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It is unfashionable to talk about artistic truth. Yet the issues tradi-
tionally addressed under that term have not disappeared. Indeed,
questions concerning the role of the artist in society, the relationship
between art and knowledge, and the validity of cultural interpreta-
tion have intensified. Lambert Zuidervaart challenges current intel-
lectual fashions. He proposes a new critical hermeneutics of artistic
truth that engages with both analytic and continental philosophies
and illuminates the contemporary cultural scene.

People turn to the arts as a way of finding orientation in their lives,
communities, and institutions. But philosophers, hamstrung by their
own theories of truth, have been unsuccessful in accounting for this
common feature in our lives. This book portrays artistic truth as a
process of imaginative disclosure in which expectations of authentic-
ity, significance, and integrity prevail. Understood in this way, truth
becomes central to the aesthetic and social value of the arts.

Lambert Zuidervaart is Professor of Philosophy at the Institute for
Christian Studies, Toronto, and an Associate Member of the Graduate
Faculty in the Department of Philosophy at the University of Toronto.
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Preface

The preliminary sketch of this book arose from two studies that had re-
cently come to completion. The first, published as Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory,
raised questions about Theodor W. Adorno’s conception of artistic truth.
But it also defended Adorno from criticisms on precisely the same topic.
As the Adorno study drew to a close, I participated in a second study, an
interdisciplinary research project on mass-mediated culture. Published as
the collaboratively written book Dancing in the Dark, edited by Roy Anker,
that project convinced me of something I already knew from my work
on Adorno: philosophical aesthetics, as traditionally understood and prac-
ticed, is outdated with respect to hotly contested cultural issues. To ad-
dress such issues, it needs to be reconceived, in conversation with social
theory, with newer fields of inquiry such as communications and cultural
studies, and with emerging discourses on public art and cultural policy.
So I set myself the ambitious challenge of reconceptualizing philosophi-
cal aesthetics in a single volume to be titled “Cultural Politics and Artistic
Truth.”

While working my way into relevant literature in several different areas,
I discovered that two volumes would be required. The first, which you are
reading, examines the aesthetic, linguistic, and epistemological underpin-
nings of contemporary art. It does so in conversation with several twentieth-
century philosophers on the topic of truth in art. Although nonphilosophers
might find these conversations abstruse, their intent in this book is to help
illuminate the current cultural scene. The second volume, which is still be-
ing written, will address political, economic, and broadly cultural issues. It
will develop a social philosophy designed to accommodate newer forms of
public art as well as older artistic practices either denigrated or ignored by
modernist aesthetic theories. Reconceptualizing the field as “art-in-public,”
I shall propose a new understanding of art’s societal roles and recommend
new approaches to cultural policy. The two volumes remain closely linked,
even though they can and will be read separately.

ix
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X Preface

I have had the good fortune to be in hospitable settings for this work. In
the 19gos I served as the board president and chief volunteer fund raiser
for the Urban Institute for Contemporary Arts (UICA) in Grand Rapids.
UICA is the largest multidisciplinary center for contemporary art in the
state of Michigan. Daily interactions with dancers, film makers, musicians,
visual artists, and writers, together with practical immersion in the chal-
lenges facing arts organizations, have thoroughly shaped my philosophical
reflections. I am grateful for this opportunity to be a “public intellectual”
within a local microcosm of the North American cultural scene. Among the
hundreds of volunteers, staff, and board members with whom I worked, let
me single out a few for special mention: Marjorie Kuipers, UICA’s execu-
tive director at the time; Gail Philbin, the program manager; Hank Meijer
and Kate Pew Wolters, honorary cochairs of a major capital campaign; Julie
Christianson Stivers, the immediate past president of UICA’s board and my
capital campaign cochair; and Daryl Fischer, the board vice president and
my frequent discussion partner. Of the hundreds of West Michigan artists
for whom UICA provides a cultural nexus, let me mention several whose
work and conversations have animated my thoughts: Jay Constantine, Linda
Nemec Foster, Dana Freeman, Darlene Kaczmarczk, James Karsina, Steve
Nelson, Deb Rockman, Steve Schousen, Paul Wittenbraker, and Diane
Zeeuw. I have also learned much from an informal discussion group for
civic leaders organized by City Commissioner George Heartwell, who has
since become mayor of Grand Rapids. These cultural workers demonstrate
the commitment to dialogue and creative experience that marks contempo-
rary art at its best. To all of them, and to the many others I have not named,
I simply say, Thank you.

