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Preface


Two conflicting narratives of human sensuality and sensibility have come to dominate philosophy since the European enlightenments. One insists that the senses have been freed from their imprisonment in the adjacent cells of theology and rationalism, and released back into the open air in which the human species first emerged as a species. The other laments the damage done to sensible apprehension, and all sensitivity, by a world that has ravaged the fragile senses through over-stimulation and abuse, just as the bodies of industrial workers were left in ruins by the exigencies of mechanised production and then mechanised war. The one current has bred lyric rhapsodies down to our own day, in which whatever depredations unreconciled life has visited on the vulnerable individual have been, and may be, compensated by a restored sensual alertness to the gorgeous world, to the sudden appearance of bashful snowdrops in the stony rubbish, the exquisite regret in the cello concerto, the scent of vanilla. Its counterpart has been trained alike by conservative ethics and ideological critique into an urgent refusal of the variant slaveries of hedonistic sensualism and of the commodity economy of consumer society.


The present work aims to break the unwitting compact into which these complementary traditions have locked the life of the senses. A continuing tussle for ascendancy between the mind and the body, which every philosophical era imagines itself to have settled, while helplessly perpetuating it, has the invariable result of according victory to one or the other competitor, despite every solemn avowal of their interdependence. If the current vogue is once again to insist that everything in thought, up to the airiest abstractions, is a product of the digestive system or of sexual desire, not a blush is spared for the apparent triumphalism implicit in the notion. A bodiless thought that conceived itself as untrammelled by the physiological eventually issued in mass murder, but its reaction-formation in the shape of discourses of the body, in the era since the European dictatorships, has only more securely harnessed philosophy to the once redundant idea of transcendental apperception, the postulate that the world is nothing other than what the individual sensate body experiences it to be.


Nothing is to be gained by blasting away one side or the other of the frozen dialectic of mind and body, intellect and sensuality. Similarly, turning away from propositional thought towards the speculations of neuroscience, with which contemporary philosophy has discovered a boundless fascination, does nothing other than repeat the manoeuvre by which thought surrendered itself to pontifical authority in the scholastic ages. Instead, a thinking must be attempted that remains sensitive to what there is of each in either, for good or ill as the matter may be. The task undertaken by Adorno’s late work, ‘[t]o use the strength of the subject to break through the fallacy of constitutive subjectivity,’1 is the guiding principle here. By refusing alike the superstitious materialising of abstract concepts to which nominalism and the linguistic current in twentieth century thought did homage, no less than the spiritualising of matterinbody culture and present-day obscurantist sensualism, the following text is an attempt to reinvest materialism with a practice that would again honour it.


The opening section maps the philosophical territory, tracing the routes by which the sensual life became absorbed in vulgar materialism at the expense of the mind, and looks for ways in which the two parties to the contest of the physical and the mental might be reconciled amid the din of global technology. Following on is a sequential consideration of each of the five classical senses in their applications, in which historical excursions into their development and the course of their fate in modern experience will help to illuminate what has been done to human beings spiritually through each of these five corporeal channels. A short meditation on the alleged sixth sense, while not hospitable to the practical consequences of defeating the sensory life by mystically supplementing it, at least acknowledges the yearning for a solution to the predicament in which modern sensibility finds itself.


The senses are the first means by which reality has its way with the new born. If the life ahead is to be at all intelligible, let alone do even the most minimal justice to its latest participant, the senses each of them is born with must become integrally constitutive of them. The conflict between mind and body is a mere distraction, compared to the struggle for active disposition over the sensory capacities waged between each individual gifted with them and a world that wants them for its own.


Stuart Walton


February 2015 








Part One
Theory of the Senses







The Senses in Materialism


The realm of the senses, in which humanity has allegedly dwelt ever since its spiritual craft capsized in rough seas, has proved not to be the isle of the blessed that it might have seemed. A first attempt to introduce the mind and the body, strangers since Plato, to each other might have followed on from the iconoclasm of the Enlightenment had not the age of reason only succeeded in replacing the immortal soul with the rapacious intellect. From amid all the talk of the transcendent subject in Kant and Hegel, and conceived in part against it, emerged the individual sanctified in the firestorm of his emotions, young Werther thrilled to the brim with raging jealousy, and then, more peaceably, the dreaming solitary bewitched by birdsong, surrendering to the unhinging potency of laudanum, or just surprised by daffodils. The sights and sounds and scents of Romantic nature opened an alternative world, but led precisely nowhere when it was revealed that nature itself had just contingently come to be, extrapolating itself by exactly the same principle – selection of the fittest by ruthless discarding of the inadequate – by which the entirety of economic relations were informed. A world-historical attempt to give dialectical cognition a materialist turn, freeing the whole of society through the agency of its most downtrodden elements, resulted in a political apparatus of paranoid surveillance and a state that refused to wither away, while psychoanalysis brought forth the heir to the Platonic daimon, the Christian soul and the Cartesian cogito in the form of the individual ego, enchained by neurotic repression, the evidence for which played out in his head each night when he fell asleep.


If the life of the senses had been wholly or severely curtailed by the currents of theology and philosophy up to the first great crisis of imperialism, the twentieth century saw it finally burst its bounds. The official version of cultural history insists that, since the art nouveau era, human sensual life has been released to its full potential: the explosion of entertainment media based on moving pictures, the revaluation of decadence from a moral category to a statement of defiant individualism, the availability of varieties of sexual experience and a teeming pharmacopoeia of intoxicants, not to mention the kinds of sensual assault endured in the trenches of Flanders and the aerial bombing of densely populated cities, have flooded human consciousness with the very experience the disembodied mind once alternately dreamed about and dreaded. But just as the thinking subject once constructed fortifications around itself from which it gained a commanding view of external reality – or, where reality got in the way, the supreme Being of the ontologists – the feeling subject now appears cast adrift on a torrent of sensory data, incapable of reconnecting it to something like reflective thinking. Moreover, if there is a preponderance of sensuality in contemporary life, as both thoroughgoing sensualists and old-fashioned moralists insist, it appears to run in surprisingly narrow channels. Throughout both halves of the world, human beings appear strikingly similar in their musical tastes, in their predilections for visual entertainment, in the demands they make of their physical relationships, and in what they eat and drink. It is as though the search for a single unitary deity, long since abandoned by an ecumenical theology with more scrupulous manners than primal monotheism, in favour of a single common ancestor of Homo sapiens, has taken the syncretising urge to its final extreme by providing a single table d’hôte menu of sensual diversions. Thus has globalisation, striding triumphantly over the fallen ranks of ‘workers of the world’, found a final way to unite recalcitrant humanity.


To posit a materialist theory of the senses, in light of the classical tradition, may appear a tautology. The bodily senses are surely the means by which the lineaments of the material world are delivered to consciousness, leaving the mind free to dwell on higher things. In Plato’s tripartite system in the fourth book of the Republic, reflection on metaphysical matters takes place in the head, while the heart pumps out distracting emotions, and the stomach and genitals call raucously to be satiated. The soul, chafing for the time being, as the infamous metaphor has it, in the dungeon of the flesh, flies free in ecstasy at the moment of death, but is not entirely prevented meanwhile from contemplation of perfection, which is how it knows there must be a beyond. It not only inextinguishably survives the physical body, it also preexists it, so that the corporeal life of each individual is a momentary sojourn in an entrammelling state, in which it is weighed down by feelings and appetites, but whose pathos consists in its never quite forgetting that it will return to a flawless realm of transcendence. How, therefore, can a study of the senses be anything other than materialist? What this study intends, however, is precisely that reconnection of the material and the metaphysical that Plato disdains. If, on his own view, an access of negative emotion or the privations of hunger and bodily insufficiency are distractions for the life of the soul, then the soul must require a minimum level of material amenity for its efficient functioning. There can be no higher life for the malnourished, or as Brecht put it, ‘Bread first, then morals!’ It will be the contention of a reformed materialism, though, that it isn’t simply a question of the physical sustenance of the body providing for the elevated operations of the mind, but that those very operations are themselves generated by the way sensory inputs are converted into mental activity. The ‘seeing and feeling’ of the title are to be understood in both applications: as the application of the physical senses of sight, touch and so on, and also as the operation of metaphysical cognition in understanding and experiencing. This project is imbued with all the ethical urgency that two millennia of regarding the body as a dungeon have produced in the shape of unimaginable suffering.


Just as an intellectual life cleansed of the dirt-marks of physicality prepared the way for radical inhumanity, however, so too a sensuous life lived for its own delectable sake too often collapsed into irrationalism. The moments where the Romantic poets succumb to the ‘Ah!’ of inarticulate wonder, the onslaughts of opium and absinthe that signed cognition’s excuse-note for the Symbolists and décadents, are the moments at which the spirit has nothing more to offer to a world that saw its victory thereby confirmed in them. The natural world has always offered apparent means of escape through altered consciousness, the more so where its clients viewed the alteration of consciousness as nothing more than mere escape. Romanticism aspired to liberate the individual spirit through unmediated sensuous contact with nature, including its own nature, but may always have kept the laudanum bottle to hand for when the piping of nightingales palled. An encounter with the sublime rendered in poetry that aimed to reproduce it through its own verbal resources produced a doubled effect, liberating the individual consciousness from the tyranny of reason, the better that others could exercise their own rationality on it in teasing out its cryptic allusiveness. Its programme was to recast an overly instrumentalised reason via the qualia of nature, the very medium in which Palaeolithic consciousness first struggled to acquire reason. When it surrendered wholesale to social realism in the documentary novels and paintings of the Victorian era, it once more accepted its traditional role as light relief, in the form of the lyrical passages that intervene in Dickens and Zola between the consumptive expiring of street-urchins. Romantic art had sought to transcend the decorative element that inhered in even the greatest works, precisely by making the decorative tendency turn dynamic. It rescinded the Aristotelian verdict on tragedy, that its frightfulness usefully exorcised radical dissatisfaction with life, in the interest of maintaining social stability. In the productions of Sturm und Drang, Goethean Empfindsamkeit, Gothic horror and the wanderer poised on the lip of the abyss, it hoped to provoke emotional and sensual response for the sake of glorifying unmediated nature, removing the aesthetic once more to a realm outside society, at the very moment at which society, in the urban dawn of industrialisation, was already turning its back on nature.


Making a virtue of necessity, most of the plethora of early modernist art movements celebrated the de-organicising of human life in the automated age. If the rhythms of the mass-production assembly-line had been innervated by urban workers, evicting the cyclical pulse of the seasons to install the linear processual character of a life that consisted in repeating one fragmented bit of the system over and over, perhaps there might turn out to be something paradoxically liberating in the transformation. Constructivism and futurism envisioned the world as the gigantic apparatus it already was, in which human beings, precisely by surrendering their chaotic inner natures to its iron mechanisms, would find a higher purpose. On the conviction that there was strength in number, mass production brought with it mass entertainment and mass politics, to suit the ambience of the urban crowd, where psychoanalytic rumour had it that self-alienation was rampant. The self, however, had delivered nothing but inwardness and despair along with the occasional gasp of ravishment, while crowds were capable of breaching the ramparts of privilege, making institutions quake on their medieval foundations, shedding tears en masse unashamedly as Queen Christina went to her exile, revelling in the collective thrill of apostasy at the bonfires of books. These were gusts of sensuality that the solitary had never known.


There might never have been any need for collective sensuality had the solitary version of it not miscarried. Barely more than a generation after the repining Keats had dreamed himself back to the primordial Garden on the nightingale’s trill, the search for a lost Eden provided a prospectus for the American Transcendental movement of the 1830s and 1840s. Ralph Waldo Emerson issued a call to the rising generation ‘to look at the world with new eyes’, investing the whole of nature not with evidence of the Trinitarian God, but with a freebooting pantheistic spirituality in tune with the rugged individualism of the American frontier. In 1845, Henry David Thoreau embarked on his own two-year return to Edenic innocence at Walden Pond in Massachusetts, where he built himself a small shack to live in. Although the journey into the woods wasn’t exactly the disappearance into the wilderness that later imagination has fancied (it was less than two miles away from the family home in Concord), Thoreau pursued the experiment itself with a thoroughgoing rigour, hoeing beans, chopping wood, baking bread. The rural idyll is intermittently penetrated by civilisation in the form of the freight locomotives that clatter by at intervals, their whistles shrieking, along the Fitchburg railroad a little way to the south. But far from wrecking the bucolic tranquillity, the trains only serve to sharpen his hearing to all the other sounds that the natural world has to offer. Cows low melodiously or disconsolately, whip-poor-wills sing, owls scream their eldritch laments, dogs bark at distant passing wagons, bull-frogs croak in Aristophanic chorus, and in the mornings, the sunrise is greeted by the reveillant crowing of cockerels, shrill and clear in the uninhabited density, yet never so piercing to the acclimatised writer as ever to wake him up.


