Images Without Worlds

What is the difference between the end of life and the end of the world, and how might we think about life without the world?  The answer to this question is internal to the institution and definition of art.  If we think of art as a universal that includes forms of non-human life (such as bird-song, dances of display, elaborate webs and nests) it would follow that a certain imaging power is essential to life.  This was how Henri Bergson at one and the same time included humans within all conscious life, while also setting humans apart.  If a body responds immediately to the world it is caught up and determined by the mechanics of matter; if a body perceives the world through memory, with a halo of images of a past or other world, then there is a delay between perception and action.  Mind is the temporality of imaging, perceiving the present in terms of a past that surrounds and dilates the image with a range of potentiality.  It is this Bergsonian tradition that Gilles Deleuze will invoke in his two volumes on Cinema; it is the capacity for images to be released from the immediacy of sensory-motor apparatuses (bodies as functional organisms) that generates an ever greater virtual world.  For Bergson, this virtual realm took the form of spirit, and was best exemplified in the imagination of an action or life that would not be oriented towards the here and now, but would think of spirit in general (Bergson 1935).  

For Deleuze, the camera’s capacity to combine images that synthesize potentials and events not of this world releases the mind from the body, allowing for the overcoming of the loss and disenchantment of the world:
The sensory-motor break makes man a seer who finds himself struck by something intolerable in the world, and confronted by something unthinkable in thought. Between the two, thought undergoes a strange fossilization, which is as it were its powerlessness to function, to be, its dispossession of itself and the world. For it is not in the name of a better or truer world that thought captures the intolerable this world, but, on the contrary, it is because this world is intolerable that it can no longer think a world or think itself. The intolerable is no longer a serious injustice, but the permanent state of a daily banality. Man is not himself a world other than the one in which he experiences the intolerable and feels himself trapped. The spiritual automaton is in the psychic situation of the seer, who sees better and further than he ran react, that is, think (Deleuze 1989, 169-70). 

On the one hand Deleuze’s intense conception of the image as the very making and unmaking of the world seems radically post-human and destructive of a Western privileging of man as the subject and ground of world-formation: humans are not image-makers (homo faber) but effects of a synthesis of images which, in modern cinema, goes beyond the lived body, and the embodied eye.  On the other hand, the elevation of the image intensifies a certain aesthetic that privileges a conception of the art object, a distinct artefact that properly generates a world and that elevates humans from embodied to spiritual beings.  When we talk about the end of the world we are inevitably talking about a relation to images, either because the true end of the world is something we can only imagine and never live through, or because – as I will argue here – what is usually thought of as the end of the world is really a destruction of a specific relation to the image.  At its extreme this motif takes the form of zombies, who live, move and see the world without seeing that it is a world. Less obviously, post-apocalyptic culture is haunted by the idea of a world that no longer knows it is a world, ranging from the destruction of the forms of global media that allow humans to have a sense of humanity as an interconnected and self-constituting whole (such that the post-apocalypse is a disconnected wasteland of wandering humans), to the elegiac images of once worldly objects that are abandoned, detached from the worlds that enabled them to have sense.  One might think here of the last remaining bible in The Book of Eli (2010) that is in a braille that no one can read, or the burning canvas of Pieter Bruegel’s ‘Hunters in the Snow,’ in Lars Von Trier’s Melancholia (2011): the post-apocalypse is littered with objects from a lost world, fragments of a time when the world had not yet fallen into disparate, fragile, unselfconscious elements.  When art objects appear as lost, no longer recognized, or as mere junk, we are given images without world.  What were once objects of what Bernard Stiegler refers to as ‘mystagogy’ – or seeing an image as the revelation of some immaterial sense that remains to be read – become nothing more than dead matters (Stiegler 2017).  What is crucial is that some remaining witness be there to remember this earth as the world, not a planet that simply is but a world that appears to itself.  In Oblivion (2013) Jack Harper (played by Tom Cruise) holds on to fragments of a lost America (books, LPs, a baseball cap), while in Arrival the future of civilization depends upon the capacity to translate an alien-delivered global language, which is only discoverable through a highly singular and fragile archive of individual human memory.  As we head into the twenty-first century we become frantically Hegelian: we must not simply exist, nor exist with each other, but must arrive at existence that knows and recognizes itself through an incarnation and archive of living memory.  In Blade Runner 2049 the border between human and replicant is marked out by a horse-figurine; the object is at once remembered (as part of a manufactured memory), while also existing as a found material artefact that will supposedly verify the singular human memory that is constitutive of worthy life.  In Blade Runner 2049 it is the replicant’s capacity to reproduce itself, to maintain itself through time, that is presented as the miracle of the new world.  The planet is what it is, but the world is that which appears to and recalls itself.  It is as though the world, images and reading compose the very possibility of what defines itself as properly human: if one were simply to live, perceive, move and act, one would not yet have a world.  Viewing the world as an image requires reading what is perceived as if it were there for others, while viewing images as if they were of a world opens the image out to time and the real.  I do not see the painting as canvas and paint, but as a signed object, gesturing to me from a past that was read by others, and will be read into the future.  I do not perceive the material object in the present as isolated and present to itself, but as a fragment that can be imbued with sense because of the archive of images that is human memory.

