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The Iconic Turn in Metaphysics

Images gained importance in communication in the 19th century due to the technology of photography, then filming. As Koskinen puts it in a study on the future of picture messaging in 2002
: “The Internet has created new roles for visual expression and graphics. The image has become a tool. At the same time, it has become a central part of the interface between technology and its users”. Recently, wide-spread mobile communication is supplemented with the possibility of multi-medial messages, i.e. MMS. Despite the exciting possibility of sending and receiving sound and images just like short text messages, the use of MMS is less significant than it has been expected. It is obvious to ask: what is the reason for this. Having regard to the gradual rise of the importance of pictures, it’s surprising that in mobile communication it can’t play the expected role. According to my thesis the reason for this fact can be found in the special character of mobile telephony on the one hand, and in literacy on the other hand. Mobile communication is an excellent possibility for keeping in touch with colleagues, members of family, and friends. SMS, i.e. short verbally expressed messages are really convenient for sharing information in cases when the message has to be silent, unnoticed by others, and not disturbing the ongoing face to face communication. MMS can fulfill these demands but can’t be sufficiently informative, because we aren’t equipped with shared and obviously interpretable schemes of images. Due to this insufficiency there are only a very few people who are able to understand our ad hoc pictorial statements precisely, if at all, and its trivial consequence is that MMS can’t be so effective as SMS. The reason for this can be found in our cultural heritage which is rooted in literacy, determining our mind to express ideas primarily in words.  

We have lost gradually the ability to apply and use the informative force and effectiveness of images. This process can be traced down clearly in the history of philosophy, more precisely in metaphysics. Though philosophy, and metaphysics probably even more, is generally bound up with literacy, it has a great enlightening potential to cast a glance upon a very different kind of metaphysics – viz. the metaphysics of pictorial statements which can be found in ancient Egyptian thought. I would like to compare the metaphysics of ancient Egypt formulated by pictures and Western metaphysics expressed by words. I think this comparison can help explain the surprising fact why MMS is not so popular as it has been expected to be.

How can such an abstract discipline apparently far removed from everyday practice be relevant to a practical issue like the use of MMS in everyday communication? – To answer this question, first I would like to make clear what I mean when I use the word “metaphysics”. Then, to prove my thesis, I shall briefly characterize the two above mentioned kinds of metaphysics. By way of conclusion I’ll summarize the difference between them and at the same time I’ll try to show that communicating via pictures is still a world to re-conquer, a challenge to our literate mind.

I. What does it mean: metaphysics?

From an etymological point of view we can speak about metaphysics after the reordering of Aristotelian works: “Meta ta physika”, i.e. what comes next after physics. 

Metaphysics according to its original definition can be thought of as first philosophy and the fundament of any other scientific investigation. According to the first definition, associated with the name of Aristotle, of what was later called metaphysics, it is “a science which investigates being as being and the attributes which belong to this in virtue of its own nature”.
 

As the contemporary scholar, Jorge J. E. Gracia formulates in his book Metaphysics and Its Tasks: “metaphysics tries to identify and relate the most general categories and to establish the relations of less general categories to the most general ones.” That’s why “metaphysics is fundamental – it is logically prior to every other discipline – and inescapable – metaphysical views are presupposed by every other view. It is for this reason that one can regard metaphysics as the categorial foundation of all knowledge.”
 To formulate it in a less esoteric way, metaphysical presuppositions provide a framework to each theoretical consideration which determines the nature and context of the experienced or investigated phenomena. Without  this background, orientation would be impossible. In this sense metaphysics is inevitable. “As Kant put it: 'That the human spirit will ever give up metaphysical speculations is as little to be expected as that we should prefer to give up breathing altogether, in order to avoid impure air.'” 
 

II. The holism of the iconic mind

If we consider these special features of metaphysics, it is not an overstatement to speak about the metaphysics of ancient Egypt. Subsequently I try to sketch some special features of Egyptian thought. Doing this I considerably rely on the book of a Hungarian scholar Márton A. Farkas. I would like to emphasize those characteristics of the ancient Egyptian intellectual-cultural heritage which are in close connection with the special way of formulating ideas on the one hand, and are strange, sometimes contradictory to the Western way of thinking. I shall not touch upon the Egyptian recording system as a whole, except for the part of it which determined the intellectual-philosophical background of  Egyptian cult and culture.

One special, and for Western thinking quite strange, feature of Egyptian thought is its “complementary” logic. It is in close relation with symbolic expression. Anything can be something else at the same time. In pictorial representation it makes possible to emphasize different aspects of the given phenomena and allows for the use hieroglyphs as pictures and pictures as hieroglyphs. From the viewpoint of logic this kind of pluralism means that opposite characteristics are completing instead of  eliminating each other: “tertium datur”.

Pictorial signs and images used in pictorial writing provide continuous feedback to their roots – be it an abstract, a religious, or just a narrative statement. Images can display direct and metaphorical meaning as well as an everyday thing and a concept at the same time. The icon of a scroll as determinative or taxogram was used to determine different phenomena on the basis of the kind of abstractness. Accordingly, applying the icon of the scroll after the given signs resulted in abstract concepts like knowledge and truth, or verbs like to know, to start, etc.
 

