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On the Purpose of this Book: 
Meditations, Reflections and Imperfection




Now that I have finished examining the judgements of others, I return to the same questions of God and the human mind and to the beginnings of the whole of the First Philosophy, but without waiting for popular approval or wide readership. Indeed, I would not encourage anyone to read these pages unless they are willing and able to meditate with me seriously and to detach their minds from the senses and simultaneously from all prejudices, and I know that there are few such readers. As for those who do not bother to understand the order and interconnection of my arguments but try to snipe at individual sentences, as they usually do, they will derive little benefit from reading this book. They may find an opportunity to cavil in many places, but they will not easily raise any objection that is significant or deserves a response.


—René Descartes (Meditations, 1641)





This book consists of a series of meditations and reflections which, taken together, constitute a philosophical discussion in the form of an assemblage. As such, the purpose of this book is not to ‘formulate’ or ‘construct’ a perfect theory, but rather to open up new avenues of discussion on long-held philosophical beliefs that, in some quarters, have come to be considered axiomatic in nature 1. And for a long time, it has burdened me that such meditations and reflections may be misconstrued, taken as presented as fact, when their purpose is quite the opposite. They are presented here to be meditated and reflected upon, and not regurgitated as special knowledge of any kind.


And in order to ensure that the content of this book is taken up in meditation, I have made every effort to write these meditations and reflections so that they resonate with the reader first, even before the reader comes to a full understanding of the concepts that are introduced and discussed in this book. It is in this initial resonance that I have put my faith, so to speak, to serve as a catalyst for deeper enquiry on the part of the reader. This is not a prescriptive work; it is a work designed to open up trajectories for new understandings and insights to emerge. It is intended to resonate with the reader, so that the reader is disturbed or displaced, and that the reader can thereby be led to formulate questions that they themselves pursue.


And to be sure, it cannot be guaranteed that the content of this book will resonate with all those who read it. Such an objective is patently impossible to achieve, even if it is an admirable one. All that can be guaranteed is that the reader will surely encounter new knowledge and new understanding by engaging with the content of this book if he or she is able to suspend their preconceptions as they would for a song, or a poem, and dive into it with curiosity, interest, sense and emotion.


No perfect knowledge is presented here. It is imperfect as we are, as we observe ourselves in an imaginary mirror; which reflects us at the world, and the world back at us. It makes no pretence of being an academic piece of work, nor does it attempt to provide clear answers. It delivers new knowledge, but more importantly; opens up pathways to new knowledge. All knowledge presented in this book is merely put forward for this purpose, and this purpose alone.


And so for readers who are concerned with grand theories, they might find little use in this book. The content of this book is for those who suspect, deep within themselves, that there is a fundamental irreducibility to reality that we can never dispel, despite our best efforts. It is for those whose intuition indicates that reality is lost, reduced, by being abstracted. This, at least, will ensure that there exists cause for resonance to occur within the reader; that there is fertile ground—so to speak—for these seeds to germinate, grow and flourish. And as each tree and plant grows uniquely, it is to be expected that the content of this book will be taken up in different ways. I do not seek to limit the extent of the exploration of the concepts and ideas communicated in this book. Rather, I seek to set them free upon the world, and into other minds, so that they may take whatever form suits them and the purpose to which they are deployed.







 






We lived many lives in those whirling campaigns, never sparing ourselves: yet when we achieved and the new world dawned, the old men came out again and took our victory to re-make in the likeness of the former world they knew. Youth could win, but had not learned to keep: and was pitiably weak against age. We stammered that we had worked for a new heaven and a new earth. And they thanked us kindly and made their peace.


—T.E. Lawrence (Seven Pillars of Wisdom, 1936)













Preface to Part I: 
A Homage to the Muddlers


So I finally turned 40 years old last week. I feel as though some kind of equilibrium has been reached, and that it demands my attention. I have now been free for 20 years. I am finally free for as long as I lived under Apartheid. Something about that seems magical to me, and begs reflection. What is left of my wounds? What is left of my memories? Perhaps more than I would care to admit readily. Now, more than ever, I am undecidable; a duality. There is no binary to the oppressive and the free periods of my life. It is all a mix.