This was how Bergson described the emergence of spirit: I perceive what is before me in terms of a richer past, and the more of the past that inflects the present, the more free and spiritual the present becomes (Bergson 1913).  In the twenty-first century, Bernard Stiegler also ties the emergence of spirit from matter to a temporal relation to the image: one views what is before one as though it were the sign of a past voice that one might be able to read.  Without this belief that what is perceived is an object that discloses a sense one has lost the world (Stiegler 2018).
Here, then, I want to explore three senses of world: the first is the world as we know it -- our world (my particular horizon of sense); the second is the world in the broader sense of various lifeworlds (the world we have in common, and that we can compare with those who live, or have lived, different worlds); and the third is the sense of the world in its most minimal sense, a world that doesn't know it's a world, or a world without the world (this is the sense referred to by Martin Heidegger, who claims that animals are poor in world, while the stone has no world [Heidegger 1995, 186]).  The world is different from the earth; one might speak of the earth in material, physical, historical terms as that which exists before and beyond conscious life, but the world is always a world for some being.  We could imagine the world of animals, the world of trees, the worlds of different types of humans.  The notion of world seems, then, to be all-inclusive, but I want to suggest that this not the case, and that it is instead one of the ways in which a certain portion of humanity has managed to constitute itself as humanity in general.  There is something peculiarly modern and Western about the concepts of lifeworld, end of the world, possible worlds, and the essential meaning and humanity of the world.  To say that our experience is made possible by the sense of having a world is to presuppose a subjective condition as the horizon through which the world is given.  It is to define the subject in terms of future-orientedness, horizons of sense, comprehension and possibility.  This hermeneutic commitment might seem to be a fairly innocuous and unavoidable notion of the subject, but I want to argue otherwise.  The fetishization of the world precludes us from thinking beyond a highly normative conception of the human.  This is especially so in seemingly post-human articulations of the world.  Post-Heideggerian thinkers like Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela will argue that in the beginning is the world, an original connectedness, attunement and potentiality, from which something like ‘the subject’ may emerge as a highly particular and sometimes misleading effect (Maturana and Varela 1992).  It would follow, then, that ethics would be grounded on the capacities for a body to be in tune with an original relatedness.  One specific way this idea has been articulated has been in Francesco Varela’s mobilization of cognitive science and Buddhism: we should see the self not as that which precedes the world, but as that which emerges from world-constituting processes such as language, habits and other social systems.  Once we reach this realization we notice that the self is empty, and we therefore become distanced from the notion of an ‘I” as the ground for ethics; instead, what we are given are relations with ethics becoming a process of self-emptying.  Further, ethics is not a matter of knowing or thinking, but of know-how, and unfolds from openness to the world:
Modern Western Science teaches us that the self is virtual and empty, and that it arises continuously to cope with breakdowns in our microworlds. Taoism, Confuscianism, and Buddhism teach us that ethical expertise is progressive in nature and grounded in the ongoing realization of this empty self in ordinary time and action. …
Ethical know-how is the progressive, firsthand acquaintance with the virtuality of self.
We normally avoid this aspect of our fragmented, virtual nature, and yet praxis is what ethical learning is all about (Varela 1992, 63).

