



[image: ]









[image: ]









First published by Zero Books, 2016


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: Grant Hamilton 2015


ISBN: 978 1 78535 324 6


Library of Congress Control Number: 2016931752


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 Grant Hamilton 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.












For M.H.4








Introduction
Speculative Realism and Correlationism


This book arises from a very simple question – what would a speculative-realist literary criticism look like? I had stumbled across speculative realism in a rather curious way. I had been reading into the ecological crisis and the relationship it had with a rapacious capitalism. George Monbiot’s Feral (2014) led me to Naomi Klein’s This Changes Everything (2014), which in turn encouraged me to revisit the work of Cheryll Glotfelty in an attempt to bring these environmental and political issues back to my own area of research – literary studies. While talking through this material with a colleague over lunch, he suddenly asked whether my reading had also included Timothy Morton’s Hyperobjects (2013). I admitted it had not. Without looking, he delved into his bag to retrieve a copy of Morton’s book. “Read this,” he said, pushing the book towards me across the lunch table. “It shifts ecocriticism into genuinely new territories.” He picked up his fork and continued eating. It took less than a day to read Morton’s book, and by the time I had finished it I had been overwhelmed by a dramatically new way of thinking about the world – a way of thinking that has emerged from what is today known as speculative realism.


After reading Morton’s book, I endeavored to read backwards (as it were) into the key texts of speculative realism so that I could understand better the philosophical moorings of Hyperobjects. Since nearly every book on the subject began with a reprise of the movement’s genesis, I learned rather quickly that speculative realism had come into being some seven years before my encounter with Morton’s book. On Friday 27 April, 2007, Goldsmiths College in London held a one-day workshop dedicated to showcasing and discussing the merits of what was described in the abstract of the event as “a variety of research programs committed to upholding the autonomy of reality.” The workshop was titled “Speculative Realism,” and in this moment a new movement was born.


Or, it would have been if not for what one of the speakers called “a ferocious disagreement” amongst the participants (Harman 2011b, 171). Although those gathered maintained some kind of belief in a material reality that existed in its own right beyond the human mind, none could agree about either the significance of such an observation or how one might even talk of such a world. For some of the participants, the human was not and could never be in a position to know the world as it is. The human/world relationship, they argued, was always mediated through something – be that through language, thought, perception, or something else. Other participants championed the idea that the world did indeed give itself up to the enquiring mind under certain circumstances, one example being the rule of mathematics. Even those who initially seemed to agree with each other eventually discovered over the course of the day that they had radically different readings of the same philosophical works that took their ideas in fundamentally different directions. As such, those who led the workshop – Iain Hamilton Grant, Ray Brassier, Quentin Meillassoux, and Graham Harman – demonstrated perfectly well that a shared commitment to the “autonomy of reality” was not enough to sustain an entire philosophical movement. At its very inception, speculative realism had seemingly exploded into a vast number of splinter cells that ultimately bore little similarity to one another.


But still there was a kernel of something, a shared interest in addition to the defense of some version of realism, which brought together the work of these warring factions. And that kernel was correlationism. Correlationism arrived via the pen of Quentin Meillassoux as a means of describing what he thought of as the single most important idea of contemporary continental philosophy – the idea that we literally cannot think of the world as independent from the human mind that perceives it. For Meillassoux, this correlation between mind and world had dominated continental philosophy to such an extent that the task of nigh-on every philosopher since Descartes had simply been to map in one way or another the essential relationship between thought and being. However, the expense of doing so was profound. As Meillassoux makes clear in his introduction of the term here, correlationism loses a whole world of things:




Correlationism takes many forms, but particularly those of transcendental philosophy, the varieties of phenomenology, and post-modernism. But although these currents are all extraordinarily varied in themselves, they all share, according to me, a more or less explicit decision: that there are no objects, no events, no laws, no beings which are not always-already correlated with a point of view, with a subjective access. (qtd. in Gratton 2014, 14)





In other words, correlationism describes a way of thinking about a world of things that exists only to the extent to which it exists “for us.” So, a tree, the world, the universe exists only when it becomes thinkable – which is the same as saying that everything we have yet to discover (for example an alien life-form on another planet) does not (yet) exist. Put another way, “correlationism consists in disqualifying the claim that it is possible to consider the realms of subjectivity and objectivity independently of one another” (Meillassoux 2009, 5). Importantly, it is when this disqualification is put in place that the world of things “out there” is irretrievably lost to us, “the thinking subject.” If one accepts the disqualification then the only questions that philosophy is left to contemplate are not those concerned with reality-in-itself but rather those about “how we come to know the world, or the ideas we form about it, or the relationships among these ideas, or the cultural and linguistic features that block us from reality as it is” (Gratton 2014, 5). And for Meillassoux, this is exactly what contemporary continental philosophy has become – a philosophy of the subject, for it accepted many years ago the disqualification that put an end to the objectivity of objects.


