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It sometimes seems that too much is expected of art. Especially now. The accepted truths that it will provide salvation or perhaps even revolution in troubled times are often repeated.

And it also seems that not enough is expected of art. Especially now. High expectations are shunned in favour of accepted truths: that art’s purpose is as Matisse said, to be an armchair for tired businessmen; that art is merely a high-end commodity and an interior design solution; or perhaps that art is a career opportunity for the makers, curators, writers and their entourages who are supported by its various revenues, support structures and reputational economies.

Both these expectations are underwritten by two different understanding of what art works are and what art practice can do. Having taught for several years in an art school, I find that the majority of students’ expectations for their practice, at least when they begin their studies, rests on two presuppositions which are in simultaneous yet contradictory tension with one another. 

On the one hand it’s often claimed that the meaning of works of art lies in their expression of MY feelings, MY culture, and MY politics. In other words it’s thought that works of art give particular expression to an individual subject and their aesthetic, social and political aspirations. This is supported by an expressive theory of art. This means that individual desires for salvation or revolution could be expressed and given form in emancipatory or revolutionary works of art. 

On the other hand it’s often claimed that the meaning of works of art is nothing to do with what the individual artist. YOU make of it whatever YOU want, whenever YOU want. Meaning lies instead in the myriad contexts in which art becomes embedded. This is supported by a contextual theory of art in which works of art are in a continual relationship with their contexts and their meanings are open and fluid. 

Both of these negate the absolute strangeness and radical muteness of art objects.
I want to suggest something different in this paper. We can expect a lot from art but not so much that we are disappointed when the world doesn’t change around it.

The Disabling Potential of Art

It’s a commonly held criticism of contemporary art that it’s exclusive, alienating, obscure, elitist and so on.

Some (Declan McGonagle for example) have gone so far as to claim that there is something, quite literally, disabling about the spaces of art. That is that they impose social limits on their participants; and these limits manifest themselves by imposing sensory and bodily (aesthetic) restrictions on visitors.

This thinking often manifests itself in practices (curatorial, artistic, pedagogical) that use the rhetoric of populism and inclusion; and attempts to make works that are as comprehensible or as likeable as possible. 

I notice that on the website for Dublin Contemporary there is the demand to “ENGAGE!” and that “Dublin Contemporary 2011 has devised an innovative education programme to facilitate and encourage public engagement with every aspect of the exhibition. Open to all…”

I have a hunch, though, that it’s all those things that made art problematic, and unlikable, and unliked which are the very same things that made it interesting. It is precisely because it’s disabling that art offers an opportunity to think about the world in different ways to that which we naturally would.

Luhmann uses rhetoric which suggests this when he claims that art retards perception. It doesn’t offer clarity but rather makes our experiences strange and perhaps wonderful to us:

“‘art aims to retard perception and render it reflexive – lingering upon the object in visual art (in striking contrast to everyday perception) and slowing down reading in literature, particularly in lyric poetry…. Works of art by contrast [to everyday perception] employ perceptions exclusively for the purpose of letting the observer participate in the invention of invented forms.”

Merleau-Ponty does something very similar; and I think it’s not coincidence that his two most famous examples are modernist art and the pathological, disabled body (particularly that of the war victim Schneider.) Merleau-Ponty, then, it is precisely in this strangeness and oddness of the experience of art that our perception becomes almost like that of a disability. In art our perception is retarded and made available to us as an object of perception itself. In an experience of art as art, in which certain aspects of normal experience are suspended, or bracketed, art becomes a type of philosophical practice that the artist and the viewer jointly participate in.
I discuss these in more detail in relation to epoché in the the essay which I’ve posted here too.) 

My claim, then, for the rest of this paper is that there is a philosophical significance to art objects and the spaces they occupy. However, this significance is not that they illustrate certain theories such as how to live a better life; I don’t prescribe to this didactic defense of art.

It is rather that works of art put us in a particular frame of mind which is inherently philosophical.

Art objects have the potential to be a form of what Harman calls a Guerilla Metaphysics; They are forms of thought that allow us to speculate on the strangeness of the world and its objects.

My related claim is that certain forms of philosophical speculation are creative and aesthetic acts in their own right. They are like works of art; that is their validity IS NOT FALSIFIABLE. It cannot be demonstrated through correspondence with a transcendental set of truth conditions.

In other words, these speculations can never be proved, but must be demonstrated. And the effectiveness of these demonstrations is to be judged aesthetically.

Speculative Realism

The central claim of philosophies of Speculative Realism is that there is a mind independent reality that exists beyond the correlation of consciousness and the world.
Levi Bryant: 

“In short, all of the SR positions share the thesis that the human and human phenomena have no special place within being and are opposed to the thesis that we must start with an analysis of something pertaining to the human (mind, history, language, power, signs etc.) to properly pose questions of ontology […] this does not mean that these things are unworthy of study or should be dismissed, only that everything else shouldn’t be subordinated to them.”