At its height the ethical subject would not simply live in the world but would become aware of worldliness as such, capable of viewing every other being according to the singularity of their world.  It is this subject, I would argue, that is tied to a very specific conception of art: the proper comportment to the world is not one of seeing, but one of reading, and the proper relation of reading is one in which what is before me is the sign of a world.  

 The two philosophers central to this claim for the transcendental nature of ‘world’ are Heidegger and Kant.  It is through his reading of Descartes and Kant that Heidgger will argue that ‘the subject’ is produced as an effect of knowledge practices.  For Kant, Descartes’s procedure of doubt – or asking how I know the world with any certainty – makes no sense unless one already has a world.  In order to be able to doubt there must already be a distinction between experience and what is experienced; this distinction occurs through time, with time itself being the experience of differences in spatial orientation (Heidegger 1967).  Self and world presuppose time and space, and time and space presuppose some event of connectedness; it is this horizon of synthesis that increasingly becomes determined as world, not so much a pure transcendental but a singular event.  Heidegger will intensify this primacy of world; rather than think of a transcendental subject as the condition for experience, there are forms of being in the world, with the experience of ‘the subject’ emerging only at a particular moment in history, and through specific knowledge practices.  By the time we get to the work of Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy it is the end of the world that intensifies the transcendental conception of world: if a world unfolds from every singular subject, if there are no two horizons of sense that are the same, then there is no world in general (just as there is no subject in general) (Toadvine 2018).  The world in its strongest sense is bound up with the image: rather than beginning with a reality that is then captured more or less accurately by subjects, it is perhaps better to see the subject as nothing more than a synthesis of images.  There is not a world that may or may not be experienced, nor experience that encounters a world: there is a general imaging, an appearing that generates the screen that is nothing more than synthesis.  

When Foucault writes The Order of Things he is not writing a history of mindsets, worldviews or ideologies; he is, instead, thinking about history in terms of the different ways in which knowledge and what is known are distributed.  Like Heidegger, who in ‘The Age of the World Picture,’ argued that thinking about each subject as having their own way of viewing the world was a symptom of subjectivism, Foucault also thought that the more important question was how we came to think of subjects as representational agents.  Foucault saw his task as one of thinking less about subjects and objects, and more about the table, plane or canvas that allowed for the division between subject and object (Foucault 1970).  Whereas Heidegger focused on the appearing, presencing or unfolding of being (with Da-sein as the site where such disclosure took place), Foucault was more concerned with the practices, relations, bodies and procedures from which the notion of knowledge as representation emerged, while also insisting that other relations were possible.  One intriguing gesture towards another modality of life – beyond representation – was his conception of the ‘shining’ of language: rather than language being the sign of the world, it might bear its own force.  Such a notion resonates with a whole series of gestures in late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century thought, where paint, film, and words appear as matters themselves.  On the one hand one might see such manoeuvres in terms of a new materialism of vibrant matter, no longer requiring the subject as the condition for appearing.  On the other hand, one might also think of the direction of new materialisms as a form of hyper-subjectivism, as though every aspect of the world unfolded its own world.  Every image of the world would not be confined to itself, but would be expressive of a whole that was nothing more than all its varied imagings.  The world would not be there to be imaged, but would be itself a composition of images.  Each image unfolds a world.  