And this mix is something I have become increasingly aware of over time, but which I am now acutely aware of. It is as though there is a constant noise in me, permeating my heart and mind without pause, lulling only when there is clarity, a signal that I can focus on to escape the noise. I have tried to escape it, but no amount of alcohol, drugs or food can dampen it out completely. It is now a part of me. I doubt I will ever escape it; perhaps it persists beyond death. At its core, it seems in every way like the cosmic background radiation of the universe; a product of the beginning, and at the same time a dynamic imprint that connects me to everything.


Yet it is also without us, and contingent on the dynamics of environment. Now, more than ever, do I understand the multiple; as it is within us, so is it without us. We have more than just a physical membership to the multiple. We make the world multiple, because we are multiple within. Penetrating the noise like a deep-sea diver; or dampening the noise through employing filters and lenses to sift through it, does not undo the multiple. It is resolutely with us precisely because it resides within us and frames everything we observe and experience.


And thus, my enslavement and my freedom intertwine. They cannot separate from each other, rendering me undecidable, and none more so than in my current disposition; half and half. Two pasts vying for me with equal conviction, and constituting me as multiple. Why this obscurity you may ask? Why this obfuscation? Well, that is the purpose of this book. It is to expose the multiple within and without us, and particularly its continuity, its inseparability. The undecidable is explicable, even if it remains undecidable, and there is power, merit and value in this casting of it. Lazarus—that is, the ‘everyman’ of modernity who is caught between life and death, sleep and awakening—is the agent through which I explore and reveal this duality, and South Africa serves as the temporal venue for this exploration. Its spatiality is not emphasised, but rather its temporality, as this allows for greater abstraction of this exploration, and its application to a broader, more global set of challenges that we face as humanity. This is not to suggest that spatiality is irrelevant to the multiple, but rather, to limit this inquiry and focus its relevance more keenly on the historical, the present and the future.


And while Lazarus is the agent of exploration, the ‘multiple’ serves as the ‘filter’ or ‘lens’ of analysis. I have chosen it because only through the multiple can we approach complexity and assemblage without drastically affecting it, transforming it from what it is, into a reduced form that enables only partial analysis. And thus, ironically, the apparent obscurity and obfuscation of this approach, in reality, attempts to preserve, as far as possible, the mix that resists reduction, and indeed loses itself in reduction, becoming abstraction instead when reduced to its elements.










Part I


Meditations on Time, 
Memory and Existence









Chapter 1


Multiplicity: Many Voices: Past & Present




Never have I felt as strongly as today that I was devoid of secret dimensions, limited to my body, to the airy thoughts which float up from it like bubbles. I build my memories with my present. I am rejected, abandoned in the present. I try in vain to join the past: I cannot escape from myself.


—Jean-Paul Sartre (Nausea, 1965)





No-one can reverse the past. It cannot be reclaimed, yet it is in the present, with us. It is distributed throughout the multiplicitous sea that constitutes the present—in us, between us, and outside of us—but it takes no absolute form. Its distribution across time, space and people gives it the power to emerge in different ways, depending on the context that governs its emergence. Its traces emerge from the seas within and without us, elusively roping into and out of the interactions we have. In this way it is constantly being rewritten and will always continue to be.


We call this history, but by giving it a name we trap it in a bottle in which it is unable to breathe, and preserve a dead, static version of it, and with it a dead static version of ourselves. The question: “whose history, whose past?” allows us to destabilise the lifeless presentation we call ‘history’ because it forces us to confront the distributed nature of the past as it is understood and experienced in the present. The past is not history, and history is not the past. The past is still with us, emerging in different ways as we journey through the present, precisely because it is distributed in all of us.