That being said, one should not mistake correlationism for an unwieldy blunt hammer brought to bear on thinking about the world. As Meillassoux makes clear, as a style of thought correlationism presents in a number of different ways – from a subtle instantiation, which Meillassoux regards as a “weak” form of correlationism, to a rather less refined, and for that more obvious, “strong” variety.


From the beginning, the weakest strain of correlationism concedes that an external reality not only exists but that we can also think it. However, it does so only to then deny the claim that because we can think or theorize a mind-independent reality we can therefore go on to know the world around us. According to correlationist thought, we cannot. The world as it is – its essential nature or character – is inaccessible to us. And it is so precisely because we are human! This startling claim is one inherited from Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-century German philosopher who carved the world into the noumenal (the world “as it is”) and the phenomenal (the world “as it appears to be”) and in so doing forever barred the human from making direct contact with the objects of the world. One of the most striking observations in Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781) – a text that most practicing philosophers in the West consider to be the foundational text of contemporary philosophy – is that this kind of knowledge of the world is only and always a function of the way in which the human mind structures its experience. For this reason, Kant concluded that the best examination of the world is one that recognizes this fact and therefore interrogates the world through the way in which it presents itself to us. In other words, the fact that we are humans interrogating the world means that we are best served by considering the realm of the phenomenal – of impressions and experience. Outside of this, Kant maintains, the human can know nothing with authority.


If this seems like a radical conclusion to draw, know that it is a conclusion that Kant tempers from the far more radical account of perception given by the earlier Anglo-Irish philosopher George Berkeley. Indeed, it is Berkeley who perhaps best represents the species of “strong correlationism” that Meillassoux discusses. Of course, Berkeley is noted today for his ideas on subjective idealism, which is the belief that reality is completely dependent upon the minds of those who perceive it. For Berkeley, a world of mind-independent objects is a fallacy that the mind creates for itself. If the world could be said to exist at all then it could only do so as a product of a mind that perceives it. Perhaps the phrase that captures most accurately the character of Berkeley’s bold sense of things is one that Berkeley himself offered in his Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710) – the beautiful English/Latin hybrid assertion of esse is percipi, which simply means, “to be is to be perceived.”


Yet, regardless of whether one talks in terms of a weak or strong correlationism, the point that Meillassoux wishes us to take away here is that correlationist thought in its various guises has dominated the discipline of what we might think of as contemporary philosophy. It has done so by demanding that the philosopher not only take notice of the mind regarding itself in relation to questions concerning metaphysics but that the philosopher also places that same self-regarding mind at the very center of every consideration of the world. Nothing evidences the point more directly than René Descartes’s infamous dictum, “I think therefore I am” (1637). Commonly known to even the non-philosopher, Descartes’s assertion emerges solely from a mind regarding itself and as such can be parsed in this simple way: “I am here because of my mind” (actually because of my ability to doubt my existence) and, by extension, “the world is here because I can think it.” Kant’s account of reality is, I think it is fair to say, more rich and nuanced than Descartes’s, and Berkeley’s more aggressively driven by the Ideal. But even so, these giants of philosophy – Kant, Berkeley, and Descartes – all ultimately describe a world that is only understandable through the mediation, in one way or another, of the human mind.


It is then this observation that the four speakers at Goldsmiths College took issue with in their own philosophies.1 Iain Hamilton Grant saw the proper response to correlationism necessitate a return to the work of the nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Schelling in order to think again about “Nature.” In a heady mix of prius (Schelling’s absolute prior to substances), non-vitalism, and Idealism, which leads to the observation that nature is a “demonstration of the constancy of production, of power always at work, always intrinsic to the formative process” (Grant 2011, 45), Grant speculates on the character of the unknowable productivity of nature in an attempt to understand from where both subjects and objects arise.


Ray Brassier, on the other hand, responded to correlationism by swimming entirely different philosophical waters. For Brassier, correlationism raises fundamental questions about the constitution of the “I” that surveys the world. Indeed, in his book Nihil Unbound (2007), Brassier reveals it to be, along with a philosophy that he sees as in thrall to the various characters of the subject, nothing more than the “pathetic twinge of human self-esteem” (2007, xi). It is a robust assertion that ultimately takes his philosophy down a line of thought that leads towards a nihilism that he sees as:




the unavoidable corollary of the realist conviction that there is a mind-independent reality, which, despite the presumptions of human narcissism, is indifferent to our existence and oblivious to the “values” and “meanings” which we would drape over it in order to make it more hospitable. (2007, xi)