This has proved seductive because it promises a way out of those philosophical trajectories (in both the continental and analytic traditions) that lead away from the world and toward transcendental philosophies that bracket ‘any deeper reality out of existence.’

For his part Harman claims that he:

“rejects any privilege of human access to the world, and puts the affairs of human consciousness on exactly the same footing as the duel between canaries, microbes, earthquakes, atoms, and tar.” 

This is not, however, naïve realism which accepts the existence of reality as it is given Speculative Realism speculates as to the metaphysical supports for what is actual and real.

Thus, speculative realism presents itself as a speculative metaphysics. Harman actually claims that his realism is a weird realism  and that “Philosophy must be realist because its mandate is to unlock the structure of the world itself; it must be weird because reality is weird.” 

Harman’s starting point is his audacious reading of Heidegger. In Tool Being (2002) he argues that there is surplus to both the Ready-to-hand of the hammering tool and the present-at-hand of the broken hammer. This surplus is what Harman calls the ‘tool-being’ of the hammer itself as object that is independent of the system of relations within which it is positioned.

What is proposed by Harman, therefore, is that objects withdraw into a shadowy, occult, weird realm in which they are 

(i) autonomous from systems of human uses and meaning

(ii) autonomous from presence as phenomena

(iii) and also, crucially, autonomous from one another.

But, importantly, this does not wall off a noumenal world beyond consciousness about which nothing can be thought, or said or done. Instead a Speculative Realism is proposed in which there is an attempt to discuss the relations of objects as they are, and independent of human observations.

There is not the time here to discuss the ingenuity by which Harman does this. Features of his object orientated ontology include:

(i) A definition of object as something that exceeds its relations. And is comparable to the Arisotelian idea of substance. 
[NOT NOEMA]
[NOT INTENTIONAL OBJECT]

(ii) That objects relate to one another not directly, but through a process of what he calls vicarious causation; that is, some aspect (an inner core) of the object withdraws from the interrelation.

(iii) the claim that: ‘intentionality is not a special human property at all, but an ontological feature of objects in general.’ This means that objects have intentional relations to one another in which neither object is completed, defined or exhausted by that relationship alone. 

Speculative Realism and Phenomenology

However, if Harman is right that, “All human relations to objects strip them of their inner depth, revealing only some of their qualities to view” then the problem remains of how to think beyond the context of the system of human relations to the world into which we find ourselves flung. 

So; can we ever absent ourselves from these systems of human relations? It seems not, because to do so would mean leaving consciousness behind. If, as Harman says, ‘the default state of reality is that I am protected by firewalls from the objects lying outside me’ then the implication would seem to be that we can only ever peer over those firewalls by which we are surrounded to those cold, and distant horizons beyond; and I cannot walk amongst these landscapes and explore their contours, but only daydream about them.

The problem is that whilst gesturing toward reality, Speculative Realism, proposes that the world of objects withdraws into a shadowy and weird realm beyond human thinking. And this seems to deny human access to a domain of reality where objects reside. Harman’s argument thus has the potential to undermine philosophical attempts to provide knowledge of a mind independent reality. Reality might be there, but it can’t be fully known through the clumsy machinations of human thought.

It should be noted, however that Harman does not propose that there is ‘one true logic’ that gives a privileged access to reality. This is, as I understand it, what Badiou for example has claimed is possible with set theory; and how Meillasoux offered a proof for the logical necessity of contingency.

No, Harman’s position seems to be more subtle and more nuanced than this. And he admits:

‘nothing  can be modeled adequately  by any form of knowledge, or by any sort of translation at all. In its primary sense an object is not used or known, but simply what it is. No reconstruction of that object can step in for it in the cosmos [… this has] profound consequences for the theory of knowledge, since implies that no scientific model will ever succeed in replacing a thing by listing its various features. Access to the things themselves can only be indirect.’  

I turn to my response to this problem below which my conclusion that aesthetic practices offers strategies for such indirect modeling. 

Epoché and Naivety
At this point, a helpful comparison can be made between the phenomenologist Dan Zahavi’s claims that the phenomenology suspends naivety and Graham Harman’s claim that philosophy should attempt to recapture naivety.

There 2 ways in which to read these differing accounts of naivety.

First that aesthetic activities continue the work of phenomenology by implementing a type of philosophical thinking (the epoché) which is, as I am arguing for today, comparable to aesthetic experience.