For whom else, though, do the cowbells toll? The romantic and transcendentalist retreat is a private enterprise of the spirit, not available to all. If you can afford the extended eco-break, or don’t mind subsisting in genteel poverty, you can really start to live again. Animating the sensual awakenings of both sickly British poet and rough-hewn American philosopher is a more or less explicit challenge to society’s work ethic. Those freight trains carrying merchandise to the cities are provisioning a way of life so hectically caught up in itself that it has lost contact with the natural world that supplies it. But this remains a privileged view, and it is perhaps just because it no longer comes naturally to those whom labour has permanently reduced to the ‘dull opiate’ state Keats tries to shake off, or for whom a wander in the woods might at best be a way of beguiling a summertime Sunday afternoon, that its celebration in poetry and memoir comes to be so highly valued. Thoreau’s account in particular is replete with waves of ironic self-awareness. The entrancing sounds of the wood are heightened once the screaming trains have faded into the distance, but the whole enterprise of writing about them, as the ‘Sounds’ chapter of Walden candidly grants, is a second-order reflection merely of the sensuous verity of actually living among them.


Transcendentalism knew perfectly well that its fatal flaw was its solipsism. There were already too many human beings, even in the antebellum United States, for all of them to retreat to isolated shacks in the woods. If the sensual life were only available to privileged individuals, the rest could at best only experience it vicariously through their odes and journals. It still put its trust wholeheartedly, though, in a naive pastoralism. The only sensuous experience that mattered was immanent to the natural world, the marginalisation of which produced the deadeyed legions Engels saw pouring out of the factory gates. The urban avant-garde of the twentieth century’s first decades would have none of this, wagering on the hammer-blows of automation and the racket and drunkenness of the streets over the dull stupefaction of the countryside. Modernist painting fumigated the last vestiges of pastoralism from the visual arts, outshouting the turbid landscapes of the 1870s with the jostle of the city boulevards, turning from the gaiety of boating-parties on the river to the morbid physiognomies of drinkers. If absinthe frazzled the nerves, they had at least been used. Neurasthenia, much in vogue by then in the consulting-rooms, was better than stagnation. The often overlooked hinge on which twentieth century painting swung open was the fauvist moment, which incandesced and fizzled in barely a year, but by applying the electric shrillness of the city lights to the village squares and distant hills of rural France, saw off the last of a senescent post-impressionism.


The attempts to recuperate the sensual life that unite the cult of sensibility of the late-eighteenth century, the Romantic generation and the American transcendentalist movement were driven by the desire to overturn once and for all the prolonged despite in which western thought had held it, according to which the senses were the corporeal appendages to a soul, an intellect, a psyche, forever yearning to be unleashed from them. Sophocles in old age said that the loss of sexual desire was like being unchained from a lunatic. On this view, which passed from the Platonic dialogues almost unedited into the canons of the Christian church, the sensual life wavers uncertainly between squalor and concupiscence, the vulgarity of the various appetites and the careless morals into which they lead, the body supplying its own incriminating evidence of the fact by its combining the functions of excretion and generation in the one set of organs. By the later medieval era, the epithet ‘sensual’ had begun to float between a neutral reference to the operations of physical sensation, the ‘sensual life’ denoting simply what is perceptible by the senses, and a more distinctly pejorative usage, in currency by the late-fifteenth century, as meaning lewd or unchaste. Sensual persons, then, are those who are absorbed in the life of the senses to the detriment of moral, intellectual or spiritual interests, to the ecclesiastical courts excessively worldly or profane individuals, a danger to themselves and to others. ‘These be they who separate themselves, sensual,’ declares the New Testament Book of Jude, ‘having not the Spirit.’ And what this reflects is the inescapable notion that to be aware of the sensual life to an undue extent is to have fallen prey to its gratification. Milton’s Comus (1634), barely able to choose among the ravening bestiary from which comparisons for drunkards may be drawn – are they wolves, bears, leopards, tigers, pigs or goats? – fairly suppurates with righteous disgust:


And they, so perfect is their misery,
Not once perceive their foul disfigurement,
But boast themselves more comely than before,
And all their friends and native home forget,
To roll with pleasure in a sensual sty.


Pigs then. ‘No gratification, however sensual, can, of itself, be esteemed vicious,’1 claimed Hume in the following century, raising an Enlightenment protest against the puritanical view, but sensuality would take a lot of disentangling by then from its corrupting implication in excess. When ‘sensualism’ achieved coinage as a philosophical belief in the Romantic era, in both Georgian Britain and Napoleonic France, it already applied both to the elevated theoretical doctrine that the senses were the sole source of knowledge, and more basely to actual addiction to sensual indulgence.


If the senses were nothing other than luxurious ways of receiving information about their surroundings, then these pioneering movements would have been little more than explorations in heightened consciousness, in the manner of experiments with hallucinogens. What they attempted, rather, was a reconstruction of the modern soul by restitution of the sensual organs, and in this respect they already had an intricate understanding of the mutually informing relationships between sensation, perception and decision.


As the brain receives sensations from the world around it, it processes them into perceptions, which are in turn the basis of human cognition. It doesn’t just see, hear, feel, smell and taste external reality; it interprets it. And it needs to interpret it because reality supplies the information on which its rational and irrational decisions are based. The brain makes ordering and prioritising decisions all the time about its environment, so that it is possible for it not to perceive what it senses. Consciousness can see without noticing, hear without listening, and so on. It is capable of arriving at one summary perception from an array of different sensations, but also, conversely, can build a number of perceptions from a single sensation. These may be competing hypotheses, or distinct alternative ways of looking at the same thing. It is also possible to perceive something that isn’t directly offered to the senses, either because the brain, faced with incomplete information, fills in the gaps on the basis of what it is used to perceiving, or through the automatic exercise of intuition. ‘Perceptions,’ says a neuroscientist, ‘are the brain’s educated guesses about what the combined senses are telling it, and as such they will almost always depend on interactions between different modalities.’2 There is a distinction, and an important one, between pure and simple sensation and cognitive perception, and it is in the interstices of that distinction that the brain can be tricked by such ruses as optical illusions, or exercises in perceptual distraction. More sinisterly, however, the sensual faculties can be deadened by habit into only ever experiencing the world in the same few ways.


By the turn of the twentieth century, interest in the functioning of the senses had been largely bequeathed to science. Deep investigations into the ways in which the brain could be deceived by sense-impressions took the place of the opportune luxuries of intoxicants and the natural world. Descartes had postulated that if the senses could fool the intellect, as they did in dreams, optical and auditory illusions and so forth, then basing an entire epistemology on the information they delivered, as both science and philosophy were inclined to do, might be seen as a thoroughly risky venture. ‘Whatever I have up till now accepted as most true I have acquired either from the senses or through the senses,’ he writes in the Meditations on First Philosophy (1641). ‘But from time to time I have found that the senses deceive, and it is prudent never to trust completely those who have deceived us even once.’3 The now notorious experiments of Ivan Pavlov and his assistant Ivan Tolochinov in 1901, by which the theory of conditional reflex was arrived at, established that dogs could be induced to salivate at the prospect of being fed, when nothing other than visual, auditory or tactile triggers were presented to them. Stimuli ranged from the famous bell to tuning-forks and whistles, metronomes and electric shocks, while what prompted the elaboration of the theory in the first place was the dogs’ drooling reaction to the mere appearance in their lab coats of the scientists. These and similar experiments were also performed on children, who could be trained to salivate, or snap their mouths open, like the dogs, in expectation of being given a biscuit. If physiological reflexes could be manipulated in this way, inducing the brain to expect a reward before there was any concrete evidence of it, then the life of the senses was perhaps as ignobly misleading as Platonism and Christian theology had always held it to be.


In the same period that Pavlov and Tolochinov were inserting cannulae into children’s cheeks to watch them slaver, a more refined exploration of the same psychic mechanisms was driving in the United States the earliest efforts of the nascent advertising industry to ground its own practices in solid theory. The Bible of commercial enterprise was Walter Dill Scott’s The Psychology of Advertising, first published in 1913, but going through successive editions. Scott advocated sedulous study of the latest psychology, particularly the then newly fashionable psychology of adolescence and youth, in order to attain maximum behavioural impact. Advertisements would henceforth no longer give straightforward descriptive accounts of the product’s properties, but would attempt, either explicitly or covertly, to create the need for it via the manipulation of deep impulses such as self-image and peer pressure:


We have instinctive responses to act for the preservation and furtherance of (1) our bodies, clothes, homes, personal property and family …(2) ourselves as we exist in the minds of others; (3) our mental faculties. We have seen that to secure action along these lines it is not necessary to show the value of such action or the necessity of it, but merely to present the proper stimulus, and the action is forthcoming immediately.4


George Orwell would call it ‘rattling the stick in the swill bucket’.


Advertising had begun to rely supremely on visual imagery, promoting highly idealised lifestyles and identities, which could implicitly be purchased along with the products themselves. At exactly the moment that the development of moving pictures was introducing a mass audience to what would be the twentieth century’s most dynamic art form, advertising was able to capitalise on the deceptive three-dimensionality of film to create lasting and memorable images for its products. What was possibly the first ever cinema ad in the United States, for Admiral cigarettes, made in 1897, shows a group of four men sitting next to a giant cigarette pack. Suddenly, a woman in naval uniform bursts through the pack, and gaily distributes cigarettes to the men. They light up and then unroll a large banner printed with words that, a century later, would have become a shameful confession: ‘WE ALL SMOKE’. An ad for Shredded Wheat, produced in 1904, consists of no more action than a husband and wife sitting at a table with a box of cereal between them. The woman takes a shredded-wheat biscuit out of the pack and hands it to her companion, who wolfs it down with relish. Print ads for these products would once have made extensive discursive claims for their benefits, typically their health-promoting or therapeutic qualities, but with the development of moving pictures, nothing more was needed, at least in the early days, than to show people like the spectators themselves consuming the products. The sight alone of somebody else smoking or eating was thought enough of a trigger to make the viewer wish to do the same. Combine those images with strong cultural reinforcements, via the depiction of attractive, healthy-looking people leading something like the lifestyle the viewer fancied for herself, and a recurring desire for particular products could be cemented into her psyche. The coming of sound film in 1929 only deepened the psychological compact. At the same time, the perceived exhortatory power of motion-picture advertising had had a noticeable effect on the styling of its print counterpart, which by the 1920s had begun to rely much less on textual information, and much more on image-driven messages.


If there is a disturbing aspect to the way sensual life has become so malleable in the modern era, it is because traditionally the senses were not thought of as being tools for others to use in quite this way. In the earliest surviving written analysis of the senses, in Book II of the De Anima, composed in the mid-fourth century BC, Aristotle prefaces his descriptions of the five senses by remarking that sense-perceptions have a twofold function, what he calls their actual and potential operations. The actual functioning of a sense refers to the way it is actively, consciously used to investigate an object or an environment, whereas the senses in their potential, or as he says dormant, state go on registering the world around us whether we pay attention to the information they are supplying us or not. What the manipulation of the senses in modern times appears to add to the two Aristotelian valences is a third meaning. In the Pavlovian experiments and in contemporary advertising, the subjective consciousness is not just neutrally taking in sense-impressions from the outside world; it is actually responding to the deliberate action on its senses of tendentious agencies that want it to respond in a certain way, by thinking certain thoughts, or formulating certain desires.


