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WHAT IS COLOR?

Coordinator: Paul Green-Armytage, School of Design, Curtin University of Technology, Western Australia

Moderator: Larry Hardin, Emeritus Professor of Philosophy, Syracuse University

I cannot really think of a more fascinating subject of study or one which spans such a wide spectrum of knowledge.

W.D. Wright, 1967

The ‘fascinating subject’, of course, is color - fascinating partly because it is at the same time both simple and extremely complex. Color vision is the ultimate in user-friendly systems: just open your eyes and look around. It is only when you try to understand and gain some control over the whole process that things get difficult. Then color takes on the character of the many-headed Hydra of Greek mythology which grew two new heads for every head that Hercules cut off. 

It has been said that the Americans and the British are divided by a common language. For similar reasons, perhaps, an outsider might conclude that people who work with color are divided by a common subject. Ask an artist, a physicist, or a psychologist to explain what they do and they could tell you at length. But if you ask them to tell you what color is there might be a pause. Perhaps they will dodge the bigger question and tell you what color is for them: Color is the medium through which I explore appearances; Colour is what I use to express myself; to communicate ideas; to create pleasing surroundings; to sell products. Or, colour is what I measure: in the light; on surfaces; in recipes for paints; in the response of the nervous system; in people’s emotional/behavioural responses. And the heads keep growing. So, is the answer to the question ‘what is color?’ a many-headed answer, a different answer depending on your interest, or could there be a single answer that would satisfy everyone? Two thousand years after Aristotle, the philosophers are still arguing. 

The aim of this symposium is to give the many-headed Hydra a shake, but not necessarily to cut off any of its heads. The objective is for participants to have gained greater awareness of the different aspects of color and how they relate, easier communication with colleagues from other disciplines, new insights, deeper understanding, and a greater sense of wonder.

In a sense, the symposium begins now, thanks to the Internet. Larry Hardin’s essay, Color Experience and the Human Animal, which appears below on this website, has been written to serve as catalyst for discussion about the nature of color by asking what color vision does for the animal that has it. In what sense do different species have color vision? Instinctive response to certain wavelengths of light is very different from having a ‘color experience’. It is color experiences that are of chief concern to human beings. Instinctive responses can be acted upon by natural selection. But since experiences are private, how could they ever have been subject to selective pressure? What, then, do color experiences do for the human animal?

In Rochester, during the symposium session itself, Hardin’s presentation will set the scene. It will be followed by short papers from panellists representing a variety of disciplines in art and science. Abstracts of their papers also appear below on this website. Following the formal presentations there will be general discussion. 

Additional contributions to the discussion can be made in advance and published on this website. Contributions will be welcome from anyone, but should be brief and will be subject to review. They should be sent to me, Paul Green-Armytage, by email:  Rgreenar@cc.curtin.edu.au
Contributions which are added to the website may be included in the congress proceedings together with the full papers of the invited speakers and a summary of the live discussion. 

In addition to the material published here, a brief bibliography – mainly short essays – is included below for the benefit of those who wish to participate in the discussion. Suggestions for additions to this bibliography will also be very welcome.

Bibliography:

Byrne, Alex, and Hilbert, David, R. (1997) Readings on Color Vol 1: The Philosophy of Color. MIT, Cambridge, Ma.

Hardin, Clyde L. (1998) ‘The Philosophy of Color’, in Nassau K. ed. Color for Science, Art and Technology. Elsevier. Amsterdam

Helmholtz, Hermann von (1871/1971) ‘The Relation of Optics to Painting’, in Kahl, Russell ed. Selected Writings of Hermann von Helmholtz. Wesleyan University Press, Middletown, Conn.

Humphrey, Nicholas (1998) ‘The Privatisation of Sensation’, in Heyes, Celia and Huber, Ludwig, eds. The Evolution of Cognition. MIT, Cambridge, Ma. 

Also available online at:  http://www.humphrey.org.uk/
Kuehni, Rolf G. (1989) ‘What is Color? A Speculative Essay’. Color Research and Application, 

14 (4) pp 207 – 210

Riley, Bridget (1984/1999) ‘The Pleasures of Sight’, in The Eye’s Mind: Bridget Riley. Thames and Hudson, London

Tye, M. (2000) Consciousness, color and content. MIT, Cambridge, Ma.

Wright W.D. (1967) ‘Towards a Philosophy of Colour’, in The Rays are not Coloured . Adam Hilger Ltd, London