Hence, my claim that certain forms of thinking (epoché) are comparable with form of aesthetic reflection and a means by which naivety is recaptured. 
The connection between the epoché and aesthetic reflection is something that Husserl also noticed. For example in the short “Letter to Hofmannsthal” he proposes that the phenomenological method of suspending natural attitudes is analogous to aesthetic experience in which there is a disinterested focus on the form of the work of art.

Second that whilst continuing the phenomenological project Speculative Realism moves beyond what was ever possible via the phenomenological method. It does so by shifting its attention away from the correlation of mind and world to the realms that lie beyond this correlation and about which we can only speculate on, tell fictions about and creatively imagine.

So, Speculative Realism aspires to grasp the weirdness of the worlds of objects as they exist outside of the network of human meanings, and beyond their presence to human consciousness. This means to approach the world from a position of naiveté in which our own interested correlations within a system of objects is suspended.

In short – Harman treats all objects as if they were works of art.

Further, as already mentioned, this sounds very similar to the move of the epoche in Husserl who claims (in the Krisis) that through it a new way of experiencing, of thinking of theorizing is opened to the philosopher.  

Aesthetic Epoché
Q. So, how might this work?

Art, in Luhmann’s terms retards perception, it slows it down and makes it observable.

Art provides instances of strangeness, and wonder, when the world becomes something that can no longer be taken for granted. This happens for both the artist and the viewer. 

The artist often views the world as unfamiliar (and not through the natural attitude) in order to work out the way in which in can be re-presented according to the specificities of their medium. And these specificities might be material (such as qualities of paint), technical (methods of working) and conventional (protocols and styles.)

This is what Merleau-Ponty recognized in Modernist painters; namely that they viewed the world as weird because they were viewing it according to the specificities of the medium of painting. The painter intuitively experiences the world as a phenomenologist; that is with natural attitudes suspended. Thus, for Merleau-Ponty, whilst the viewer might not be concerned with the technical issues of reconciling representation and medium specificity they are, nonetheless, also drawn into this unnatural weirdness. The lemons, mandolins, bunches of grapes and pouches of tobacco of cubism are re-presented as strange and autonomous; as withdrawing from us as viewers.

Further, even when something potentially familiar is presented, this is done so in a way in which its normal uses are also suspended. The spaces of display for art are spaces of social differentiation, where everyday life is suspended. It is because we know that its art that we don’t run on stage and stop Othello murdering Desdemona. It is because we know that its art that we don’t take a piss in Duchamp’s Fountain.
Works of art are weird objects and we encounter them in weird spaces. And in weird ways. They are probably not something that we encounter in the everyday run of events in our lives; and even if they are, when we view them as art then we view them in a certain, weird, way. It’s because of this weirdness that they present us with something of a puzzle; that is, how to deal with them.

[E.g. Isabel Nolan sculpture]

Hence, my point that Harman treats all objects as if they were works of art.

Conclusions

My concluding point is a speculation itself.

The challenge raised by Speculative Realism is how we might think beyond thought into the private life of objects. 

Art works have the potential to do this, and to be philosophically meaningful because as I’ve argued here, aesthetic experience offers a route into a form of philosophically revealing epoché.

But, how is it that metaphysical speculations are not mere clandestine revelations or purely private epiphanies? The fact is that philosophers are not trapped in their own private world. And they continually step out of their own world of personal awareness into the public spheres of meaning (language, symbol and other intentional horizons). 

My conclusion here is that it is within the public, intersubjective, sphere of aesthetic experience that the weirdness of art objects and our complex and perplexing encounters with them offer us the potential to recreate, re-present, and crucially communicate philosophical speculations into the weirdness of reality.

What this means, then, is that certain philosophical speculations, such as those of Speculative Realism, (which aspire to have a claim beyond the correlation of consciousness and world) are also creative forms which are not provable either empirically (because they allude to a world that withdraws from consciousness) or A Priori (because this would lead back to some form of Transcendentalism).

Instead such speculations are proposed in the spirit of our aesthetic judgments; that is, as looking for approval or consent by appearing plausible and through appeal to a common sense (the Kantian sensus communis).

So, just as art might be a form of philosophy, perhaps philosophy might be a form of art. That is; philosophical speculations are creative imaginings which posit different ways of thinking about the world. This would certainly seem to have some resonance with,

(i) on the one hand Husserl’s equation of epoché with aesthetic experience; and 

(ii) on the other, his description of the eidetic science of phenomenology as a fiction (feigning).

And I think Harman suggests this when he says that his realism is a weird realism and in his comparisons of Husserl with the horror writer HP Lovecraft who he sees as a quasi Speculative Realist. And what he means when he says that: “Aesthetics may be a branch of metaphysics,” and that “aesthetics becomes first philosophy.”
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