It is in the technology of representation that the implicit theory of reality can be recognized. The Egyptian way of representation makes explicit a merged point of view which delivers all the important moments of the phenomena, and not just the visible features. It is necessary because only in this way can the represented phenomenon and its image be identical. The difference between modern scientific and Egyptian thinking emerges with sharp outlines if we think of the perspective which was considered as the art of picturing objects as they are, i.e. in the objective, hence true, manner.

This special way of representation is in close connection with the conviction that to understand pictorial statements is at the same time to create reality. The flexible and plural logic of picturing is complemented with flexible and plural interpretation. To understand a pictorial statement requires the full knowledge of and belief in Egyptian religion, mythology, science and everyday practice, i.e. it needs total intellectual involvement. As pictorial statements can show a wide range of perspectives, they can be interpreted according to the given situation. Moreover, to read, i.e. to understand a picture is at the same time to be in the picture. As looking at the pictures of a tomb is at the same time being in the nether world; to know what a picture means is to be in the “virtual” world which is represented by the picture. Since phenomena are mainly pictures and pictures are writing, phenomena are readable pictures. Accordingly, to read a picture is to be in the world which is visualized/reproduced by the picture. 

This holistic picture of the universe is in full harmony with the way of expressing ideas, i.e. pictorial writing. Hieroglyphs and the way they were used supported this holistic view. There is no room to detail the quasi syntax of this writing, but images can represent the practical and the general features as well as the narrative background at the same time. Similarly, the phenomena of the universe have practical and general aspects and are related to the religious narratives. Due to the sunrise things come to life: as they become visible, they emerge from the aboriginal chaos. Accordingly, after sunset things provisionally die.
 The sun represents life and the creating act just as well light. But sunset means at the same time the revival of the nether, the hidden, invisible world which contains and preserves the invisible, inactive, past and becoming, as well as the potential instead of the actual, beings. 

III. Clear-cut alphabetical reason and changing media

In ancient Egyptian thinking reality was bound with language – more precisely to words – and forms, i.e. to images. According to the Theology of Memphis in the creating process Ptah, who is the God of craftsmen as well, created the world via words and forms, which world made it possible to know and to understand the physical-natural world, created by Atum, since the  world actually could not exist without words and forms, or at the worst it could exist in itself as an undifferentiated mass.
 Since words can become manifest in forms, words and forms are inseparable. Accordingly, meaning and name as well as meaning and sign are the same, i.e. reality.

In Western thinking this unity has disintegrated. This change is obvious in the light of the difference between pictorial and alphabetical writing: The former represents a whole culture and bears creating force at the same time. The latter just reconstitutes the acoustic phenomena of speech in space, but it hasn’t got the creating potential that language has been supposed to have. Accordingly, sign and meaning can’t be the same, and reality, though its concepts were formulated in texts, wasn’t considered any more as something that can be created by written records.

Due to this disruption of the unity of reality and its cognitive-cultural processing, the central issue of metaphysics became first the foundation of reality, then the clear, abstract and true description of it. Along this way of metaphysics a special dualism and more and more sophisticated and complicated terminology can be noticed. This dualism appeared in different kinds of oppositions: inner- and outer world, immanency–transcendency, subject–object, etc. Terminology has been changing according to the more and more complicated solutions of the emerging anomalies on the one hand, and the increasing abstractness supported by alphabetical writing on the other hand. Alphabetical writing in itself is unable to preserve the connection between live experience and the written content. It uses abstract signs of sounds, but it is not able to refer to the roots of the written word. Since writing was very effective in preserving, accumulating and reproducing ideas, it could become the main field of objectivating ideas. Though writing is a clear and unambiguous way of recording, there was a price to pay for its effectiveness: all elements of the idea or narrative must be expressed by words. There is no supporting situation or unity of references which can help understanding. Every statement must be understandable in itself with the only help being the context. 

Alphabetical writing as a new kind of storing-system with its bounds created new habits in cognition compared to that of orality: general subjects, abstract concepts detached from the human life-world, linearly structured arguments, and the time-scale emerged. The metaphysical mind closes itself up in the world of texts and tries to solve the puzzles whose roots are in this closing up, but implicitly reflects upon the new inventions of communication technologies which could affect directly, even though in the long run only, the literate mind.
 

Plato, who is considered as the philosopher of the transition from primary orality to literacy, distinguished reality and appearance as knowledge and opinion. The former is the realm of ideas and the latter is the area of shadows. These two spheres are not totally separated: remembering provides the bridge between them.
 

Along the way of metaphysics up to the age of Enlightenment a dualistic way of grasping reality resulted in an unbridgeable chasm between mind and body. Two different metaphysical traditions – empiricism and rationalism – took shape which provided the starting point for Kant at the zenith of literacy.