Why does such a contrary tendency matter?  In order to think about the valency of this question I will invoke two images.  The first is the scene from The Planet of the Apes (1968) where The Statue of Liberty lays strewn on the coastline as so much abandoned wreckage.  When it is viewed by George Taylor (played by Charlton Heston) it signifies both that the distant planet he thought he had landed upon is really his own earth in the future, and that he lives in a world that has no comprehension of what this monument signifies.  There is a sublime horror in seeing The Statue of Liberty from a point of view in which it is not at all significant, not a statue, but waste.   The second image is ‘The River Nile, Van Diemen’s Land, from Mr Glover’s Farm,’ painted by John Glover in 1837.[footnoteRef:1]  When Australia was invaded by white settlers it was deemed to be terra nullius, despite the fact that indigenous people were present, visible and were the subjects of early depictions of the Australian landscape.  Those depictions nevertheless presented indigenous peoples as part of the world viewed and not as having a world.  In Glover’s painting two bodies are facing each other, while another is above in a tree.  Other faceless, barely discernible bodies can be seen at the water’s edge and on the horizon.  While there is a long-standing European tradition of painting and writing about peasant life as part of nature one might draw a distinction between Romanticism’s conception of the peasant who is thoroughly attuned to their world, almost a world unto themselves, and the colonial gaze that saw indigenous bodies as parts of the world.  Painted two decades earlier than Glover’s picture of Van Diemen’s Land, John Constable’s ‘Wivenhoe Park’ (in the National Gallery of Art in Washington) shows roaming cattle in the foreground in a fenced in paddock, with buildings on the horizon, two swans and two fishermen on the water.  The key difference is not simply that the human presence in the landscape is natural-cultural (with the fences, buildings, transformed fauna, and boat) but that the humans are clearly task-oriented; they have a world of labor that subtly transforms the earth.  The literary equivalent to this visualization of those who are attuned to the world, but in a manner of utter immediacy, is typified by Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence,” where the lyric “I” surveys the world, notes the rich variety of living beings, and is so bound up with the world that there is a joyful unselfconsciousness: “I heard the woods and distant waters roar; / Or heard them not, as happy as a boy” (Wordsworth 2010, 232).  The encounter with the leech-gatherer articulates a profound sense of worldliness and its relation to reading and sense.  The joyful being-in-the-world of nature is interrupted by a man who appears, as if he were a stone, an object that demands some sort of reading at the same time as it refuses sense: [1:  http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/explore/collection/work/5631/] 


I saw a Man before me unawares: 
The oldest man he seemed that ever wore grey hairs. 

As a huge stone is sometimes seen to lie 
Couched on the bald top of an eminence; 
Wonder to all who do the same espy, 
By what means it could thither come, and whence; 
So that it seems a thing endued with sense: 
Like a sea-beast crawled forth, that on a shelf 
Of rock or sand reposeth, there to sun itself; 

Such seemed this Man, not all alive nor dead

The leech-gatherer is an image of a body that is on the threshold of being-in-the-world, and yet (like the stone) close to being worldless; he looks at nature as though it were a book to be read (‘and fixedly did look / Upon the muddy water, which he conned, / As if he had been reading in a book’), and yet speaks as though his words were sound rather than sense: ‘The old Man still stood talking by my side; / But now his voice to me was like a stream / Scarce heard; nor word from word could I divide.’  He is a part of nature (like the stone) and yet also suggests an utterly singular world that is not that of the lyric ‘I.’ By the time Heidegger will make a distinction between the stone that has no world, the animal that is poor in world, and Da-sein who is nothing more than the clearing of its utterly singular world, there will already have been a long tradition of hierarchizing bodies to the extent to which they are world-disclosive.  The crucial difference is not so much between animals who are poor in world and Da-sein, who is the site for the unfolding of the world, but between humans who are aware of themselves as world disclosive, and then those romanticized humans who are not fully aware of the singularity of their world.  The poet and painter can gaze upon the peasant as poised between humanity and animality: the peasant has not yet suffered the loss of immediacy that plagues the modern, disenchanted and world-assessing gaze.  The gaze of the painter or poet can capture the peasant’s world, with the labor upon the earth unfolding the sky, trees, grass, cattle and water.   Well before Heidegger’s elevation of being-in-the-world above the detached ‘world-pictures’ of modern subjectivity, philosophy and aesthetics had already established that the human world is a world of sense and transformation; the earth is there to be rendered into a world. And yet, for all this valorization of the unself-conscious world unto itself, the infant gaze for whom the world is all in all, the colonizing gaze of terra nullius does not elevate the bodies in its purview to those who unfold a world; they blend unto, rather than transform, the earth.  

One of the ways we might think about artworks or what it requires to view something as art is that it creates a form of life without world.  Worldliness is, after all, a modality of reading, and a modality of humanizing.  If I take a fragment from a world, place it in a gallery, and set it apart, it is now in a position, either to be read as a sign of a world that offers itself to be read, or in a far more sublime manner as an image as such, without world, without sense, and without humanity.  