A clue to the debasement of the sensual life in western thinking lies in the extended consideration of the senses in the De Anima. Aristotle defines each sense as ‘the recipient of the perceived forms without their matter.’5 He uses the image of an impression created in wax by a signet-ring. The image registered is the exact form of the ring, regardless of whether the ring itself is made of bronze or gold. In other words, the operation of the senses can divulge the colours, the flavours, the sounds of things, ‘but not as they are said to be each of these things, but as they are of a certain kind.’6 In other words, it is a matter of indifference in each case what the substance is; what matter is its essential quality. It is as if all the senses deliver to the mind is the surface impression of each thing, the attributes that any idiot can determine, whereas true understanding lies in something much deeper. What each object is in itself is what is most important to know, and while some of those essences are apprehensible to the physical senses – the infusoria swarming under the microscope lens, the pulsing of distant stars in the telescope – other immutable laws of the physical world are not. Who could ever point to the force of gravity? Nobody has ever seen it, and yet Newtonian physics has established its existence. And is there not something more profound in the molecular composition of the objects in question, as distinct from the whistling of wind in the flue, or the flaring of sunlight off the sparkling sea, which chance moments of perception are available to anybody in possession of their sensual faculties? Is it not the very effects of the sensual world that disguise their true nature? Do they not distract, beguile, ravish or otherwise impress with their sweetness and strangeness and unfathomable sorcery? Is not the evidence of the senses prior to a rigorous and proper understanding of the world, which, once attained, is the passport to maturity, to an adulthood of humankind in which the sensual elements can be left behind? If so, then progression to the older and more knowledgeable self is a matter of transcending the senses, not to the extent that they cease to function, but in a manner that allows the self to privilege what it theoretically knows over what it might sensually enjoy. Essence and appearance are thereby posited as the opposed aspects of every phenomenon, providing philosophy’s route-map to the Kantian things-in-themselves, Hegel’s Absolute Spirit, Heidegger’s Being.


The official name for doing as far as possible without sensual things was asceticism, the fabled austerity according to which Socrates declared, on casting a jaundiced eye over a laden market-stall, that there were such a lot of things he didn’t need. To Plato and Aristotle too, what is immaterial is always more elevated, a verdict that early Christianity ratifies in its elaboration of the rule-bound monastic life. Asceticism could only derive its truth, however, from its antagonistic relation to the lineaments of sensuality, otherwise it was nothing other than old-fashioned deprivation, the condition under which the greater part of humanity has permanently lived down to the information age. If asceticism, which may indeed offer the proverbial quiet space that the universal bustle has all but drowned out, is not conceived on the model of an inversion of everyday enjoyment, its dignity is undermined by its being cast as the respectable version of that enjoyment, as what Adorno calls ‘authorised fulfilment’. In that case, it deludes itself into thinking that it is good for the soul, much as the medieval midwife might have smothered one twin, the better that the other might be nurtured.


The preference for the non-sensual was erected on the principle that the higher things, the Eternal Ideas, were more durable, whereas what one physically saw and touched was sooner or later lost to transience. If training one’s soul on the imperishable offered some kind of succour amid universal fungibility, it failed the adept inasmuch as it conjured out of his own fungible existence an enforced reconciliation with the way things were, at the expense of any notion of how they may come to be. A state of being that hasn’t happened yet cannot by definition partake of the nature of an eternal verity. Thus does idealism, understood in its everyday usage as the yearning towards a perfect state, in fact comprise only an accommodation with the pre-existent. Moreover, sensual experience is not merely transient. It is, in a literal sense, unreal. On the basis of it, the mind forms its opinions of the world, but sense-perception is for Plato only at best the illusory apparatus by which, paradoxically enough, the mind arrives at true knowledge. According to the Theaetetus, concrete perception serves as a rope-bridge slung across the chasm that separates the individual’s vulnerable encampment in the present world from the stable terrain of the eternal. Once negotiated, it can be discarded. It may well be that without the sight of beautiful things, humans would gain no access to the concept of beauty itself, but the beauty of flowers and sunny days and boys’ faces withers away, whereas the ideal itself endures. Seeking to rescue the corporeal individual from the encumbrances of materiality, however, Platonic asceticism, in briskly expunging the comfort of the corporeal from an existence already mortgaged to suffering, thereby breaking its resistance to suffering, only managed to break its heart.


The charge under which the ascetic life obtained its conviction against sensualism, that a life of hedonistic self-indulgence was lived at the expense of responsibility towards others, backfired when it became clear that self-denial was no more capable of promoting goodwill towards men than was stuffing one’s face. Indeed, as many of the early hagiographies attest, extravagant acts of self-abnegation – through starvation, stylitism, mortifying of the flesh – often appear the dernier cri of self-indulgence, hard to reconcile anyway with the duty of agape, either towards oneself or to the world at large. The practice of human fellowship is primarily modelled on the idea of a convivium of like-minded souls, freely partaking together of what social and spiritual nourishment there might be. On that basis, it discovers its motivation to help others in darker times. The refusal of sensual sustenance, by contrast, must effectively begin with the abrogation of communal solidarity, for fear that the intermingling of sensate bodies and minds might produce enjoyment. Where, in any case, did the joyous return of the Platonic soul to the realm of the sempiternal learn the form of its ecstatic release, if not from the ecstatic releases available to mortality itself? If there must be a realm of the ideal, on the principle that philosophers wouldn’t be able to conceive of it if it didn’t exist – the doctrine that would eventually furnish St Anselm with the ontological proof of God – then there must also be something better than mere satisfaction about the sensual life, or the senses wouldn’t have managed to point the way to it.


The physical world apprehensible to the senses gains its portal into the metaphysical by virtue of the fact that many of the attributes of concrete objects are not, properly considered, physical essences. In what sense is redness, despite its being the effect of a particular reflection of light on to the retina, a physical attribute rather than an idea? The mechanisms of perception of the physical, for all that they are in themselves physiological, do not have to do with tangible physical substances with true spatial extension, as in the Cartesian definition. Plato in the Phaedrus isolates beauty as the only one of the Forms that is also a sensory experience, unlike, say, truth or wisdom or courage, but beauty is no more a physical entity in itself than is red. These attributes are, however, what invest metaphysical ideas with their concrete reality in the physical world, as a modern metaphysician explains: ‘Colour, beauty, virtue, and other forms of value could …be excluded from such a world on the grounds that they are not purely physical features of things. That is what creates the metaphysical problem: if the world is exclusively physical, how can colour or beauty or any other nonphysical feature be fitted into the world as it is independently of us?’7 Just as metaphysical notions are rooted in the concrete, so too are concrete phenomena thereby granted access to the domain of intellection. The ascetic conception that would quarantine the spiritual from the physical by casting the latter as the locus of temptation falters before the reminder that beauty, which derives its metaphoric force in beautiful thoughts and beautiful wisdom from the beautiful body, or even from beautiful music, refuses to be cast as malevolent. The hiatus between the two realms, which preoccupied Thomas Mann for much of his career, is the poorly policed border where one territory is permanently open to the other, where the physical is capable of moving in and taking up possession in the spirit.


For the time being, in the early twenty-first century, what science appears to want to know most of all about the senses is the effect of their abolition. What happens to human beings when they are deprived of their physical senses is a question that has mightily preoccupied experimental psychologists since the Second World War. During the global paranoia that marked the Cold War, the subject was pursued with obsessive interest on both sides of the ideological divide, not least as, long before the worldwide return of physical torture, it appeared to offer an alternative methodology for coercive interrogation. Investigations in sensory deprivation have most recently been put to use in punitive contexts such as Guantánamo Bay. They also ran parallel to research into the effects of hallucinogenic drugs such as LSD, itself considered as a potential agent for breaking down the resistance of enemy personnel under questioning. When the Sandoz laboratory in Switzerland, owners of the patent for lysergic acid diethylamide 25, cut off its supply to the CIA in protest at the unethical uses to which it was being put, interest in the psychic effects of sensory deprivation grew. What studies repeatedly showed was that, if healthy subjects were isolated in an environment impermeable to outside sense-impressions, their responses would gradually begin to mimic the cognitive and perceptual effects of hallucinogenic substances, or dissociative psychotic states such as schizophrenia.


The subject has always had strong pop-cultural traction too. Paddy Chayefsky’s 1978 novel Altered States, filmed by Ken Russell in 1980, is premised on the idea that, if somebody stayed in the flotation tank for long enough, he would eventually regress hallucinogenically to a primordial genetic state, entering the tank as William Hurt and coming out as Homo erectus. In the story, the dramatic effect is guaranteed by combining isolation with the ingestion of psychotropic mushrooms, procured from the Toltec people in Mexico. The results are predictably, if fancifully, dramatic. Flotation tanks have since become an item of furniture at upmarket spas. They don’t involve complete sensory deprivation, but the atmosphere of bobbing about on water in a darkened room offers a mental calm that mythically transports the customer back to a state of intra-uterine bliss.


Hallucinatory states can be induced remarkably easily without chemical intervention. A study in 2004 in which subjects with healthy vision were blindfolded for four days found that most had begun seeing things at the end of day one. Sleep deprivation for a couple of nights brings on perceptual disturbances that typically begin in the peripheral visual field and drift towards the centre. Until comparatively recently, however, it had been thought that the process was a gradual one, building up over a period of hours or even days. This assumption was comprehensively overturned by a study undertaken at University College London in 2009, in which a group of nineteen non-psychotic subjects were put in an anechoic chamber with no visual or auditory inputs, and asked to record their responses. Eleven of the participants reported hallucinogenic episodes: unfamiliar faces or random objects drifted into view, accompanied by a descent into melancholy, mild paranoia, or illusory effects in those of their senses, such as smell, that hadn’t been neutralised. Almost all felt that something ‘very special or important’ had happened to them during the experiment, with two even becoming aware of an ‘evil presence’ in the room with them. The unexpected aspect of these findings was that the volunteers were enclosed in the chamber not for an hour or two, as in previous investigations, but for fifteen minutes.


The brain, deprived of external stimulation in the visual cortex, supplies its own images, projecting outwards what would normally remain buried at the subconscious level. A metaphysically minded researcher might have assured the two most suggestible subjects of the experiment that the evil presence they intuited was nothing more than the world itself, experienced without the mediating influence of ordinary sense-perception. Undistracted by being able to see or hear anything, the individual mind is thrown back on its own resources, but is the disturbed consciousness thus produced a true consciousness of external reality, now disentangled from the untrustworthy phantasms in which the cogito is enmeshed, or does it simply represent a pointless partial imitation of psychosis?


If the effects of radical sensory deprivation suggest anything, it may well be that the less extreme deprivation of the senses to which postmodern experience has been widely subjected has had a proportionately destabilising impact on individual lives. The mass commodification of life under global market conditions, the bureaucratisation of desire and wish-fulfilment by the culture industry, which insists all the more earnestly in the era of electronic communications than it did when it only had cinema and television at its disposal that it is simply supplying the prevailing currents of demand, have encouraged people to imagine that a golden age of possibility has dawned. ‘Do you know what I do about unhappiness?’ the rich businessman asks Janet Leigh in Psycho (1960), wafting $40,000 in her face. ‘I buy it off.’ And indeed much of the happiness the sensual life might deliver is today only available to those with the resources to pay for it. That there may yet, however, be an intensity of experience outside present conditions is hardly suspected by anybody, partly because they haven’t the resources anyway, and partly because nobody believes any such outside could exist. Hence the exponential growth in fantasy worlds and wizards. The human spirit will not be sustained on a regimen of heteronomously imposed imagination, however, but by the imaginative mobilisation of its own innate potentialities, which have been fraudulently refashioned for it as fantasy. At the outermost limits of what it can see and feel lie the means of its liberation, not in the ever-narrowing confines of the immediately apparent. Far from promoting a retreat into solipsism, which is more the preferred technique of the internet age, the resensualisation of life holds the power to reconnect living beings to each other. In nothing else can the indefinitely postponed dawn of universal transfiguration consist. The one-eyed man may be king in the land of the blind, but only the blind can overthrow him.