While history can be rewritten with the vagaries of power and politics, the past is elusive. It retains agency by living within us. It is individual and collective, personal and shared. It is living and breathing with us. It is part of our interactivity and nonlinearity; we cannot be neatly arranged into hierarchies and neither can the past. No hierarchy can hold the past hostage because the past is more than what can be written or recorded. To engage with the past as it exists among us is to engage deeply; to immerse oneself in the sea of the known, the unknown and the yet-to-be known, and to swim in the present; wide-eyed, aware.


Even our personal, individuated pasts are, ironically, not completely known to ourselves. As we age, we become more aware of how the past walks with us; often catching us out where we least expect it. This is where the past emerges. Sometimes it can be understood in terms of the personal history we believe in, which is reinforced when patterns of behaviour that emerge in the present seem to match those that existed in the past. Here, a history—even a personal history—can be useful, but if it becomes a dominant, self-referential narrative it impinges growth, stunts life.


The past—inherent, latent, distributed—comes to life when it emerges between us, in our interactions. Here, it takes on recognisable forms, and becomes a traceable ‘thing’ from the past, a thing that only we can validate and breathe life into. We coax the past into existence in the spaces between us, and the more we reinforce it the more it grows in the present, coming alive like a Frankenstein beast; a zombie, an undecidable2, both dead and alive at the same time. As it grows and strengthens between us, so it consolidates the ties that bind us to each other, and to ourselves.


A self-validated ‘history’ is but a snapshot of this. It is more concerned with the specificity of events and context, and less with the patterns of behaviour that self-replicate across time, ignoring spatiotemporal, personal and interpersonal boundaries to emerge as a many-headed beast; distributed heterogeneously, yet still taking on recognisable forms of behaviour. What is distributed brings about replication and self-similarity at different scales of inquiry and aggregations of analysis. The ‘past’ comes alive and breathes in the present. History, by virtue of its methodological foundations, is ironically ‘stuck’ in the past by virtue of being constituted as written, artifactual, audio or visual records. Understanding ‘history’ as it exists requires our absence—while engaging with the past as it exists requires our presence.


The past is, in this way, present. It is not in the present, yet it is present. Its absence is merely a sinking into the ‘noise’ of multiplicity, where it appears as nothing because it has joined with everything; a void of perfect noise. Its absence—or silence—is merely when it ‘disappears’ into distribution and lies dormant with no context to activate it. In order to know the past, we have to draw it into the present, see it in the present. Cycles of war, conflict, state-abuse, human slavery, genocide and ecological exploitation (“ecocide”) continue unabated, silent only through brief moments in history. We have to acknowledge that it is here with us, so we can recognise how it self-replicates with us.


The present contains everything. It is the continuum of the past and the future. It gives life to both the past and the future—they can only live through the present, and by implication; through us. What do I mean; “through us?” By this I mean that the present is what we experience. As such, it is intimately dependent on observer-subject duality. What may constitute the present at any given moment may be experienced uniquely by different people. While the reality that is co-created at the collective level may—at the global level of behaviour—seem coherent, invariably at the detailed levels of experience we tend to differ.




The multiple as such. Here’s a set undefined by elements or boundaries. Locally, it is not individuated; globally, it is not summed up. So it’s neither a flock, nor a school, nor a heap, nor a swarm, nor a herd, nor a pack. It is not an aggregrate; it is not discrete. It’s a bit viscous perhaps. A lake under the mist, the sea, a white plain, background noise, the murmur of a crowd, time. I have no idea, or am dimly aware, where its individual sites may be. I’ve no notion of its points, very little idea of its bearings. I have only the feeblest conception of its internal interactions, the lengthiness and entanglement of its connections and relations, only the vaguest idea of its environment. It invades the space or it fades out, takes a place, either gives it up or creates it, by its essentially unpredictable movement. Am I immersed in this multiple, am I, or am I not a part of it? Its edge a pseudopod takes me and leaves me. I hear the sound and I lose it, I have only fragmentary information on this multiplicity.


