



[image: ]









[image: ]









First published by Zero Books, 2015


Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,


Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK


office1@jhpbooks.net


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


www.zero-books.net


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Maurizio Ferraris 2014


ISBN: 978 1 78279 856 9


Library of Congress Control Number: 2015932894


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Maurizio Ferraris as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Lee Nash


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY, UK




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.











Prologue


Strong, independent, stubborn: that’s the world of objects surrounding us (but also of the subjects we interact with). We cannot change the world (or people, for that matter) at will – that’s why change is so hard to achieve. Yet, this world does not just say no – it doesn’t merely resist us as if to say, “here I am, I’m here.” With the same gesture with which it resists us, it also gives us access to the greatest and only positivity at our disposal: that is, the background (far from amorphous, but rather rich and structured) from which sensations, imagination, thinking, memory, expectation, fear and hope arise. Indeed, from its very negativity this world unfolds all possibilities, in accordance with Hamlet’s saying that there are more things between heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophies. In what follows, I will reflect on six words: Invite, Resistance, Objects, Realism, Fiction and Possibility. In doing so I will try to outline – in a very preliminary way – the characters of this positivity which we all rely on and yet do not think about (to the point that it seems to be forgotten by philosophy, which seems to care very much about thought, but very little about the world).


My starting point, in a nutshell, is a thought experiment. Let’s adopt Husserl’s epoché and suspend for a moment Kant’s Copernican revolution, to follow – as far as possible – a hypothesis: the coexistence and interaction of different beings in the world depend primarily on the properties of the latter, and not on the conceptual schemes of the ‘I think’, (which, in Kant’s perspective, seems charged with hyperbolic responsibility). In short, if we want a Copernican revolution, let’s do it for real. So, instead of placing Man at the centre of the universe like Kant did, let’s turn him/her into a secondary spectator of a world that is much greater and older than s/he is.


Awakening from the transcendentalist slumber does not mean embracing naive realism (which identifies experience with reality), or a metaphysical realism, which views the mind as the mirror of nature. It is, instead, a deconstructive gesture: if deconstruction is the ability to challenge the doxa, prejudice and lazy reason, then – after two centuries dominated by the refrain that language, history and concepts shape the world – it comes to doing the opposite. Of course we should acknowledge that this autonomy (and often antinomy) between the world and our perceptual apparatuses takes the form of negativity and resistance, as if it were an obstacle. But we should not forget that the world can also accommodate us, offering support, invites and resources. Above all, though, we should be aware that anyway, both in impeding us and in accommodating us, the world is given as positivity, as wealth, as an offer of objects that are much finer-grained than the concepts with which we try to demarcate them.


By “positivity” I simply mean this: the world, as Kant rightly noted, can only be thought of as a regulating idea containing the totality of all beings. Yet, we will never be able to directly experience the world, as it is too big an object for this to be possible. This element, however, suggests an initial positivity of which Kant does not seem to have thought: the fact that, despite overwhelming our conceptual schemes and perceptual apparatuses, the world does give itself is clear evidence of the fact that our schemes and concepts have no constitutive relation to the world – if anything, their value is only cognitive. In short, the scope of our concepts and perception is epistemological, not ontological. After all, this is a very common experience: we are born (“we come into the world”) in a world that has pre-existed us from time immemorial, and we die with the awareness that this world is destined to exist for a very long time after us. Here we encounter the sense of a second positivity: being is, there are things in the world, and this is a character of objects, not subjects (contrary to what was posited by many philosophers in the last few centuries).


One might object – we shall see it later – that philosophy has never denied the existence of a world ‘out there’, and this is largely true. Indeed, some philosophers have done worse. They have pictured a world with no form, qualities or properties – a sort of cookie dough for subjects able to give it shape, meaning and use. Now, if the subject (that at best is well aware of being inept, limited, stupid and poor of imagination, memory and culture) is capable of such a thing, it is because the forms, meanings and uses are mostly already in the world, just waiting to be summoned by a human or an animal. This is the third positivity of the real, which Putnam refers to when he claims that meaning is not in the mind but in the world.1 The water of Twin Earth imagined in his thought experiment, with a chemical composition XYZ, is not water, even though the natives believe that it is.


In the following pages I would like to transfer this account from epistemology to ontology: if given that the properties of the two waters, regardless of their chemical composition, are equal, then there is an even stronger sense in which the meaning is in the world. Both H2O and XYZ invite one to drink and bathe, suggesting a direction of use, both for humans (that at one point, thanks to epistemology, will discover that the two liquids are not the same) and for non-human beings (who probably will never know). And this doesn’t only apply to physical experiences: the way in which moral value or non-value, or beauty come forward is clearly the sign of something that comes from outside, surprising us and affecting us. The world can affect us because, in fact, it lies on the outside of us – otherwise, it would be just imagination. But let’s come to the keywords.