The Senses in Captivity


The life of the senses, ostensibly liberated from the tyranny of mind ever since the modern mind was forced to acknowledge its own vital immersion in them, remains everywhere in chains. If the discovery of evolution put paid to the fallacy that the rational intellect raised humanity above the bestial, it nonetheless came too late to mitigate the deformation that the mind had already inflicted on the sensory body, which men and women shared with the unthinking beasts. Once intellect was the means by which the great-souled and high-minded were separated from the mass, its own intracellular division was replicated between intellect itself and the senses, the biological seniority of which counted for nothing when the uncultivated had nothing else to fall back on. The developed intellect of the classical eras tolerated just as much of sensory capability as was necessary to inform it about the physical world, but its own metaphysical productions, like the Platonic Ideas, scorned the trash of the material world as soon as it had discarded it, yearning instead to inhabit a realm of pure ideation that would pay as little heed to concrete externality as the brain itself paid to the failing body, lacerated by injury or disintegrating towards extinction. Dividing itself off from the mundane, intellect created the division of labour, a division that not even the Anglo-Irish empiricism of the seventeenth century, fixing Cartesian rationality in its sights, felt compelled to ameliorate. Locke nowhere insisted, as Leibniz claimed, that there was nothing in the mind that was not first present in the senses, since the mind itself was capable of operating at a reflexive remove from the somatic evidence it received through the sensorium, producing its own ideas through reflecting on its own operations. In refusing Descartes’ innate ideas, the immanent conceptual logic by which all human beings interpreted the world, Locke’s Essay reclassified them under the analogical rubric of ‘internal sense’, with the proviso only that children and idiots were not party to them. In the post-Darwinian epoch, the intellect was tethered fast to its origins in the senses, like a metropolitan plutocrat being forcibly reminded of his humble provincial beginnings, so that what was reflected in the mind was what the body had experienced, even – and especially – where it had most convinced itself that what it contained was pure immediacy. The result has been a withered materialism of neither the dialectical nor the historical variety, but one that takes its cue from a sensory life almost entirely subjected to the exchange principle under which all must live, as though the physical in its brute materiality were enough to compensate for the persistent longing the mind feels that the world might after all be induced to yield some deeper meaning.


The body wants what the mind cannot deliver, while the mind oscillates between wanting to be freed of its own exertions in the body’s pleasure and granted the licence to disregard the body when it fails. There may be no going back to the tripartite model of the intellect, emotions and appetites in Plato, or of the methodological separation, in philosophy at least, between the physics and the metaphysics of Aristotle, nor to the mind-body dualism of Descartes’ meditations, for all that it isn’t quite the rigidly demarcated structure that subsequent reputation would have it, but nor does a static materialism that lashes the two together as in a three-legged race do anything to liberate either term. There have been moments in the past century of critical theory when contentions over the exact nature of the interfusing of mind and body within each individual have recalled the fourth century dispute between miaphysite and dyophysite theories of the human and the divine in Christ. Fastening the intellectual to the somatic does not automatically weight everything in favour of the somatic, although post-structuralist and later theories of the body often give the impression that abstract notions such as compassion are less interesting than the genitals. There is a moment of the non-corporeal within the corporeal, just as much as, if not more than, there is a memory of physical discomfiture in the ethical. Materialism earned its spurs by charging at the idealist notions that had shackled human beings to their physical conditions, by disregarding them and so leaving them intact, but the moment of its victory could no more be prolonged than can any revolutionary upheaval, which must always give way to a morning after in which the task of new construction must begin. The ascendancy of the corporeal moment in the dyophysite version of the mind-body problem was expected to liberate the mind from the naïveté of the sententious, but has only succeeded in subjecting the contents of mental experience to naïve physicality. Nothing that cannot be explained in terms of concrete immediacy slips through the theoretical net, which has resulted in the fashion for phenomenological sensory histories that attempt to delineate, albeit through the distrusted conceptual currency of language, how the early modern world smelt and felt, as well as in poetic tracts that seek to reorient alienated modern consciousness, by urging it to turn its disinfected senses on the unnoticed beauty of the world, in spite of its giving every impression of having annihilated it. It was precisely in accordance with its own concept that the mind once construed what beauty there was, since neither the lilies nor Solomon looked glorious until perceived as such. The cultural history of such perception became the terrain on which the battle between mind and body was fought, but the truce that an unreflective materialism declared between them, by leaving all the spoils on the latter’s side, has been nothing of the sort. Intellective understanding is robbed of its efficacy by having its nose rubbed in its own bodily secretions, just as much as its own imperious dignity was fatuous when it didn’t imagine it needed a body. An enlightenment that proceeds from concrete experience still needs its intellective moment if it is to do justice to that experience, otherwise enlightenment itself would have betrayed its own principle. Philosophical insight depends in its innermost function on a reality that it takes as its theme, and its challenge in the most recent era has been to recouple itself to physical reality in order to fulfil the only task worthy of it. That it has chosen to subordinate itself to the sensory realm, without which it had frozen into sterile speculative metaphysics in the time of the Scholastics, has only created a variant kind of heteronomy, under which it labours as under the edicts of the medieval church. The latest attempt at liberating thought by refocusing it on the sensual has failed, not because the sensory realm is the veil of illusion that the rationalist intellect saw in it, behind which the true essences lay concealed, but because in a disenchanted world the sensual is illusion itself, saturated as it is with the falsehood that reified social relations have projected into it. Against the aerated conceits of theoretical philosophy, which flopped in the project of compensating people for the faultiness of the immediate world, by training their gaze instead to the distant horizon, an unphilosophical materialism has offered only the miserable solace of whatever there is in the vicinity, which is just what prompted metaphysical speculation in the first place.


If the quarantining of mind and body from each other in classical thought sanctioned the autarchy of the mind, a sanction that grew increasingly clandestine with the waning of antique theology, their prescribed cohabitation in vulgar materialism, which resembles the planned communal living of the Stalinist era, tended to grant the body the owner-occupier’s role. The body, all but anaesthetised to external sensation in Platonic idealism, recovered some feeling in its extremities in the age of empiricism, when the rationalising labour of the mind was reconnected to the somatic. Nonetheless, the relationship remained unequal. What the body perceived was the raw material for cognition, which then transformed it into an idea of itself. Objectivity entered the philosophical purview in Locke and Kant, but on the understanding that the subjective remained aprioristic, that there could be no objective world without the subjective apprehension of it. The subject, implicitly, remains an empty shell until traces of the objective are precipitated in it through its senses, making it something like a constitutional monarch whose executive power is belied by its subordination to the overarching state. Only when the dialectical method refined in Hegel’s Phenomenology turned its attention fully towards the objective did the materialist version of dialectics emerge, but even then with the proviso that the objective was the physically rooted foundation of a theory of knowledge that had the effect of giving fresh legitimacy to subjective experience. What remains behind when cognition has apprised itself of the facts of consciousness is sheer inert matter, its residual character bearing witness to the fact that cognition has not fully understood it after all. The only basis of cognition is the material, but the material in some measure resists it, since it is never entirely available to the senses, which are its route of transmission to the intellect. Sensation can only apply its perceptual energies to whatever is in front of it or around it – the rest is an epistemological token – and sensation is temporally and historically conditioned through and through. Rationality cannot elude the persistently nagging intimation that the sense-impressions just are in themselves what the rational intellect credits itself with finding in them. The body already knows what the mind reassures it that it knows about it.


The traditional antagonism between subject and object in philosophy replicated itself in the mind-body dualism, with the mind as subject and the body the conduit for the objective, despite the fact that sensation is itself deeply imbricated with subjectivity. In the object-world, the individual body is the only object that is both object and subject. The fact that the antagonism has persisted even into the era of miaphysite materialism gives evidence not of the truth after all of the Platonic hierarchy, but of the unreconciled state of subjectivity in the present world. Consciousness draws its material from a state of being already saturated with the character of bad objectivity, in which relations between individuals, as in the Marxist theory of commodity fetishism, have taken on the nature of relations between things. Just so have the relations between people and things themselves become a relation between things. When one’s neighbour is as much a thing as oneself, some oppressed solidarity might emerge; when the subject is no more than another object in the presence of actual objects, true subjecthood fades to an anthropological memory. Sensation that would tear the wrappings off mummified consciousness cannot be gleaned by a consciousness that all too readily coalesces with the world around it, as though it had to take it for its own, no matter what. But nor can a false reconciliation between subjective perception and objective existence obviate the need to preserve the ancient categories of speculative thought. Suspended as they are between cognition and raw externality, the physical senses could, for all their muchnoted gullibility, still be the honest mediators between self and world, holding the two parties at the objectifying distance necessary to sustain the possibility of genuine rapprochement, in a world in which subjectivity could properly feel at home. If the mundane fate that Erasmus feared would expose the fragility of his own thought – ‘I am afraid that the world may ultimately carry the day’ – is to be avoided, only unsparing self-reflection on their own co-optation by an anything but hospitable world will fit a sensually based thought for the task.


That we should be concerned with a ‘materialist theory’ of sensuality seems to speak a certain pleonasm. The question presses itself again: How could a theory of the senses be anything other?


To begin with, the classic statement of the corporeal roots of intellectual existence, according to the empirical tradition in Locke, Berkeley and Hume, has the effect of dematerialising concrete experience by sublating it in the form of the contents of intellectual consciousness. Once sense-impressions have served their purpose in the construction of the metaphysical, they cease to matter. At the outset of materialist dialectics, this had the effect of nudging philosophy in the direction of a pre-psychological subjectivism. Whatever individuals were made to feel by the object-world must contain the truth of the matter, a nominalist posture that didn’t survive the Marxian account of alienation, which stated that the laws of objective value, and not their own predilections, structured the lives of human beings. Individual perception is true to the extent that it reflects prevailing conditions, but fails in its power of insight for exactly the same reason. Inasmuch as the route of escape from such heteronomous perception lay in mental activity that transformed the rough sense-data into rational propositions, it thereby spiritualised them, leaving behind their physical integuments as remnants of the non-identical. If the apprehensible world of particulars that the senses perceive is not to become fuel for the universality of socialised consciousness to consume, the universal and particular must somehow be mutually mediating. The universal mental categories to which the sense-impressions are subjugated are the product of a ruthlessly integrating society, which pays lip-service to individuality even as it stamps it out wherever it threatens to take root. To note that concepts have their origins in the physical is entirely compatible with a transcendental model of the subject after the Kantian manner, a question of basic genealogy, much as succeeding generations would come to celebrate the astonishing intellectual advances that humanity has achieved since the days of Homo habilis.


The empirical version of the formation of consciousness does not allow for the reciprocal two-way process in which the products of a somatically based idealism then re-influence and recondition the sense-impressions. Existence was to structure cognition and then withdraw, as though it didn’t itself then reflect the cognition it had thus supplied. When Locke speaks of the mind reflecting upon itself, he unwittingly preserves the prioristic function of cognitive understanding that empiricism thought to put to flight. The somatic realm provides the concepts, which are then reflected not back into the somatic realm but into themselves. This absence of a properly dialectical, mutually conditioning equation is what accounts for the reifying of the senses in modern experience. It isn’t that the material world is transformed smoothly into the mind’s conceptions, which are in turn used to smooth down the material world in accordance with them, but that there are elements of each in each, which asymmetrically mediate each other, and without which the mind ignores the unpredictable evidence of the senses, while the sensory faculties register only what they are told to.


Modern sense-theory, for all its ostensible celebration of the sensuous dynamism of the physical, has tended nonetheless to conceive the objects of sense as elements of inert materiality, resistant to any other operation than simple apperception, and thus as abstractions of themselves. All the activity between self and world takes place on the mind’s side of the transaction. Since antiquity, the mind has been nothing if not an active process by which, with the by no means indispensable aid of external entities, it becomes itself, becomes ‘I’. The ‘I’ in such a construction might be looking at a window. At the most basic level, it is simply sensibly registering the physical attributes of the window, doing no more than an infant would. At the first level of mental conception, it defines the object before it as a window by comparing to other such windows it has encountered. It knows what the function of the window is, what it is made of, how to operate it, how to maintain it, and it knows a little of its history. Following on from that, the mind is also capable of thinking about the window as a notion in abstracto. It might imagine an alternative design for a window, how it might be incorporated differently into the wall of which it forms part, what poetic metaphors it might sustain, and so forth. In other words, the mind, having conceptualised the physical object, wishes to do something with that conception, perhaps as a prelude to doing something physically such as opening the window, but perhaps also just as a moment in thinking. A static materialism leaves the matter there, with both the original window and the notional window sublimely indifferent towards one another, whereas a materialism worthy of the name allows that there is still something about the window that has not been absorbed into the successive stages of the mind’s activity, even as that activity has redeemed itself from being just another reflection of whatever there is.