Kant argued that earlier metaphysics was unable to fulfil its real task – which was, in Kant’s opinion, to analyze experience
 – because it possessed only logical tools whose validity didn’t reach beyond the realm of the mind’s conclusions. (Think of the principle of “tertium non datur”. If we apply it to physical phenomena, e.g. opposed forces with the same strength, it results not in a contradiction, but a kind of equilibrium.) Accordingly, logic with its traditional means, viz. syllogisms, is not able to capture the system of reality, i.e. nothing can be said about experience. This “first sharp dualism” as Cassirer considered it and the importance of the validity of mathematics (which is synthetic and a priori) for Kant, took form in the dualism of phenomenal and noumenal worlds. The latter is inaccessible because all of our sense data gain meaning for us owing to a “mental” process whose result is the phenomenal world. This is the limit of our knowledge, “things in themselves” are inaccessible and not knowable.

By the 18th century literacy had reached its zenith. “Thinking in letters” – using the formula of a Hungarian scholar István Hajnal – was the obvious intellectual milieu of that time and the printing press could have an effect on scientific development. This new technology could help the accumulation of knowledge, allowing for exact duplication which gave rise to a certain distrust in the heritage of the past on the one hand, and  made possible the exact duplication of images and diagrams on the other hand. 

The ancient notion of “logos” considered as a creating potential has become more and more logic, i.e. a system of rules which describes the functioning and the proper use of language, and considerable efforts have been made to create a faultless and universal language. The reliance on science and the importance of the scientific method was as strong as never before. As we saw Kant’s Copernican turn can be built upon two postulates: the insufficiency of logic and the necessity of synthetic a priori statements which means the possibility of mathematics and sciences. These postulates mirror the ambivalence of the state of literacy: disappointment and trust in the results of literacy at the same time.

Printing technology can be considered as the first step towards the use of images in communication because it afforded for the first time the possibility to use images as carriers of definite meaning, i.e. to duplicate them exactly.
 As images could not be used without the possibility of exact duplication, they gradually faded out from the effective means of communication and lost their informative force. Accordingly, after the invention of the printing press and even more after the invention of  photography, images had to be rediscovered.

Micheal Polanyi speaks about the dilemma of being precise or being close to the “immense wealth of living shapes”.
 William M. Ivins Jr. sheds light on its main reason: “All that words can deal with, however, are similarities. The simple reason for all this is that words, with the exception of proper names, relation words, and syntactical devices, are mere conventional symbols for similarities. Although differences are just as perceptible as similarities, the inability of words to cope with them has given rise to the notion held by many self-consciously hard-headed persons that talk about art is merely an attempt to deal with the ineffable, a thing that for them is completely laughable. But that these differences are not statable in words does not mean that they are ineffable, for they are clearly communicable in non-verbal ways.”
 

By the 20th century communication was equipped by the technology of photography, film, and the "electrical speech machine,"  i.e. telephone. If we have a look at the metaphysics of the 20th century, we can realize that the glory of logic and the scientific method is not obvious any more. As new equipment in communication mediate numerous moments of everyday life directly, metaphysics discovers everyday practice and tries to integrate it into its framework. Heidegger took a decisive step when he left the immanence of the mind and tried to focus on everyday life. He emphasized  our thrown-ness into the world as opposed to the traditional dualism of object and subject. The world, which earlier was considered as an object to be known, separated from the human intellect, emerged as the unity of references helping our orientation. Similarly, Wittgenstein focused his attention on embeddedness in everyday practice as against the theoretical analyzing attitude of earlier metaphysics. As it is emphasized in the Philosophical Investigations, the authentic approach to language is given through its use as opposed to abstract logical method. Likewise, Heidegger’s attempt to reveal the aboriginal meaning of logos – a renewal of the ancient concept of language as a kind of creation – was aimed to set limits to the validity of modern logic. 

IV. Communicational habits and metaphysical considerations

I’ve spoken about hieroglyphs, printed images, photos and MMS. The ability of displaying details, creating a certain “context” and representing something as it is as well as metaphorically are common features of these. Interpreting hieroglyphs and paintings, drawings and photos as works of art has its own rules. Works of art can be situated in some kind of an intellectual milieu which has its special syntax of lines and forms. Hieroglyphs have emerged from a culture in order to maintain it. Accordingly, for an expert it was obvious how to interpret a pictorial statement formulated with hieroglyphs. Images and diagrams applied in science are understandable in the context of the given scientific background. MMS is different: it is a new institution in communication in a culture in which ideas have traditionally been formulated primarily with words; the rediscovery of images is an ongoing process.

In this short and sketchy comparison of the metaphysics of pictorial and alphabetical writing concentrating on the intellectual attitude I didn’t touch upon the social or political aspects of writings, details of the development of duplicating images, the conceptual changes or the changing style of verbal expression, etc. I hope that despite these insufficiencies it becomes clear that metaphysical presuppositions and everyday practice are not so far from each other as it used to be supposed, and what is more important from the point of view of the main issue of this conference, that although we have to learn to avail ourselves of the possibility of multi-medial communication, we have already taken the first steps.
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