Meillassoux makes a similar observation about the significance of the surveying subject but refuses to follow Brassier into a discussion of nihilism. “The world can do without humanity” (2009, 136), Meillassoux asserts, but not because of an inescapable Brasserian trajectory towards “The End.” Rather, the world can do without us because it has already done without humanity for such a long time. Indeed, for Meillassoux science has shown without question that time (and space) existed long before any of us were cognizant of it, and that means that we must acknowledge the “Great Outdoors” as something that is not simply a correlate of human thought. The world we experience, Meillassoux claims, is a material reality that prefigures not only Kant’s categories of thought but every form of correlationism. For sure, it is a material reality that looks very strange to us – it is what Meillassoux describes as the condition of possibility for every subject and object of the world, and that means it is also the space of radical contingency or uncertainty – but it is a material reality, Meillassoux argues, that we can get to know. Through mathematics, our world presents itself as a plenum of pure chaos, a world in which what is ultimately real is the “hyper-chaos” of a never-ending game of probability.


But if what is ultimately real is pure chaos, then what of all the non-chaotic discrete forms that we see in the world? Such is the question posed by the American philosopher Graham Harman. For Harman, Meillassoux’s discussion of chaos avoids the very things that we encounter in the world on a daily basis. So, he sets about writing an object-oriented philosophy – which is to say, a philosophy that recognizes and respects the objects of the world as things-in-themselves. Like Kant, Harman writes that although we can regard a mind-independent world of objects, we can never fully know this world. Objects remain forever beyond our grasp not because of a failure in our ability to engineer a satisfactory way to interrogate the world, but rather because the relationship itself that emerges between us and a world of objects simply cannot fully translate an object under enquiry. That is to say, we can pick up a stone, turn it over in our hands, consider its texture, smell it, taste it even, but as far as Harman is concerned these moments of interrogation will never reveal the essential quality of the stone. The stone will always be this set of sense impressions and (much) more.


And it is with this observation that one can begin to understand the significant way in which Harman’s view of the world departs from that of Kant. While our inability to access the essential quality of the stone (that is, the noumenal aspect of the stone) makes Kant put the human first in every consideration of the world, for Harman such inaccessibility is experienced by every object in every encounter that it has with every other object. That is to say, just like the human who cannot fully apprehend the essence of the stone by experiencing it, neither can the rain as it falls upon the stone, the fly which rests upon it, nor the ground upon which it sits. None of these encounters exhausts the essence of the stone. And for this reason, Harman thinks of the human relationship with the world as functionally unremarkable. In other words, unlike Kant, Harman refuses the idea that the human/world relation is privileged over any other relation between objects. His conclusion is that the human/stone relation is of exactly the same order as the rain/stone relation, the fly/stone relation, the ground/stone relation, and so on and so forth.


It is then the sheer diversity of directions presented in the work of these writers (and others) who have reacted to the reign of correlationism in contemporary continental philosophy that means we should take seriously Harman’s passing comment that “all it takes to be a speculative realist is to be opposed to correlationism” (2013, 5). Indeed, it seems clear that membership of this group cannot be based on anything more substantial than this rather casual observation. While this surely means that the term itself is a little too broad to be useful within the domain of philosophy proper, nonetheless I think it invokes enough intellectual curiosity and intrigue to still be useful to the non-philosopher. That is to say, my sense is that the way in which speculative realism highlights an on-going concern with a mind-independent reality and the imposition of correlationism as a critical horizon to be conscious of and perhaps to transgress, means that speculative realism as an idea or concept carries enough weight to make it valuable to disciplines outside of philosophy. To me, it is no surprise that as I sit down to write this book, speculative realism has already made itself felt in such diverse fields of study as the fine arts, architecture, and medieval studies. My wager is that it will have a similar impact in the field of literary studies, given time. As such, Timothy Morton’s Hyperobjects, a book that has already injected some new thought and vocabulary into the field of ecocriticism, can be seen as metonymic of a wider revisionary agenda. In literary studies, it may herald the beginning of a genuinely new way of thinking about and reading literature, one that is enlivened by a confrontation with correlationism.


This book then is an attempt to plot the coordinates by which speculative realism might make itself felt in the study of literature. But, as our previous observation on the diversity of writing brought together under the mantle of speculative realism might suggest, we cannot begin until we have announced which species of speculative realism has our full attention. For me, the object-oriented approach of writers such as Graham Harman, Timothy Morton, and Levi Bryant raises interesting questions for the study of literature in a way that the other variants of speculative realism do not – what, for example, should the literary critic do with Brassier’s strain of nihilism? It is therefore Harman’s breed of speculative realism that I will follow in this book. As such, the reader should be aware that when I write of “speculative realism” here, unless otherwise stated, I am referring to a narrowed sense of the term that speaks only to object-oriented philosophy.