Histories of the senses, evoking the sights and smells of the ancient world or the cities at the dawn of the industrial era, have attempted to acknowledge the temporality of the sensual, much as social history in the past century introduced subjectivity into the Victorian chronicles of events whose impersonal sweep had barely altered since Gibbon. What they have mostly done, however, is to sensualise history, whereas what a true, subjectively oriented account of experience needs is the historicising of sense. Popular philosophy, with its ahistorical prattle about ‘what it means to be human’, has elided the historically conditioned and historically mutilated nature of consciousness, which no more had a single paramount meaning in the epoch of the religious wars than it does in the age of people-trafficking. The ways of sensing circumambient reality have changed as that reality has changed, and most of all in accordance with the ways in which society wishes its clients to use their senses on what it puts before them. In his late work on historiography, Siegfried Kracauer argued that what prevents history from becoming a science is that something new is always happening in it, much of which fails to conform to the established laws, modelled on the immutable laws of physics, and which then have to be rewritten as a consequence. There cannot be a pre-emptive law of something unpredictable, the very principle of which Newtonian science consigned to the realms of mere contingency. Even in the contemporary oxymoron of ‘chaos theory’, the contingent is ground under the homogenising millstone of an, albeit disputed, explication. What happens in human affairs, however, including the perception of those affairs themselves, continues in part to escape what a global scientific historiography expects of it. The same holds true for the senses. New things are happening to the senses all the time, but people are conditioned to see them as further examples of the eternal, in the obverse process to that by which the culture industry aims to offer its clients more of the same in the guise of the new. A theoretical account of seeing and feeling in the present age dispenses at its peril with an innervated awareness of how seeing and feeling are products of that age, of how the age itself just is the way reality is seen and felt by those whose consciousness constitutes it.


What is offered to the senses now is imbued with an artificial instrumentalised materialism, in which the raw sensuality of nature and the external is forced into ideologically motivated functions. The astonishing sights promised by the package holiday; the compilation CDs that offer to encapsulate and summarise an era, of recent history or of one’s own life; the smell of baking and coffee-roasting in the supermarket, which are intended to conjure the fugitive artisanal world that the supermarket made it its mission to destroy; the taste of something authentic, iconic or heritage-laden in the locally sourced but interchangeable offerings of brasserie, bistro, restaurant and pub menus; the social habit of embracing that over-compensates with theatrical hugs for the frozen atomism into which sociality has solidified are the remnants of a sensual life that industrial society gave up, more or less willingly, when it turned itself to the task of endless productivity, the reproduction of social conditions themselves. Every aspect of the social is mechanised, digitised, the transparency of permanent accessibility itself the opaque screen that separates human beings from their own freedom and from each other. Freedom in the eighteenth century variant was circumscribed by historical contingency, but contingency itself was still the obverse of that necessity under which an unleashed subjectivity ought to guarantee freedom and the rights of man. Today’s freedom is circumscribed by a historical necessity that has done its level best to abolish contingency through rational planning, casting aside with the vagaries of chance the sensual responses that were their applicable medium. It was both the asset and the liability of the senses that they were various, just as it was of all the body’s functions, in the Cartesian conception. If the body was anatomisable into its constituent parts, the soul was one and indivisible, and that asymmetry is what in itself gave rise to internal perceptual error. ‘Descartes’s letter to the Princess Elizabeth [stated]: “everyone feels that he is a single person”. But feelings were not enough, as Descartes was able to demonstrate through his attempt at anatomising body and soul, where one entity (body) was shown to be divisible, whilst the other (soul) resisted any attempt at fragmentation.’8 The array of senseimpressions is just what the mind attempts to synthesise into a unitary concept, thereby negating the polyvalent variousness of sensation, as though rational cognition were a matter of taking care of the pounds after all rather than the pence. The perceptions in themselves are not enough, but must submit themselves to a ratification that then has no further need of them in each instance. Notwithstanding the attempt to make the senses the hypostasis of a richer experience of life, in the Romantic movement and its distant descendants in the era of post-war liberalism, this is the legacy to which theories of the senses are still subject, the more so to the extent that they conceive the sensual life as a holiday from the dreary task-mastering of the intellect. Empiricism at least accorded them their preliminary role in what the intellect got up to.


The strata of mental experience that, according to the refutation of empiricism, grow hydroponically in consciousness without the need for any nutritive rooting in practical experience, would have precisely nothing to say to practical experience, if it were not for the fact that their roots keep showing all too tellingly. What Leibniz in the Nouvelles Essais (1705), in obstinate defence of Descartes contra Locke, calls the ‘innate ideas’ are what intelligence supposedly establishes for itself, without regard to the external realm. Kant would later call them ‘intellectual intuitions’. ‘Now the soul comprises being, substance, unity, identity, cause, perception, reason, and many other notions which the senses cannot give.’9 He accepts Locke’s version to the extent that ‘the source of a good part of ideas [is to be found] in the spirit’s reflection upon its own nature’. In its self-mediation, reflection convicts the sense-impressions of their fatally mediated, and thus deceptive, character. External sensible objects cannot speak directly to the soul; God is the only external force that can do that, transcendently by way of the soul’s immanent reflection. For the late-scholastic rationalist tradition in which Leibniz wrote, the self-sustaining nature of first principles floats free of the empirical evidence that would, by grounding them, tether them down to a world nonetheless patronised as entirely perfect as far as it goes. It scarcely notices that the ideas the soul arrives at are still ideas of things, most of which have sensible properties. What is perception with nothing to perceive? What is the substance of the substanceless? In a reversal of what the empirical impulse would increasingly insist, as its distrust of idealism deepened, it was precisely the most nebulous thought-forms that reflected the phenomena of concrete reality, while insights into absolute being, the noumena, were the most piercingly illuminated. ‘[D]istinct ideas are a representation of God …confused ideas are a representation of the universe.’10 This logic proceeds from the apprehension of temporality. A perceived world is always changing, as are the registers of perception itself – one’s eyesight fails, one’s ears become stuffed up, a cold blocks the nasal passages – whereas the mind offers access to the immutable. That the immutable is made to include the idea of perception itself hardly occasions a blush. Its idea of perception is as purely objectless as is its idea of causation, the principle overmastering any empirical manifestation of it, so that even though in its burnished perfection it might have become the hypostasis of a perfect world, it turns out to be a mere ornament, standing aloofly above a reality nonetheless teeming with perceivable things. The materialist turn given to idealism in the nineteenth century, the attempt ultimately to do away with philosophy’s abstractions, failed in its determination to wash away the idealist residue that still clung to the material objects like a musty smell. In certain quarters, it licensed an idealist materialism, now wedded to linguistics rather than internal intuition. British logical positivism, offshoot of the verificationist approach imported with the arrival of the Vienna Circle in England between the wars, doomed Anglo-saxon philosophy to a tiresomely analytical temper, which it wouldn’t forgo until it decided it could no longer afford to ignore the voguishness of Parisian deconstruction in the 1980s. It was in essence nothing other than the reprise of Cartesian cognitive inquiry, liberated from the theological lip-service of the seventeenth century, the more comprehensively to surrender itself to the fetish of scientific rigour. Its professorial ethereality – ‘How do I know this chair I’m sitting on exists?’ – invited nothing better than the student’s insolence: ‘Well, let’s try kicking it from under you. See if that helps.’


The turn back to the senses that modern experience has cultivated, from the age of post-war sexual liberation to the present, has predominantly hoped to find in sensuality a moment of the irrational, a respite from the iron cage of logic, as though the senses, like the emotions, were to be fenced off in their own enclosure where a voracious rationality couldn’t get at them. Anthemic writing such as that of Diane Ackerman, which tries valiantly enough to re-objectify the objects of sense, so that the reader might sense them anew and say to herself as in the song, ‘What a wonderful world’, for all its yielding to an ideological acceptance of the given, expresses something of the precious temporality of sensuous experience, but at the cost of suggesting precisely that it is only momentary. The bursts of pleasure to be found in the sudden chirrup of birdsong or the scent of Chanel are the stabs of consciousness that intervene, if consciousness is adequately sensitive, to penetrate the numbing effect of the rest of quotidian reality. A fully material sense-theory demands to know what the rest of consciousness consists in if the sensory moments are only delicious little blips in it. There is, to be sure, an implied soft critique in sensory theory that present social relations are to blame for the etiolation of the senses, though the proposition is never pursued, just because the heightening of the senses is feebly postulated as the antidote to it. On this model, sensory apprehension is structured like emotional response, a sudden exogamous incursion into rational consciousness, which rationality sooner or later smothers. To be sure, much sensory experience has precisely that character, like sudden shafts of sunlight piercing the overcast sky, but the fetishizing of those moments in such theory only allows rationality’s clouds to roll back once they are done. In any case, the opposition between sensuality and rationality represents the frozen persistence of Leibnizian dualism. Sense-impressions would only seem irrational if there were no time to think about them, but all sensing takes place in time, and time itself is a primary object of the senses. Their evocational power, consecrated since Proust, to transport the individual to another phase of life is only limited by the fact that the journey on offer is always a return ticket. It is a physiologically grounded commonplace to associate the sense of smell particularly with nostalgia, but all the senses are routinely recruited by the nostalgia industry, which has anyway anaesthetised the pain that its yearning for homecoming originally comported. The ache of turning back is felt to consist partly in the irretrievability of the past, and partly in the yearning one feels for the person one was, somebody younger, more vigorous, more receptive to experience, despite the fact that experience itself might have proved sufficient to let one see that the pathos of the younger self was its barely formed understanding of experience, the very experience that now forms the objective prism through which the younger self is glimpsed.


Having relegated the senses to the disreputable nether regions of the body, despite the fact that four of the five have their functionality in the same head that housed the intellectual faculty, classical philosophy sold the pass to a sterile hedonism. Conceived in opposition to the mental life, the life of the senses in the festive worldview of Aristippus resembles nothing more dignified than adolescent refusal of anything that requires effort. The Cynic school of Diogenes is its morbid antipode, its chief proponent openly surrendering existence to ungarnished frugality and the honest scavenging of beasts. Beasts indeed are what humankind is reduced to if there is nothing other than the essentials of subsistence, as King Lear complains when chafing under the austerity imposed on him by the wicked daughters. ‘Our basest beggars / Are in the poorest thing superfluous’ (II:iv). But just so is sensuality made only the fragmentary consolation in a life otherwise given over to the so-called higher things. Only in the post-Romantic era did sensuality, released from its founding obligation as the motor-force of the cult of sensualism, stand a chance of being anything more than just the defiance of intellectuality. For Ludwig Feuerbach, the object of thought, including humanity itself, is given only by the senses, having acquired exactly that immediacy that Leibniz granted only to the apprehension of God. While the argument sought to claim the epistemic high ground from abstract conceptualising, what it missed, as Marx readily pointed out in siding with Hegel on this question, was that sensual perception is itself subject to the mental labour by which human consciousness produces itself. Hegel the arch-idealist had posited sense-certainty and the natural life to be integral components of the historical process, because they function collectively in the development of society, whereas for Feuerbach they remain the individual moments that far less reflective intelligences than his have boiled them down to in later eras. If sense-certainty were capable alone of illuminating humanity’s place in the world, it would suffice only to compel it to divulge what it knows, like an interrogated captive, regardless of what practical application such knowledge might then be put to, but it is just that application that constitutes both history and the philosophical conceptions that men have of it. The tender immediacy of love-relationships between a fully reconciled I and You, which Feuerbach set over against abstract thought, offers no surer route to direct knowledge than the Hegelian Absolute Spirit that he indicted. The lover’s touch, far from being the means by which a restless search for meaning could be pacified, provokes one of its most querulous demands.