The academic settings for this project have been equally hospitable.
Calvin College, where I taught for seventeen years, stands out among liberal
arts colleges for its promotion of faculty scholarship. I am grateful for ex-
cellent services provided by the Hekman Library and the Information Tech-
nology Center, as well as for generous research funding provided by the col-
lege and its Alumni Association. My writing also received significant grants
from the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) and the National
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), an independent federal agency in
the United States. Without such support I could not have completed this
book. My former colleagues at Calvin College, both in the Department of
Philosophy and in an interdisciplinary reading group on continental phi-
losophy, proved to be stimulating discussion partners. Again, I cannot men-
tion everyone, but let me name a few. In philosophy, Ruth Groenhout, Lee
Hardy, John Hare, and David Hoekema provided constant encouragement
for the project as a whole and insightful comments on specific chapters. I re-
ceived the same from colleagues in other disciplines: Simona Goi, Clarence
Joldersma, Will Katerberg, and Henry Luttikhuizen, with whom I have pub-
lished two books whose topics intersect this project. I also want to thank
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Preface xi

Donna Kruithof for her secretarial help, and Victoria Zapata for the re-
search assistance she provided one summer as a McGregor Fellow.

I left Calvin College in 2002 to take up a position at the Institute for
Christian Studies (ICS), a graduate school for interdisciplinary philosophy
in Toronto. My colleagues at ICS have welcomed me into their intellectual
community and cheered on the completion of this book. I especially want to
thank Adrienne Dengerink Chaplin, James Olthuis, and Bob Sweetman for
their attentiveness to my ideas and their remarks on parts of the manuscript.
I am also grateful for the research assistance Matt Klaassen has provided.

Because the book has been so long in the making, with many excerpts
presented as conference papers, it is impossible to list all the scholars whose
comments have prompted new insight or whose collegiality has sustained
my work. But let me mention many: Jay Bernstein, James Bohman, Deborah
Cook, Maeve Cooke, Michael Nyhof-DeMoor, Alessandro Ferrara, Stefan
Forrester, Victor Haines, Tom Huhn, Martin Jay, Bert Kogler, Ron Kuipers,
Stephen Lake, Thomas McCarthy, L. Ryan Musgrave, Ira Newman, Heinz
Paetzold, David Rasmussen, Karla Schultz, Yvonne Sherratt, Robert Stecker,
James Swindall, Marcus Verhaegh, Merold Westphal, and Eddie Zemach.
The early stages of writing benefited from a highly productive research visit
to the Freie Universitat Berlin in 1994. There I presented the first draft of
Chapter 4 in an evening lecture series organized by Christoph Menke and
Ruth Sonderegger. I appreciate their interest and that of Axel Honneth and
Albrecht Wellmer, the cosponsors for my visit. A more recent research visit,
this time to Frankfurt in 2001, and equally productive, was cosponsored by
Axel Honneth and Rolf Tiedemann. I am also indebted to James Schmidt at
Boston University, whose NEH Summer Seminar on Dialectic of Enlightenment
came at a crucial time when my intellectual energies were flagging.

As aresult of such widespread encouragement, earlier versions of several
chapters and sections appear as journal articles and essays. Details for the
journal articles, in Philosophy & Social Criticism, can be found in the bibliog-
raphy. Parts of the Introduction and Chapters g and 6 come from the essay
“Artistic Truth, Linguistically Turned: Variations on a Theme from Adorno,
Habermas, and Hart,” in Philosophy as Responsibility, edited by Ronald A.
Kuipers and Janet Catherina Wesselius (Lanham, Md.: University Press of
America, 2002), pp. 129—49. An earlier version of Chapter 4 appears as “If
I Had a Hammer: Truth in Heidegger’s Being and Time,” in A Hermeneutics
of Charity, edited by James K. A. Smith and Henry Venema (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: Brazos Press [a division of Baker Book House], 2004). I am grateful to
the editors and publishers for permission to include these materials here. I
am also appreciative of the astute criticisms given by two anonymous readers
for Cambridge University Press. They prompted significant revisions that, I
trust, have made this a better book.

One of the most important members of UICA during my tenure there,
both as a volunteer and as an artist, was Joyce A. Recker. She is also my
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xii Preface

companion for life. I thank Joyce for providing both lively inspiration and
untiring support. As I write this I cast a reassuring glance at the beautiful
golden lab who joined our household shortly before this project began —
reassuring as much to me as to her. Itis not common, I suppose, for philoso-
phers to thank their canine companions, but Rosa Luxemburg Parks has
been a source of sanity and delight for more than thirteen years. And the
very human friendship of Ron Otten, who lived with us in 1991 and who
has been our household’s mutual soul mate for even longer, is a gift that
exceeds description.

The first sketch for “Cultural Politics and Artistic Truth” emerged in 1991
from graduate seminars I led at ICS as a sabbatical replacement for Calvin
Seerveld. Little did I know then that the project would mushroom into two
volumes. Nor did I know that, a few months before completing the final draft
of the first volume, I would become Hendrik Hart’s successor in systematic
philosophy at ICS. With their broad European training, both Cal and Henk
have taught me over the years to think outside rigid disciplinary boxes with-
out giving up the rigor of philosophy at its best. So has my former colleague
at Calvin College, Nicholas Wolterstorff, a leading analytic philosopher in
the intellectual tradition to which the four of us belong. Cal, Henk, and
Nick are generous and gifted mentors. Over the many years required for
this book to take flight, they were the eagles whose wings carry their young.
All three are emeritus professors now. I can think of no more fitting tribute
to their presence in my life and work, and in that of my contemporaries,
than to dedicate this volume to them.
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