The Origin of the World

Today when we talk about the end of the world, we aren’t talking about the end of the planet, and we aren’t talking about the genocide of a people.  The end of the world is somewhere between these two catastrophes, not the full destruction of the earth but not “only” the loss of a people and their world.  In most cases the end of the world is quite parochial: it amounts to the end of Manhattan or Los Angeles (sometimes London) in many a Hollywood blockbuster.  A related sense of ‘world’ is one that is tied far more explicitly to a very profound sense of “humanity” or “the human.”  In a seemingly minor dispute between phenomenology and Kantian philosophy, Eugen Fink argued that Kantianism had failed to account for the origin of the world (Fink 1970).  This origin in question was not a cosmological question, but an ontological one.  How can we say that anything at all is?  Kant had already argued that to experience something as a being requires that one already have a horizon of time and space, and a sense of causal and lawful relations.  If one’s experience were not coherent and did not add up to objects that remained relatively stable, one would not have a world.  This is where I would argue that a certain sense of the world originates: the world as the possibility of anything, the world as origin.  When phenomenologists argue that they have accounted for the origin of the world they are at once undertaking a hyper-modern move within the history of philosophy, but also disclosing something extra-philosophical about the ways in which the concept of the world comes to function. Philosophically, from Kant to Hegel and modern phenomenology, it is no longer sufficient to simply state – metaphysically – what happens to be the case.  In addition to stating that there is this world that we know, we also need to account for how the experience of the world comes into being.  This “how” of the world is always a phenomenology – how does the world appear as a world?  Kant will say that phenomena – as appearances of something – are necessarily relational; something appears to us, as the appearance of something that subtends that appearance. There is a world, or appearance, because there are synthesized relations.  In order for there to be a world, there must be a subject to whom the world appears.  And this subject is not a thing within the world, but the transcendental horizon that makes any world (and any self) possible.  Enlightenment, maturity, responsibility and cosmopolitanism: these are all, for Kant and beyond, implications of having a profound sense of world.  Rather than simply experiencing the present, one becomes aware that the present emerges from an ongoing unfolding of synthesis, sense, retention of the past, and anticipation of the future.  It is not that there is a world that we then must come to know, it is from a relation of unfolding that we come to understand ourselves as subjects that are the condition of the world.  

Once we reach that stage of recognition, we can then reach enlightenment: rather than accepting any simply given truth we demand the justification and genesis of truth.  We are no longer subjected to a transcendent and simply given order, but come to truth and understanding for ourselves, and assume that any other rational being would (and should) also have such a power and responsibility.  The world, then, is not the earth or planet but the horizon of sense that allows us to think of any possible cosmos.  This philosophical necessity of world is intensified in the twentieth century, where the subject becomes the horizon of all sense and appearing, and not just (as in Kant) the condition for the only world that we know.  This is why Heidegger will say that the stone has no world, and that animals are poor in world.  The animal does still have a life and orientation that allows things and possibilities to appear, but unlike the Kantian cosmopolitan or Heidegger’s Dasein who is disrupted by Angst or boredom, the animal can never become aware that there is a world, or that what appears does so within a horizon of unfolding sense.  After Heidegger, Jurgen Habermas will claim that the task of an enlightened modernity is not to posit metaphysical truths about the world as such, but to engage in reflection on the lifeworld (Lebenswelt) (Habermas 1992).  Jacques Derrida – despite all the claims for deconstruction as a form of posthumanism – will insist that the death of any single other is the end of the world, and this because the horizon of sense through which anything is given cannot be distributed among humanity in general, precisely because “humanity” is itself given through a specific mode of world.  The world plays an even more profound role in the thought of Gilles Deleuze and his post-Leibnizian and Bergsonian account of world as image and image as world.  Like Kant, it makes no sense to think of a thing in itself, some simple non-relational presence that then enters into relations.  Rather, everything might be thought of as an unfolding of world.  There is the world of the stone, the leaf, the bat, the book, the molecule; what something is is its perception of the infinite:
In all cases it is true that the world only exists folded in the monads that express it, and is only unfolded virtually as the common horizon of all monads, or as the outer law of the series they include. But in a more restricted sense, in an intrinsic way, it can be said that when a monad is summoned to 'live' - yet more when it is called to reason - it unfolds in itself this region of the world that corresponds to its enclosed enlightened zone: it is called upon to 'develop all its perceptions,' and therein its task resides (Deleuze 2006, 84). 