—Michel Serres (Genesis, 1982)





Likewise, the past emerges heterarchically3, bound to the context of its creation in the present, and as it is lived out by people. As the present is translated to history, the same applies—our analysis of history occurs in the present. Even when we make use of ‘artifactual’ information and evidence; it is analysed, brought into life, in the present. The present knows no absolutes, only uniqueness. Multiple patterns of behaviour are distributed throughout the present at different scales and levels of description. It knows no hierarchies; it is unbound by space and time yet distributed across it. Its vast multiplicity—its fullness— subverts and obscures attempts at categorising, ordering and formulating. Its fullness creates room for elusiveness, for variability and undecidability. Fullness creating emptiness; or both co-creating each other; the dance of Natarajah—the dance of reality.


In the present, the past is expressed through many different voices; written, virtual, musical, poetic, verbal and non-verbal; all that gathers in the accumulated humdrum of everyday life. So how do we accommodate this ‘noise’ yet still recognise patterns as they emerge, perhaps early enough to break undesirable patterns or reinforce desirable patterns? How do we engage with the many voices of the past that still shadow us; haunt us? What surprises us, scares us, delights us, or leaves us ambivalent? We all negotiate the terrain of the past both differently and similarly. Our senses come alive to engage with different levels of experience, as do emotions. Whenever we think, talk or act we bring the past alive. The past emerges, indivisible from the present, distributed in all of us, and is primarily recognisable in our interactions.


Can the richness and multiplicity of human society be captured by notions of ‘nationhood’, or does nationhood as a principle restrict human society, and just as religion and Marxist Leninism have been abused, find itself abused as a tool and principle for organisation of society?


The danger in composing dominant historical narratives to unify the nation state is that as it rises to the ‘meta-level’ it robs us of the ability to recognise the past as it emerges in everyday life. Suppressed and unacknowledged it churns and bubbles up in the least expected situations. This is what makes our versions of history vulnerable (and us with it). It is what makes us a human society. As individuals, we journey through various notions of personal identity in a single day (or even a single interaction) with ease. This is more what makes us a human society than what defines us as a single ‘thing’ or another, where we exist in the binary. In the desperation for a sense of nationhood, we cannot forget what the dangers of unbridled nationalistic sentiment can bring. We are many voices, many pasts, all combined, all distinct. We are a humdrum, a multifarious many-faceted noise. We are the vapour in which rainbows appear. We are not the rainbow. All attempts to crystallise us, undo us for what we are.


In this humdrum the past becomes a shadow hidden in the low probability zone of the spectrum of everyday experience, discreetly hidden in the noise, a shadow trying to wrest itself free of the pavement of the present; emerging in non-linear bursts out of the two dimensions of the flattened pavement and into reality. Little packages from the past make their way through to the present in this way, through our voices. Crime, war, forced migration and poverty are all repetitive spirals, cascading through the ages, making our reality indivisible from the past, distributed throughout all humanity. So are human compassion, altruism, struggle, redemption, reconciliation, compromise and genius. The reconciliation that supplanted revolution in South Africa has occurred a million times before in everyday interactions between South Africans throughout the ages. The rainbow emerges and so does its shadow; reality is co-created in the dance of duality. Everything that has happened before happens again, anew. In every space we interact in, the past appears and is voiced. All that is missing is the ability to hear it, to see it, but it is felt. It rises up within our chests and strangles us for a moment, whence we turn away, release it, and pass it by again; but it is resolutely here, shadowing us through the present. And so we need to go beyond merely showing and explaining our history to each other, towards exploring how we live with our past as it manifests in the present.









Chapter 2


On Forgiveness and the Future


The future is also irreducible because it is multiple. In it lies uncertainty, surprise and impossibility. Forgiveness in its ultimate realisation, as accounted for by Derrida (2001), is contingent on “forgiving the impossible”. It is not mere “recon- ciliation” or pardon that is given for the sake of maintaining stable, if conditional, relations in society; where the subject and object of forgiveness are relegated to individual accountability for both forgiving, and being the object of forgiveness in society, respectively. True forgiveness strives for unconditional forgiveness, even if it never quite achieves it.




So I asked Derrida; what’s the difference between an undecidable and the impossible? He thought for a bit …and replied, “Well that’s an undecidable!”
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