Materialist thought of the nineteenth century would turn promptly to the historicity of sensory being. The senses are not only developed and refined but mutilated and deformed in social history, depending on one’s social rank. Charles Fourier shuddered at the malodorous racket in which the poorest strata of society were forced to live, but pointed also to the dulling of the senses in bourgeois experience, which was obsessed with the accumulation of capital, the ultimate means of humankind’s alienation from its own nature. Marx too is eloquent on the injury done to sensory life by conditions in the Victorian factories, which are only the most recent accretion to the geological layers built on the sense-organs by social history: ‘the forming of the five senses is a labour of the entire history of the world down to the present.’11 The refinement of the senses in advanced societies, and in the more educated strata of those societies, is what makes them into a subjective capacity of certain human beings, rather than their simply being biological aptitudes. In this way, they become specifically human traits, because they are empowered to see the object-world transformed into humanly purposed phenomena. The trained eye can appreciate the contours of a triumphantly airborne female form in the Winged Victory of Samothrace; for the untrained, it is merely a block of hacked marble, and for the idiot, nothing more than an indecipherable shape among other indecipherable shapes. The humanising of nature prepares the development of the senses, which gain their functional refinement through adaptation to a world progressively constructed for human purposes: ‘the objectification of the human essence, both in its theoretical and practical aspects, is required to make man’s sense human, as well as to create the human sense corresponding to the entire wealth of human and natural substance.’12 At their highest level of development, the senses, in producing a new form of social being, produce a new variety of human need. A sensory consciousness that can see the beauty in aesthetic forms, appreciate the greatest music, the finest cuisine and so on, cannot regress to an earlier state of being once natural history has turned its perception into necessity. ‘All history is the history of preparing and developing “man” to become the object of sensuous consciousness,’ Marx writes, ‘and turning the requirements of “man as man” into his needs …The rich human being is simultaneously the human being in need of a totality of human manifestations of life – the man in whom his own realisation exists as an inner necessity, as need.’13 It is the denial of such necessity, either in the poverty-stricken life of the industrial worker, or in the obsessive hoarding of the capitalist, for whom every trip to the theatre and every grand dinner forgone is another accrual of capital reserves, that produces a society alienated from its own resources and its own potential. While even a materialist philosophy continued to treat these as theoretical problems, as opposed to practical exigencies that affected the political life of societies, it would fail to gain true insight into them.


Marx’s argument stands in direct refutation of the current of austerity that marked one particular strand of the socialist tradition since its precursor in the ascetic Rousseau. While a dewy-eyed belief in the purity of the peasant’s existence as being closer to nature, with all its enriching calamities, pestilences and scarcities, elevates dire necessity to the level of programmatic virtue, it refuses the gaudy products of civilisation, including a philosophy that can afford to turn up its nose at philosophy, in favour of the dignity of want. The entire French Enlightenment was preoccupied with the degree to which refined civility was a corrupting influence, even while its benefits were greedily gobbled up, and the Rousseau whose printed works included a diatribe against the printing-press, for spreading fanciful ideas, lived on milk and cheese, fruits and roots, and the country wine of meagre smallholdings, the coarser the better. To the economic and philosophic Marx, such asceticism is a wilfully perverse effort of self-alienation. Feuerbach conceived humanity as the self-alienation of nature in a species that viewed nature as a hostile force to be dominated, but Rousseauian frugality, as with the entire cult of simplicity, plain living, vegetarianism and Spartan austerity, represents the self-alienation of humanity from its own sensuous history. As a recoil from the luxury of aristocratic décadence in France, it had its political rationale – the irrefragably pure Saint-Just advocated a bread-and-water diet, supplemented by a little milk, as perfectly sufficient for children of the Revolutionary generation – but it fatally painted the sensual life itself as black as the sins of the oppressors. If Marx’s economics can be criticised as harbouring a fully developed theory of production and exchange, but as lacking an equally fully articulated theory of consumption, the austerity tradition in socialism had tried energetically to pre-empt one. Having subjected the sensual life to heartless suppression in the grim working conditions of the urban labourers, capitalism offered them the compensation of a world remade as a gigantic bazaar, in which economic demand would be managed by manipulation of the sensory lives of workers as consumers, consuming the massproduced artefacts they had themselves in many cases manufactured, and which were now transformed from the end-result of alienated labour into the visually and tactilely covetable displays in the department-stores, none of the earliest of which managed to seduce the elderly Marx into a theory of them. Nonetheless, if the history of consumer society in the past and present centuries has been one of the progressive beguilement of the sensory faculties, in the interest of initiating its clients into the ceaseless dance of exchange, there is still more of hope than of diagnostic apposition in David Howes’ assertion that because ‘the life of the senses is not separate from the life of the mind …procuring and consuming food and other commodities can themselves be a form of critical analysis.’14 The examples given of such critical analysis are gay men collecting Ken and Barbie dolls, and American youngsters using the Kool-Aid drink as a hair-dye. If this is as critical as modern consumerism gets, the manufacturing corporations have little to fear. Ironic re-contextualising is more a way of eluding critical appraisal than facilitating it, and even where application of actual critical faculties is enjoined, in consumer assessment and supermarket websites where everything can be given a star rating or a mark out of ten, the convocation of consumers’ views only serves to assure the corporations that there are many willing participants in the game who are prepared to give their consultancy services for free, as an extra bonus to having paid for the commodity itself in the first place.


The subjective turn in philosophy that the laws of synthetic judgment in Kant bequeathed it obliged it to live with the corporeal being whether it liked it or not. When philosophy became a mood, a Weltanschauung, rather than a system of knowledge, it couldn’t help but find its resources in the category of individual experience and its psychological effects. Schopenhauer’s world-conspectus derives its morbid vitality from the theory of the ubiquity of suffering, to which he was practically the first since the classical tragedians to pay heed. The perpetual disappointment and dismay to which the mass of humanity is subject has its roots in the somatic fragility of the body, which protests its own irreducible quiddity against a world that may as well be nothing more than a stage-set. Misery is the only constant, the trans-subjective hypostasis that underlies all experience and all thought. Struggling free of a philosophy that appeared, despite his early enthusiasm for it, to offer only repinement into the passivity of eastern mysticism, Nietzsche turned against the negative in Schopenhauer in order to greet the eternal return of experience, the crucifying pain as well as the droplets of ecstasy, with a yelp of gratitude. The individual body is still the seat of thought, its predilections the basis of the cultural development of peoples, but it could be trained by, among other things, dietetic principles to produce the archetype of a world-changing consciousness. A period of vegetarianism might flush the German soul of the lumbering ponderousness with which meat, dumplings and beer have afflicted it, much as it did his momentarily, as long as one wasn’t tempted to elevate it to the status of a religion. Vegetarians have much in common with socialists and others who would like to elevate humankind by paradoxically reducing it to the herd mentality of collectivities. Unsuspected histories of social evolution could be unearthed more through nutritional study, or by enquiring into the universal inclination for intoxicants, than they can through the vapid retailing of currents of thought, theological disputes, critical events, and the deeds of the marionettes whom historiography has dignified as the great.


Phenomenology represented the explicit attempt to throw out once and for all the nominalism inherent in all prior speculative thought, and return philosophy to the one realm it might reasonably say something about, the concrete existent. Its objectification of the phenomena, however, put them at the service of the intentionality it posited as the root of all sensory consciousness. Every perception proceeded from a will to perceive, which was itself exonerated from being another of the phenomena. It lacked both a social and historical dimension, but placed its faith in the ordering power of conceptual logic, to which the famous ‘things themselves’ were expected to genuflect. In time, it ossified into pure ontology, the skeletal Being that haunts Heidegger’s theoretical edifice, and which he had no wish to clothe with flesh. A body is the last thing required by what he called his phenomenology of the quotidian, for all that there could scarcely be anything more obviously ‘everyday’ than the physical body everybody inhabits. The ‘always-already’ note in Heidegger’s existentialism, the intuited peculiarity of Geworfenheit, that ‘thrownness’ that seems to characterise all awareness, which makes of ontic subjects the projectiles of a mysterious force that has preceded them, pulls the carpet from under any present sensory impulses to which it might be subject, and on which it might reflect.


What we ‘first’ hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the creaking waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling.


It requires a very artificial and complicated frame of mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure noise’. The fact that motor-cycles and waggons are what we proximally hear is the phenomenal evidence that in every case Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, already dwells alongside what is ready-to-hand within-the-world; it certainly does not dwell proximally alongside ‘sensations’; nor would it first have to give shape to the swirl of sensations to provide a springboard from which the subject leaps off and finally arrives at a ‘world’. Dasein, as essentially understanding, is proximally alongside what is understood.15


And yet one hears mysterious noises all the time. Unfathomable phenomena present themselves to the modern sensorium as a condition of its being thrown into a world it hasn’t made. What Maurice Merleau-Ponty would call the ‘habitual body’ was the natural state of Dasein or Being in the phenomenologies of the last century. It was an amalgam of learned consciousness and muscle-memories that carried its bearer through the life into which it had been flung, and which only encountered other such beings in a zone outside the historical moment.


Variously qualified as sexed, injurable, critical, organless, multivalent, polysemic, inscribed, indeterminate and posthuman, bodies are thickly crowded into the organon of contemporary theory like commuters on an underground train. Embodiment is the operative concept by which cognitive processes are referred to the corporeal being in which they arise, its overall state of health and hormonal disposition, what point in the circadian cycle it currently occupies, and so forth, as well as to the environment in which it finds itself. Much of this work draws on the computer analogies with which the neurological sciences are obsessed, with the brain conceived as hardware on which a variety of software programs generated by reality and the body’s response to it are run. The theory of situated cognition, a belated form of the behaviourism of the mid-twentieth century, states that consciousness is continuously remoulded by the flow of experience or, in vulgar English, bears the imprint of whatever last sat on it, rather than being, as empiricism thought, an accretion of learned knowledge formed by the ephemera of experience sedimenting themselves to form a subjectivity.


In a society in which everything presented to sensory consciousness has been preformed, in recognition of the fact that consciousness can no longer trust itself to apprehend the phenomena for itself, subjective experience has worn thin. Lashed together into the false unity that bureaucratic administration has created for its own convenience, men and women are exposed to the worst form of collectivity since the chanting of fascist mobs became bad manners. The subject’s awareness of its conditions would only stand a chance of objectifying itself if it could discern the means of an objectification that didn’t immediately become its entire support-system. Moments of spontaneous responsiveness congeal into the temperaments that crude psychology attributes to them, vivacious or melancholy, naive or phlegmatic. A belated species of humoral classification sees only the fixed identity of each individual, who remains at the mercy of the disposition that nature has randomly conferred on them, as though nothing in subjectivity had ever become, but had only sprung fully formed into being. Although personality is invested with the false objectivity that the object-world itself has taken on, each individual’s response to his sense-impressions is nonetheless seen as entirely arbitrary. When a monument to a departed controversial national leader is erected, people’s individual reactions to it are seen as purely a matter of aesthetico-political taste, whereas the statue itself is a pure disinterested phenomenon, a piece of deftly sculpted bronze, but a subjective experience that had had the courage of its convictions restored to it would perceive the ideological intent behind the work, the fraudulent universality with which artistic means had been appropriated for the furtherance of a mythical social unity. Any criticism is held to derive either from the grinding of well-honed axes – as it frequently does, to be sure – or from the kind of ill-bred tactlessness that fails to see the faux pas in speaking ill of the dead, even though the dead herself may have spoken nothing but ill of them while she lived. The life of the senses is similarly hypnotised: its responses are only the contingent manifestations of psychological proclivities, where they differ from each other at all, but where they converge in the mass, they become the objective legitimation in human form of an inhuman world. Every piece of external authority welcomed into the self as something like the self, or, as on Facebook, as something that induces the self to hit ‘Like’, is another progression of its own alienation from itself. Rather than having been fashioned by its own ingenuity, it has been bought off the peg. To postmodern theory in its psychoanalytic mood, there is nothing especially disturbing about this; it’s just the way things are. ‘The self consists precisely in the distance that separates self from itself, and in the return to self that crosses that distance by recklessly hurling itself across it.’16 But what is this ‘return to self’ that a reckless hurling achieves? The first half of the proposition acknowledges the Lacanian gap between the self and its significations, the lacuna that in itself precisely is the self, but the second half is a strange projectile wish-fulfilment in which, like Baron Münchhausen pulling himself out of the quagmire by his own pigtail, the self leaps over its own actual bodily and psychic existence and returns to a mythical originary self, the one that existed prior to, or apart from, the self that had become constituted by its self-distance. In materialist terms, the distance between the self and itself is the index of the self’s estrangement from itself by ideology, by its having internalised the concealed gap inherent in everything that presents itself as a unified spectacle. The self’s dissolution in the collectivities of bureaucracy and of the culture industry is no less real for the official mendacity that a wealth of consumer choice reflects the glorious variety of individual preference: ‘To each his own!’