A stone is its response to the warmth of sunlight, the slow erosion from the elements, its capacity to be cut, assembled and sculpted.  (A stone, in this Leibnizian sense, has its world own stony world, although I would suggest that it is just this world that is perhaps better thought of us offering a truly apocalyptic end of the world, a freedom from the all-too-post-human penchant for regarding everything as opening out to a vibrant infinite.)  Despite their commitment to inhuman matters that are the only way to leave the earth and find the cosmos,  Deleuze and Guattari celebrate the high modernist philosophical and literary capacity of sense.  It will be matters themselves – the paints on canvas, or sounds of the quartet – that allow for a thought of the cosmos.   Art is the perception of matters of expression; one sees something like colour as such: not just the color of this leaf but that which appears as if for all time. Writing against Merleau-Ponty, Deleuze and Guattari insist that art is not the milieu of the flesh (not our horizon of potentiality), but a capacity to free matters from our world:
…the being of sensation is not the flesh but the compound of nonhuman forces of the cosmos, of man's nonhuman becomings, and of the ambiguous house that exchanges and adjusts them, makes them whirl around like winds. Flesh is only the developer which disappears in what it develops: the compound of sensation. Like all painting, abstract painting is sensation, nothing but sensation (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 182).

The bird becomes the being it is by assembling a circle of colored leaves, relating to the leaf not as something functional, but as the bearer of a quality – a percept.  In this sense, art is pre-human (and probably counter-human in its distinction from functional life).  But it is with art, and modernist art most specifically, that the quality as such that is constituted in art achieves its highest potentiality.  The color is no longer the color of a leaf, or even the expression of the earth, but opens to the cosmos: what color would be in any world whatever.  

It is at this point in the history of philosophy, and philosophy’s reflection on its own history that the intrinsic relation between world and image exposes an ongoing hyper-humanism intertwined with an equally insistent anti-humanism. If one thinks of the world simply as the sum of all things, with humans as thinking and viewing things alongside other thinking and viewing things, then “world” is an unthought backdrop, and to think about the end of the world would be a material, physical and not peculiarly human event.  All the things that exist might not exist.  When Deleuze and Guattari write about art and the cosmos they pose the hyper-philosophical question of what might be as such, regardless of any of the worlds in which is happens to have unfolded.  There is a quite distinct claim in their work that the task of art and philosophy is to free oneself from the world – the meaningful horizon of sense and relations for us and our kind – and yet this is set alongside the ultimate aim of art, which is not the isolation of matter, but the capacity in matter to disclose an immaterial and cosmic/eternal force.  One might say then, following Deleuze and Guattari, that there are not worlds – and certainly not the world – that are there to be perceived and rendered into images, but that it is from perception-images (forces becoming what they are by the encounter with other forces) that worlds emerge.   If the concept of world in the strong sense begins with Kant – that the perception of any single thing presupposes a horizon of synthesis, achieved by the transcendental subject – then the apotheosis of world is achieved by Deleuze and Guattari: everything unfolds its own world, but it is the task of art (modernist art) to grasp the potentiality of any possible world by qualities that are given a cosmic concretion: ‘the plane of composition involves sensation in a higher deterritorialization, making it pass through a sort of
deframing which opens it up and breaks it open onto an infinite cosmos’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 196).  Could the color, sound, light, texture, figure or timbre in this artwork allow for a perception of the cosmos, or the potentialities from which worlds emerge?  What this trajectory of world (as condition of any possible image) exposes – from Kant to Deleuze – is a normative aesthetic that haunts any thought of the image.  What cannot be thought is an image devoid of worldhood.  The stone must either be dismissed as having no world, or one attributes a vibrant relationality to every aspect of a whole.  It is the lyric recognition of this whole -- the eye that manages to free itself from the body – that makes modernism the aesthetic of mankind.