The first is invite. The world manifests a direction of use, a sense of flow, calls us, gives us possibilities and positivities, and gives us something that is given, not merely thought of. After all, this is the other side of pragmatism, which had the merit of insisting that our relationship with the world is not only cognitive, but involves an action on the part of the subject. The latter, in turn, does not merely contemplate the world, but uses resources, seeks solutions, transforms situations. The fact that this action is possible depends on reality, which calls for us – let’s not forget that the Italian word for thing, “cosa”, derives from the Latin “causa”, but the Greek word for it is “πράγµα”, from which derive “praxis”, “pragmatics” and “pragmatism”. It might be banal, but this banality is rich and profound: a handle invites one to handle it, and this propriety is not in the subject but in the object. It is hard not to recognize a face in a house with two windows and a door in the middle (it’s the same reason why we speak of bottle neck and table leg) – after all, it’s a façade. We might not want it, we might not think of it, but that’s how it is: the world’s invite is stronger than us, because the initiative lies in the object, which is not a docile amorphous bundle, but a concentration of qualities, quantities, forms, properties and mostly possibilities.


This leads me to the second word: resistance. The possibilities and positivities of the world do not depend on the power of the subject, let alone on thought. On the contrary, they depend on the fact that the world is recalcitrant to our will and exerts a friction against it. But, once again, there is a point that cannot be neglected: this resistance, which is subjectively perceived as negativity (the world does not correspond to our expectations), is in fact the largest source of positivity, i.e. what distinguishes reality from imagination. In fact, the first manifestation of existence is resistance, the grumpy incorrigibility of reality, which manifests itself primarily, but not exclusively, in sensible experience. If things are in this way, the first principle on which to build our philosophy, as well as our relationship with the world, is not “ego cogito, ego sum”, but “it exists, therefore, it resists”. Because, after all, even the cogito manifests its existence through a resistance: if it can serve as proof of existence it is precisely because it appears to itself as given, as something that we encounter in our psychic experience and that we cannot change at will.


The third word, object – or rather, objects, since the sphere of objectivity is constitutively plural – requires a few more lines. For positivity to come forward, it is necessary that the invite come from a real object. This applies not only to natural objects, but also to social objects, ideal objects, artefacts, feelings and events. Obviously, when a physicist investigates the properties of matter, s/he is examining matter, and not her own mind; in the same way, a mathematician struggling with a theorem is not undergoing a session of self-consciousness.


Besides, the fact that social objects – like the law or economy – are independent of human beings does not entail that they are not mysterious. If we move from the generic abstraction ‘Man’ to the multitude of human beings, and especially to the vast number of social objects (and now also of electronic devices) that they incessantly produce, we will see how little truth lies in Vico’s saying that society is transparent because it is the product of Man. The surprises that many documents hold for us, the power they wield on the subject even beyond the intentions of the latter, the possibility – immanent in every form of writing – of initiating automatic processes beyond the control of those who created them are all evidence of the unpredictability of objects, even when they depend on the social world for their genesis (in the case of artefacts) and existence (in that of social objects).


The fourth word is realism – or rather, once again, the plural noun realisms, because theories are objects too. Not only are there many realisms (and new realisms), but every one of us can be a realist regarding some objects and an antirealist regarding other ones – indeed, placing tales, laws and therapies on the same level doesn’t seem like a good strategy. From the perspective I’m defending, in particular, realism regarding social objects is weaker than that regarding natural objects or concrete artefacts. In fact, my view acknowledges that social objects need subjects not only for their genesis but also for their persistence: if mankind ceased to exist mountains would stay the same, but taxes, holy days and ambassadors would disappear. Not all realists share this view: suffice it to think of a speculative realist like Graham Harman and another “new realist” like Markus Gabriel (on whom I shall come back later). For them, everything – from physical to social objects – exist in the same way. This is yet another sign that realism is an open field, a sphere of positivity – that is, the opposite of unified thought.


The fifth word is fiction: the invite of the real permeates fiction as well. This, in my view, is the crucial side of the relationship between fiction and reality, much more than the point everyone usually insists on – that is, that reality is full of fiction or even that, either just in this day and age or since the dawn of time, the two notions are indistinguishable. Now let’s suspend for a while the discourse on the aestheticization of the world and on fiction taking over reality, and let’s ask ourselves a simple question: what writer could have foreseen the Thirty Years’ War, Talleyrand’s political career, Kutuzov’s strategy or the invention of the World Wide Web? Once again, meaning lies in the world, not in the subjects. Of course, we also have to deal with the subjects involved in these historical events, but Kutuzov’s strategy was nevertheless the outcome of a number of circumstances, properties, objects and subjects in the world that Tolstoy’s mind would never have been able to imagine. After all, even studies on psychosis show that delirious ideations, according to patients themselves, are simply constituted by the re-composition of fragments of reality: things seen, lived, perceived are reduced to fragments and then restructured. In the end, this is exactly what Lacan claimed when he said that hallucinations are pure real, non-compromised by the symbolic order2: in other words, the real has its autonomous structure long before the subject comes in.


It should come as no surprise then that the last word should be possibility. What do possibilities derive from, if not from the contact with the real? Kant had already understood this. In his view, Leibnizians wonder whether the sphere of possibility is larger than reality and answer that yes, it has to be, because reality requires a further determination – existence. According to Kant, they are wrong because only the real exists. This may seem not to be much, or obvious, but it’s far from being so. Precisely because only the real exists, every moment of our life is crossed by possibility and by the imagination representing it to us. This resource accompanies us for all our life and never leaves us. Those who have seen others pass away ensure that while agonizing, if the dying person speaks, she refers to real things, objects and actions: laundry to do, flowers to water, wheels to change. Or roosters to return, as in the case of Socrates, whose last words – that Nietzsche considers “ridiculous and terrible” – were “O Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius. Do pay it. Don’t forget.”3
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