Because of this conscious turn to Graham Harman’s work, I think it is fair to say that on the whole we will be taking something of a Kantian view of things here – that is, the world for us is divided between an unknowable essential reality (the noumenal) and an aesthetic realm which is the only reality to which we have access (the phenomenal). However, with that being said, we will take our lead from those moments of divergence from such Kantian thought that have come to characterize object-oriented philosophy. We do so because such moments of divergence, at least as I see it, inaugurate a radical challenge to both the architecture and act of literary criticism. Put simply, if one is to take seriously the claims of speculative realism then not only the way in which we think about literature but also the way in which we write about literature must be radically altered. In other words, if the literary critic is to remain faithful to the basic tenets of speculative realism then we must “do” literature in a fundamentally different way to that practiced in English departments up and down the land. This book offers a glimpse of what such a radically revised literary criticism might look like.


To this end, we begin in chapter one by considering the place of meaning in a world where things exist outside of and independent to the human mind. The question of meaning and where it is to be found in relation to the literary text has been something that has occupied the minds of literary scholars for generations. Speculative realism offers us yet another way to conceptualize the locale of meaning in literature, and in so doing it encourages us to reconsider the significance of the act of speculation. What is speculation, we must ask, and what is it that speculative realism speculates on?


The second chapter begins our conversation between philosophy and literature in an explicit way. The world of objects invigorated through speculative realism seems to lead us towards a particular kind of literature – that of French Symbolism. At first glance, writers such as Baudelaire and Mallarmé seemed to imagine the world in very similar terms to those outlined by today’s object-oriented philosophers. But is this literature as good a fit with speculative realism as it first appears?


Chapter three transitions from the study of literature proper to a discussion of literary theory. Our concern here is explaining why a literary criticism that is informed by object-oriented philosophy cannot be the same kind of criticism as that written by those in the twentieth-century. Even though thinking of the literary text as an object in its own right might suggest certain alliances with previous styles of criticism, it is clear that something new is required in order to remain faithful to the basic tenets of speculative realism.


In extending the critique of the previous chapter, chapter four goes on to posit the literary text as a failing machine. Here the main influences are from the recent work of Levi Bryant, who charts a machine-oriented ontology, the writings of the hugely important French philosopher Gilles Deleuze, and an idea of “literariness” that emerged from the work of a group of literary and cultural critics who practiced their art in the early decades of the twentieth century.


Chapter five responds to the fact that a reconsideration of the literary text as a (failing) machine demands a similar reconsideration of the reader as machine. And with this observation, a machine-oriented ontology emerges that makes clear that what arises from the encounter between the machinic reader and the literary text/machine is a new machine, a new machinic assemblage that we should call the reading machine. It is the character and capacity of this reading machine that this chapter explores.


The sixth chapter reflects on the discussions that we have held in the previous chapters and in so doing introduces some of the first steps that others have made in defining the shape of this new literary criticism informed by the concerns of speculative realism. However, it is by critiquing these first steps that this chapter looks to chart its own program by which the literary critic can conduct a criticism that is sympathetic to the tenets of an object-oriented philosophy. That is to say, it is here that I outline what I think a speculative-realist literary criticism might look like.


The last chapter offers some closing thoughts on the relationship between speculative realism and literature.


The test of any new literary theory or style of criticism is what it empowers critics to see or do that has not already been seen or done. The question for us, then, is what kind of motivation is put in place or what new spaces of enquiry and critique are opened up by a literary criticism that is faithful to the concerns of speculative realism? We begin our exploration of this question by thinking about meaning in the literary text and the act of speculation.





1



Speculating on a World of Meaning




What does it profit a philosopher if he gains knowledge but loses the whole world? In the course of the last two centuries of philosophy […] we have indeed lost the world, and it is a world most badly lost. (Braver 2013, 11)





As far as the philosopher is concerned, we start our exploration of the implications of speculative realism on the study of literature from a rather controversial position. We start from the idea that the world around us is real; that it is not an effect of human perception or cognition but that it exists independently of our ability to comprehend it. It is a controversial position not only because it goes against nearly everything that has been written in continental philosophy over the last two centuries, but because it is a position that most informed writers claim inevitably leads back to a regressive, naive account of the Real.


But how naive is this sense of the Real? The answer to such a question seems to rest on the kind of claims that one is willing to make about the world – can I know the world? Do I have unrestricted access to the essential being of everyday objects? Given enough time, can I know what everything is? For the contemporary philosopher, naivety seems to present itself at the very moment that the human is figured outside of an account of the world. Why? Because the world, it is argued, can only be understood as “our world.” To think otherwise is, as the Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek writes, pure fantasy.




This is the fundamental subjective position of fantasy: to be reduced to a gaze observing the world in the condition of the subject’s non-existence […] “The world without us” is thus fantasy at its purest: witnessing the Earth itself regaining its precastrated sense of innocence. (qtd. in Gratton 2014, 52)



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
The World of
Failing Machines

Speculative Realism and Literature

Grant Hamilton

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
ero

GRANT HAMILTON

SPECULATIVE REALISM
AND LITERATURE






OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


