wife, Margaret Mead commissioned so many paintings in Bali in order to study the culture, that today in exhibits in Bali of the history of Balinese art, they are given credit for inspiring an important artistic school in their time. (For more about this Balinese art see Geertz, 1994.)

     A little known episode in Bateson’s life was his participation, in 1949, in something called “The Western Round Table on Modern Art.” This was a group discussion which took place in San Francisco assembling a startling group of artists in many fields, including Marcel Duchamp, Arnold Schoenberg, Kenneth Burke, and Frank Lloyd Wright among many others (Charlton, pp. 84-89). Bateson, the cultural anthropologist and (already) cybernetic thinker, was given the role of representing science, and Charlton shows him, already second-order, as defending the new, cybernetic, science because it included the scientist as part of the system being studied, discouraging a manipulative science. This early cybernetics wears better than Bateson’s articulation of the relative stability of the art of “primitive cultures” as opposed to the dynamic thrust of modern art – this contrast, which Claude Levi-Strauss at about the same time would describe as one between the “cold” relatively static traditional cultures and the relatively “hot” cultures of our own place and time (e.g., Levi-Strauss, 1962/1966, p. 233), has been challenged by anthropologists in the ensuing decades who have been fond of noting the dynamics present in traditional cultures. Ironically one of the touchstones of this challenge has been Bateson’s very study Naven (1958) which describes a Papua New Guinea culture in terms of dynamic processes rather than assumed functionalist roles.

     The discussion transcript of the “Western Round Table” provides us with a provocative glimpse into the ways of thinking about art of a whole host of key practitioners and critics in the mid 20th Century. Bateson’s subsequent forays into thinking about aesthetics, however, would develop from his theorizing about the dynamics of animal and human communication during the 1950s and 1960s. Much of his thought about symbolism, play, and the paradoxes of representation are to be found in the “Metalogues,” playful dialogues which were based on fictionalized conversations between himself and his young daughter Cathy (Mary Catherine Bateson).

     Beginning in the middle 1960s, Bateson’s ideas of cybernetics, communication, and aesthetics started to evolve into a synthesis which I am calling his mature thought. The elaboration of this unique cybernetic and ecological view became his main task throughout the next decade and a half before his death in 1980.

     Bateson’s mature thinking about aesthetics challenges us. We are used, in our time, to thinking about beauty as a subjective and individual matter of no great import, a privatized, domesticized and trivialized pursuit. But for Bateson aesthetics is far more. It is an epistemological sense organ, allowing us to perceive forms of connectedness to which our everyday mentality is blind. It points us in the direction not only of healthy partners (as the sociobiologists who he anticipated on this point, would no doubt tell us) but also of healthy ecosystems. Charlton  writes that for Bateson, “ the healthy system is the beautiful system and this is the case throughout the biological world” (p. 156).  Aesthetic distinctions are therefore made by all biological minds, as a matter of survival.

     Most importantly for us today, in our era of ecological crisis, our aesthetic appreciation of the natural world is not merely, as the economic thinking that rules our world might have it, just another amenity to be balanced against others on a cost-benefit accounting. Bateson invites us to ask why we should have such appreciation at all. In the 1968 conference on “the effects of conscious purpose on human adaptation” that Mary Catherine Bateson wrote up as Our Own Metaphor, Bateson commented on “a rather curious fact, which I’m sure is relevant” (M. C. Bateson, 1972, p. 260). This curious aesthetic fact is

that an ancient ecosystem – the primeval forest, the Everglades, the arctic tundra – for those of you who have ever seen such things, of which there are not many, is an incredibly beautiful thing. Now, there must be a reason why, to an organism who is also interested in automobiles and in the maximization of wealth, with all sorts of other characteristics we’ve noted in man, these funny, interacting masses of, you might suppose, quite irrelevant organisms, most of which you cant even eat, should have beauty.  (M. C. Bateson, 1972, p. 260.)

     Such beauty is related to awe and to the sacred, in ways that Bateson was beginning to explore before he died. Charlton’s later chapters show how this concept of beauty is related to environmental ethics based on a relationship with the larger system viewed as potentially godlike, in an immanent not a transcendent fashion. As Charlton points out, ethics is for Bateson about relationship, about relating, about intention which is defined as patterns of relating (p. 203). Bateson was careful not to establish a new religion, yet he hypothesized that “God” or gods might have been a way ancestral human beings expressed their intuition (their not fully conscious or explicit perception) that they were involved in systems of relationship which were larger and more encompassing that their individual selves. The aesthetic feelings we have in the presence of the natural world may make up our own window onto this same perception, one which we need in order to maintain a respect for our ecological world.

     Charlton’s later chapters contrast Bateson’s emergent ideas of aesthetics with those of the philosophers Arnold Berleant, Baruch Spinoza, and Arne Naess (the last of these famous for the concept of “deep ecology”), as well as the contemporary thinkers Joanna Macy, James Lovelock (of the Gaia Hypothesis), and Mary Midgley, and the theologians Diarmuid O’Murchu, and Anne Primavesi. Charlton concludes by showing how these ideas relate to ethics and by proposing, in his last chapter, ways in which they might inspire action.

     But, in spite of the ways Bateson’s ideas fit with those of these visionary thinkers, most of the mainstream thought of our day resists making aesthetics consequential in the way Bateson did. But perhaps this is changing, and I hope that Charlton’s book both marks that change and help to encourage and catalyse it, in the spirit of Bateson. I recommend it to Bateson scholars, of course, but also to the wide community interested in environmental ethics and sustainability, indeed to anyone who is open to the idea of an aesthetics that makes a difference that is more than ornamental – a difference that makes a difference for the future of the planet.
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