Wilful exercise of the senses might well be the antidote to the boredom that people everywhere say they feel, were it not for the fact that the mental lassitude under which they chafe is frequently experienced by the bored as the result of external circumstances, to which they have become haplessly subjected. In this state, they look to others to rescue them from their own passivity. Boredom is the objective correlative of free time, which nobody knows how to fill for themselves, now that leisure has taken on the homogeneous features of organised work. A day at the theme-park, an hour’s pointless exertion at the gym, the dragooning of people into large collectives by the holiday industry all help to fill the horrifying absence that unsupervised time, once the blissful retreat from back-breaking or mind-numbing labour, threatens. The voguish notion that boredom is good because it furnishes the conditions in which one might eventually do something creative discounts the intimation of extraneous force bored people feel, as much as it does the conviction of their own inner emptiness. In any case, it is just as easy to argue the opposite, that boredom facilitates the pretext for war. Bored people want to be entertained; they don’t want to entertain themselves. They announce their arrival in online chat-rooms by declaring they are bored, as though somebody else might take pity on them and offer to send round a troupe of jugglers. When adjured to think of some way of diverting themselves, they only look hopeless, reacting to the conventional charge that they lack imagination with the inarticulate conviction that in a half-decent world, they wouldn’t have to amuse themselves. In this, they might be right. The bored individual thinking up something that might occupy him is like the lonely child having to play games by himself, thrown back on his own resources where external resources are in short supply. To ask the sensory life to supply this lack is to yoke it to the extraneous ends it rejects even as it serves them. The favourite films and music that light life up on better days are tainted to mediocrity by being made to counteract mediocrity medicinally. Only a strengthened sense of one’s own self can dispel boredom, and only then where its strength isn’t enacted at the expense of others. Among the internal senses that neuroscience now posits as supplementary to the externally oriented physical ones is proprioception, the sense of one’s own being, its disposition in the space that it inhabits. In its moments of greatest reconciliation with the world, the self distributes its own self-awareness innocently throughout the world, a demeanour that was once the index of healthy psychology. Tonio Kröger watches one of the two beloveds of his youth walk into a dance-hall in the company of the other:


Hans Hansen was just as he had always been. He was wearing his reefer jacket with the gold buttons and with the broad blue collar hanging out over his back; in his free hand he held his sailor’s cap with its short ribbons, carelessly dangling it to and fro …[A]s if in defiance of all and sundry, [he] turned his head straight towards the table, and his steely blue eyes inspected each member of the company in turn, with a challenging and slightly contemptuous air; he even let go of Ingeborg’s hand and swung his cap more vigorously to and fro, to show what a fine fellow he was.17


Even the slight contempt was forgivable in the last era before everybody started behaving the same way.


The engagement of the senses as means of distraction should, like all escapism, arouse the gravest suspicion. Not only does the question arise of what it is perception is being distracted from, but the abused functionality to which sensual life is thereby reduced has the effect only of reifying sensory response, not animating it. In aesthetics, the senses are what each recipient uses to construe the substrate of meaning, intentional or otherwise, from the work of art, the means by which its implicit critique of the way of the world is articulated. Degraded to the level of mere entertainment, the senses are bewitched into a state of passive consent, becoming the means by which the individual becomes only a plaything of industrial forces disguised as culture. Popular genres and products that were once explicitly directed at children, such as circus clowning, practical jokes, novelty songs, baggy clothing suitable for pre-schoolers, salty snacks and sweets, all the way to the current mania for animation films, are now packaged for their elders too, since their elders’ senses have atrophied through their being presumed too stupid to understand anything more demanding, and the continuities between sensory data and understanding have been severed anyway. Behaving like children has acquired a precarious dignity for adults presented with no other choice, in the idiotic belief that regression to a state of presumed innocence enables a liberation of the spirit. Yearning to be free of the constricting rigidity of a rationalised society, consciousness reverses into infantile irrationalism, and reaches for its rattle if provoked into self-consciousness of its own humiliation. It sees in the childhood state only exemption from the adult responsibilities of which a ruthlessly administered world is only too happy to relieve it, in secular misconstrual of Christianity’s counsel to become like children, which intended the inquiring receptivity and the open mind of childhood, not its blissful ignorance. Attractions that are ‘fun for adults and kids alike’ betray both, by plaguing the kids with the fun-stopping presence of adults, and inducing adults to forget that their own entertainment was once precisely what they were able to do once the kids had gone to bed. A futuristic funhouse at an amusement park in Queensland invites customers to ‘challenge your senses and ignite your imagination’, its sales-patter strenuously referencing the banned hallucinogenic drugs – ‘a chemical-free trip into other dimensions of your imagination that explodes your senses’ – that the kids haven’t tried yet and most of the adults have only read about. The thrill officially consists in risking mental damage, the laser-light displays and ‘ultra-groovy music’ advertised as ‘mind-blowing’, ‘mind-warping’, the promised sensory overload, once the aetiology of neurasthenia and nervous breakdowns, also borrowing its analogical power from the world of substance-addiction. ‘It’s a unique experience that leaves you wanting more. Many visitors return again and again’ [infinitygc.com.au]. The claim that the senses, by being mercilessly bombarded with external stimuli, could be the means to destroy the mind could have supplied a dystopian fable to Wells or Huxley, but passes unquestioned in the context of contemporary entertainment, with such disappointed voices as there are only raised to protest that, despite the claims made for the attraction, they emerged from it still fully in possession of their faculties.


In Freud’s standard structural model of consciousness, it is the job of the ego, among other duties, to represent the sense-impressions it receives of the external world to the id, the half-submerged life of the unruly passions. The ego is a detached fragment of the id that breaks off in early development to negotiate with reality on the remaining id’s behalf, at once reining it in and protecting it from itself. ‘The ego has taken over the task of representing the external world for the id, and so of saving it,’ Freud writes in a late summary, ‘for the id, blindly striving to gratify its instincts in complete disregard of the superior strength of outside forces, could not otherwise escape annihilation.’18 What the ego perceives of externality, it subjects to the process of thought, the intermediate factor between desire and action, which is compounded of the sedimented traces of experience in memory. On the one hand, it knows what is best for the organism, while on the other, being continuously solicited by the instincts to lay aside such knowledge in the interest of gratification. On the occasions that it surrenders to the id, the superego then informs it of its error by means of guilt-feelings. The problem is that, as Freud puts it, ‘the poor ego …has to serve three harsh masters, and has to do its best to reconcile the claims and demands of all three.’19 The instinctual drives of the id try to beguile it into loosing itself from its rational chains, even while the superego warns it of the consequences. The third harsh master is nothing other than the external world itself, which far from pointing the way to the rational choice in each situation, or supplying the occasions for the ego’s self-realisation, throws both temptation and frustration in its path. What the ego is saddled with is the task of constructing a false harmony out of the competing incommensurable influences at work on it, and its failure to do so is the constitutive substance of every personality. In a telling concession, Freud waves aside the various attempts of mysticism at bypassing the normal functioning of the ego and the id, reading meanings directly into reality by a reconfiguration of the perceptual systems of consciousness, but then admits in the next breath that psychoanalysis, in its treatment of the enfeebled ego, adopts essentially the same methodology. ‘For [its] object is to strengthen the ego, to make it more independent of the superego, to widen its field of vision, and so to extend its organisation that it can take over new portions of the id. Where id was, there shall ego be. It is reclamation work, like the draining of the Zuyder Zee.’20 The present-day project of liberating sensuality from the restraining trammels of the rational aims at shortcircuiting the relations between ego and id in Freud’s structural model, but its conceptual weakness is that it needs the very sense-data that the ego delivers to the id in order to spring the former from its imprisonment. Freud’s own metaphor, in The Ego and the Id (1923), of the horse and rider illustrates the instinctual force of the id as a beast of superior strength, which can nonetheless be brought under the rider’s control and encouraged to move in a particular direction. If it succeeds in throwing the rider, it only gallops off into the surrounding country, of which it has no knowledge, so that it soon becomes lost or injured. Cutting the senses free of their symbiotic relation to thought is to do the same. It leaves both without foundation, a prospect that ought to invest all the talk of mind-blowing sensory overload with its properly sinister character.


The grotesquely exaggerated forms that sense-objects take on in an allegedly sensualist world strip them of the contingency in which human beings once, mythically or otherwise, found something that spoke to their own nature, and reinvest them with the authentically Gorgon-like stare of the mythological, of something projected out from humanity that human knowledge has now decisively cast off. A perfect emblem of them is the overdeveloped or cosmetically reconfigured body, in which physiology itself becomes the means of the body’s own alienation from itself. Enormously muscled men, and women with pneumatic breast and lip implants, look like imperfect replicants designed by an alien race still at the elementary stage in their study of the human species. Their contours no longer resemble the human form at all, but rather that of primitive objects at the critical point in prehistory when they ceased to be purely functional and began taking on stylised artistic forms. Nobody knows what to do with an artificially plasticised body other than look at it in a state of repulsed fascination. Blown up into its own caricature, it absolves both its owner and his or her admirers from anything other than an aestheticised relation to it, and in an era when erotic relations have been cryogenically suspended, stands in for the spontaneous physical impulse that the suddenly noticed protrusion of breasts or muscles once warmly prompted. Nothing, as the moralising cliché has it, is left to the imagination, which can instead be rusticated into a state of semi-retirement. At the dawn of the motion-picture industry, a continuing debate was fomented about whether a filmed version of a novel didn’t inevitably traduce the original work. Cinema audiences who would never have got through a Thomas Hardy novel satisfy themselves with a condensed and predigested version of it, which exempts the viewer not only from the labour of reading, but also the laborious exertion of the imagination required to bring the narrative action to life in his mind. Its ready-made appearance on the screen was thus all the more comforting, in that he could partake of the classics without feeling nakedly exposed to them. Although the debate quickly grew sterile as a means of marking off true connoisseurs from philistines, it has some structural homology with the ideological mood of sensualism, which also offers to free its clients from the drudgery of conceptualising what only needs to be seen and felt. The integrative labour of interpretation, to be sure, always reduces the multi-functional work of the sensory apparatus to a unitary perception, in which the responses of two or more, sometimes all five, of the sensory registers is processed into a single proposition. When that proposition then takes its place in a cognative thought-process, what results is a synthesis of a synthesis, the remoteness of which from concrete externality is what sensualism, with some justification, criticises. Its own solution to the aridity of rational intellection, however, pulls up at the first fence, leaving sensate consciousness with nothing more than the raw data of the object-world, which are never the neutral phenomena of natural science that a naive sensualism wants them to be. In the case of popular cultural media, the raw data are never so raw that they haven’t already been marinated according to the industry’s secret recipe. Rather than spoiling the fun, an energised critical consciousness might look to the underlying ideological content of popular entertainment, and find its own liberation in seeing the monstrously distended and hypertrophic forms of cultural sense-objects for what they are.


If sensory stimulations are the holiday from critical consciousness, a life totally given over to them denudes them of their festive character, because there is nothing then to throw them into relief. Who does actually live only in the senses? The nearest thing to it is a deliberate self-enfeeblement in which the exigencies of external circumstance are the things one can hardly bear thinking about, a self-deceiving late version of Nietzschean free-spiritedness, but with exactly the opposite effect to what Nietzsche intended. A pious cult of sensualism, such as that recommended in the hedonistic current that followed the liberation of aesthetic forms in the early years of the last century, turned desperate after the Great War, when layers of social affectation and the gaily borne drunkenness that became a personal style themselves scarcely survived the first economic crisis. Ruthless political order soon swept them away altogether as the capering frivolity they undoubtedly largely were. The hope in such visions of sensuousness was that the unmediated sensory faculties, were they at all still capable of such functioning, would reconnect humanity to the natural, to those natural impulses that would provide a reconciled access to the natural world. The attempt failed because the natural world itself turned out to have become only the adjunct to thoroughly socialised consciousness, which needed it only as the occasional picturesque backdrop to its own self-absorbed bustle, but also because the only stance towards the natural that would have stood any chance of breathing life back into it was one in which it became exactly the image of human fate, not the ornamental relief from it. Verlaine turned the conventional image of rain as a representation of sadness into an active interrogation: ‘Il pleure dans mon coeur / Comme il pleut sur la ville; / Quelle est cette langueur / Qui pénètre mon coeur? // O bruit doux de la pluie / Par terre et sur les toits! / Pour un coeur qui s’ennuie / O le chant de la pluie!’21 (‘There are tears in my heart / As it rains on the town; / What is this languor / That pierces my heart? // O sweet sound of the rain / On earth and roofs! / For a heart that sickens / O the song of the rain’, translation mine). It isn’t that the downpour induces a reflective moment; it is itself the reflection of the poet’s own ambivalent reflectiveness. Such moments recur throughout the history of modern painting, when the natural and man-made worlds are made to turn eloquent of the lack of reconciliation in human affairs. In Giorgio de Chirico’s The Soothsayer’s Recompense (1913), a marble statue of the soothsayer reclines on its plinth amid the lengthening frozen shadows cast by Romanesque arches, while the world of human commerce chuffs invisibly by in the background on a steam-train, its white plume rising above a brick wall. What there is in the foreground is also of human construct, but is the decayed remnant of a deceased urban culture, alienated entirely now from the bustling world of rail freight. Dispositions of shadow and light are all that are left to animate the uninhabited interiors of Vilhelm Hammershøi, each one trapped in grey aspic, stiller than the still lives they otherwise resemble. When human figures do appear, they quickly ossify into objects homogeneous with their surroundings, standing with their backs to the viewer in the middle of the room, caught in the act of forgetting what they were about to do. A young man leans in the corner looking into a book, as motionless and incidental as a hat stand (Interior with Young Man Reading, 1898). The great entropy proposed by Clausius in the 1860s has brought everything to rest. ‘We must not fear daylight,’ Magritte suggested, ‘just because it almost always illuminates a miserable world,’ repeatedly cloaking his street of house fronts in crepuscular gloom beneath a bland blue sky. Edward Hopper’s pairs and solitaries go about their business, standing on the front steps in the sun, tending the gas-station on a deserted road, raking the leaves, leafing through a magazine on the train while the countryside glides by unnoticed, unremarkable figures shrouded in an air of placid defeat. Images of detachment in modern figurative art, from self and from others, of the world from the self, confront their spectators with the evidence of their own isolation, a mood in which the immaterial seems to flash up from every concrete phenomenon, as readily intuitable as the mythological and religious symbolism of classical painting once was. The shadows are no longer the poetic image of darkening spirits; they are darkened spirits made manifest.


‘God made everything out of nothing,’ said Paul Valéry, ‘but the nothingness shows through.’ Turning to the world of sensual objects for relief from the rain-sodden emptiness of the heart, modern consciousness finds that the objects themselves, like the people behind the profile pictures on dating sites, look in reality nothing like their images. The cheerless notion that what you see is what you get, by which people try to pretend they have nothing to hide, as though under police interrogation, expresses exactly the opposite of the truth. What outward appearance seems to promise turns out to be unavailable, whereas what you get, in a society that places a premium on looks as never before, is what you don’t see, the nothing at the heart of things, the ‘life with a hole in it’, as Philip Larkin called it in the title of a brilliant late poem, borrowing its acerbity from the advertising slogan of a brand of peppermints that made a virtue of their having a bit missing. It is as though the Kantian noumenon, the metaphysical centre of the concrete that perception cannot penetrate, stands revealed after all, only not as its spiritual essence but its hollow void. Tearing the layers off the pungent-smelling onion, Peer Gynt discovers it has no centre any more than his own life has had. Everything is a trick, as he who has dedicated life to the haphazard pursuit of sensory stimuli rather than organic attachments to others, to human community, and a world that hasn’t earned his loyalty, should know. ‘Life, as they say, plays with cards up its sleeve; but when one snatches at them, they’ve disappeared, and one grips something else – or else nothing at all.’22 And yet, rather than surrender the terrain to a cheaply constructed nihilism, what critical consciousness demands is that the essence of phenomena be not nothing but something, the true nature of the object as against the implicit critique that refuses to be satisfied with what there is on the surface. Classical philosophy’s error was to posit the essence as something immutable, something breathed on by the divine, which would be the same eternally for all human beings, whereas if it were to have any commensurability at all with the human, it would be because each object contained within itself something different for each of its perceivers. The objective and subjective are bound together in a mutually conditioning process, but an atomised society encourages its members to imagine their own perceptual cognition, over which it has otherwise cast a hypnotic spell, as sovereign, instead of reading into the objects that confront them the evidence of their own vulnerability. A contemporary index of the myopia that obscures critical vision is the popularity of bitesized quotations about life. Such quotation is hardly ever other than the appeal to higher authority, an external sanction for what one might have tried imperfectly to grasp for oneself. Twitter accounts that are nothing but quotations from some favoured authority – Nietzsche quotes, Socrates quotes – without the perceived need for any form of exegesis convict themselves of their own lack of the wisdom they hope to find encapsulated in the utterances of the great, unless some vestigial wisdom attaches of course to their having chosen the quotation in the first place. Thought itself surrenders to the exchange principle when fragments of it can be dispensed like free tasting samples. There is a universal preference for eternal verities couched in the imperative – ‘Live your life as though you were borrowing it from someone else’ – which resemble the exhortatory exclamations of state propaganda in the former communist bloc. ‘Vigorously struggle to attain the grain quota!’ The tone of ordering others about convinces the recycler of such platitudes that he has himself attained enough insight to dispense unsought advice to others, while the object-world into which insight is most urgently required remains unbroached.


Not the smallest reason for the failure of address between self and world is that the objects themselves have assumed the threatening dimension of monstrosity. On the Beaufort scale of sensory stimulation, everything aspires to the condition of a hurricane. As in the Queensland attraction, visual entertainments are designed as mind-blowing spectacles to distract attention from their lack of substantive content. Every minor half-occasion is now marked with a firework display. Music has to be loud enough to drown conversation in case people discover they haven’t really got anything to say to each other, while they sit at public tables eating food overladen with red-hot spice and lactic fat. A whole industry of mechanical and electrical appliances exists to supplement the lost sense of touch that has impoverished sexual relations and turned them into skilled labour. The bombastic mode, rightly distrusted in public discourse and grandiloquent prose, is forgiven when it invests the physical world, as though people are being encouraged to habituate themselves early to the inevitable eventual weakening of their faculties in later life, when large-print books will be needed for those who still want books, their atrophied taste buds will need to take everything with plenty of mustard, and everybody around them will need to speak up. It goes without saying that, in the prevailing climate, subtlety and delicacy are the apologetic qualities of things that go off at half-cock, that fail to offer people their money’s worth or, in the American saying, don’t give enough bang for the buck. The soft and the quiet, the unostentatious, are shunned because they appear to require too much concentration, one’s resources of which have often been fully extorted by labour, and for the unbearable arrogance with which such modes seem not to feel the need to compete. As so often, advertising represents the distilled essence of this as of many other cultural tendencies, with its increasingly strident irruption into every context of life, its disruptive insolence as widely resented as it is nonetheless widely attended to. Attempting to mimic the unforeseen delight prompted by unexpected gifts, or the sudden intervention in a quiet soporific day of the jangling ice-cream van, it only turns the joy of the unforeseen into a lethal ambush. Alone among the senses, only smell has resisted the acromegaly that has deformed all the others. Strong smells, even ostensibly pleasant ones, seem to emanate too much from the organic life that the exaggerations of sense-stimuli have otherwise managed to leave behind. The stronger something smells, the more it carries the suggestion of something rotting, as though odour were always the warning-note of a putrefaction that might bear disease and infection. Smells linger in one’s clothing, on the skin and in the hair, often resistant to ablution, an affront to hygiene. Disputes between neighbours can as easily arise from offensive odours as from too much noise, and not just of refuse. Nobody likes smelling other people’s cooking, especially at times of day when they themselves don’t need to eat. It is incumbent on everybody to smell of as little as possible – even the olfactory masks of deodorants and perfumes can be thought too strong – so that nobody is distracted from the assaults to which their other senses are readily sacrificed.


The Senses in Solitude


Sensuality could only liberate the subject incarcerated by the functionalism of social existence if it recognised that the subject is just as imprisoned within itself as it within society. The various cults of self-expression, from Romanticism to the intoxicant heydays of the post-war era, have been predicated on a naive subjectivism that imagines that consciousness can cut its bonds to functionality simply by ignoring them, or by reinterpreting its captivity as freedom. Its own relation to the sensual world, however, is not one of imperiously passing in review all that earth has to offer, as one moves from one masterpiece to the next in the art museum, but is a mutually binding relation in which the self is no more and no less than another of the objects, conditioned by the historical layers of meaning deposited in them, reified by the sterile functionality to which the exchange principle has reduced them. The sensual objects are shot through to the core with temporality, which sensualism can no more elide than the apostles of hallucinogenic creativity could stay high on their choice of intoxicant. Sensory consciousness cannot open an escape-hatch out of reality, for the reason that it is this reality in itself, variously interpreted. Standing on the shore with the open sea stretching calmly before it towards the imagined horizon it thinks it sees an emblem of the inscrutable future. It imagines it perceives something of its own insignificance in the contemplation of the pitch-dark heavens and the multitude of other worlds. What it sees is its immersion in its own subjectivity, for which the same boundless ocean and the same night sky are not the elemental timeless objectivities to which it opens itself, thereby setting itself free, but the petrified reflections of its own situatedness in social and cultural time. The solitude to which sensualism has always found itself attracted, and for which it was accused of solipsism by both rationalised society and the apostles of its overthrow, is itself historically mediated in its innermost being. Solitude fancies itself to be a state of pure isolation, not recognising that it can only ever be an apartness from something, which something characterises it down to its nerve-endings. The getting away from it all that travel agents promise is only fulfillable if the travellers hold before them the ‘it all’ that they have escaped from, as was indicated by those picture-postcards that, in gloating to the recipients back home how he had banished all thought of work, only announced that it was still uppermost in the sender’s mind. Solitary sensuality deceives itself that what it most wants is to be mentally removed, by physical means, from the bad immediate, whereas what would truly delight everyone the world over would be to be reconciled to the good immediate through true proximity.


Each new day dawns, as does each successive epoch in conventional historiography, with the possibility that it might provide the awakening subject with the freedom to do something, to become something other, and closes just as surely with the chill comfort that it has at least spared him from something, that he is at least still alive. The grim circularity of which conventional linear time is invisibly comprised cheats him of the possibility that the straight road ahead might just branch off into interesting detours, entrapping him instead within a temporal going round in circles, a humourless parody of the cyclical time of the ancients, when the seasonal cycle precisely held out the hope implicit in everything beginning again, renewed. Instead, the course of history declines such an accommodation, which it would only yield under the utopian conditions in which historical time, the time of successive disasters, was arrested by having a materialist spanner thrown into its works, an insight of Walter Benjamin’s theses on history. ‘A historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come to a stop.’23
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