Without the World

If the strong sense of the world emerges with transcendental philosophy, modernity and cosmopolitanism, then it should be possible to explore a non-worldly account of the image by looking at what the tradition of Lebenswelt philosophy rejected.  What might it mean to live, look or imagine without a world?  What does the concept of the world give to those who are worldless or poor in world?  Philosophically, Kant argued that there was a practical ethics bound up with the responsibility of becoming aware of the transcendental condition of the world.  If one simply posits that the world is the way it is, and one goes further and offers some metaphysical explanation for the world – talking about God, the beginning of the universe, some given moral law – then one is leaping outside the relations of all that is given and experienced and is claiming to speak from on high. If, however, one accepts that one only knows the world as it appears and that all we are given are appearances of what can never be experienced in itself, then one is forced to acknowledge that anything we know is given to us, relationally.  If we think about the possibility of those relations, or the synthesis that composes experience, we are drawn to the transcendental condition of the world.  I can experience this, here and now in its coherence, because I retain the past and anticipate the future; the causality and order of the world is not something I encounter, but a condition necessary for any encounter.  Not only does the world appear to me as ordered, coherent, stable and there for others, I am bound to assume that every other subject relates to the world in the same necessarily lawful manner.  To experience anything is to experience it within a horizon of sense and coherence.  Kant’s work takes aims at a whole series of beings who are worldless, poor in world, or who speak as if being were something to be known or intuited without any locatedness.  Perhaps the most irresponsible are the mystics, metaphysicians and enthusiasts who elevate themselves above the world claiming to speak for what is, without any sense of the conditions through which beings are experienced.  In addition to the metaphysicians who have kicked themselves loose from the world, are the animals, savages, mystics and immature souls who simply accept what is, not grasping the sense or conditions of the given.  Writing on Kant’s ‘materiality’ Paul de Man noted that despite associating this worldless, senseless or inhuman vision with the ‘wild man,’ Kant nevertheless saw poetic or sublime vision as a capacity to see the what appears without imbuing it with homeliness, sense, purposiveness or harmony:
…Kant speaks of "a wild man who, from a distance, sees a house of which he does not know the use. He certainly observes the same object as does another, who knows it to be definitely built and arranged to serve as a dwelling for human beings. Yet in formal terms this knowledge of the selfsame object differs in both cases. For the first it is mere intuition [blosse Anschauung], for the other both intuition and concept." The poet who sees the heavens as a vault is clearly like the savage, and unlike Wordsworth. He does not see prior to dwelling, but merely sees (de Man 1997, 81). 

This material sublime of Kant’s both anticipates what later writers like Jean-Francois Lyotard will refer to as sublime, a capacity to release the visual from the day to day, worldy, and humanizing sense of the world, while also indicating why becoming-animal or savage vision became so alluring for twentieth-century thought and the avant-garde.  It would seem to leave us with an exclusive disjunction regarding aesthetic normativity: either art should be world-disclosive (allowing us to reflect upon the horizon of worldliness that precedes day to day givenness), or art should be a radical break with the order of the world, once again drawing us back to the matters from which the world is composed.   This exclusive disjunction would be intertwined with another seeming exclusive disjunction between normative conceptions of humanity: either being human is a form of being-in-the-world, not simply seeing what is, but seeing the given as part of a meaningful horizon of possibilities; or human existence, by way of art and images, has the unique capacity to break with the flow and sense of life.  We could see these two distinct demands articulated in the work of Jurgen Habermas and Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, respectively.  Both, like Kant, tie this realization of world to a trajectory of modernity.  For Habermas, and for many forms of liberal political theory after Kant, it is metaphysical to simply insist on the truth of the world.  Instead, it is the goal of enlightenment to provide conditions that allow us to reflect on the practical horizons of action and language that allow any world to be given.  Art would be one way in which the world would not simply be given, but would appear as given through a presupposed horizon of meanings and expectations (the Lebenswelt).  On this reading images would always be bound up with worlds, but art’s images would be composed in such a way as to draw attention to their imbrication in a history of meanings and practices.  By contrast, Deleuze and Guattari argue that art should break with the lived, destroying the horizons of sense, possibility and practicality through which things are given.  In What is Philosophy? and A Thousand Plateaus they see the history of art as one in which what is perceived becomes less and less an expression of the world, and more and more an opening to the cosmos.  Color or sound could be (and should be) seen or heard, not even as expressions of the audible or visible (what they are for we who perceive them) but as qualities that might be imagined beyond any world in which they are given.   The image might then be thought of either as that which stands apart from the everyday sense of the world, such that we might be drawn back to the horizon of the world; or, the image would be a destruction of the world (of any world) allowing us to see as such the force of matters from which events such as seeing emerge.

Despite the disjunction between these two possibilities they both presuppose an ideal of modernity and (in slightly different ways) counter-humanity.  For Habermas, the concept of the world – or, more specifically the Lebenswelt – arrives one we abandon metaphysical notions of how the world is, once we refuse simple subjection to transcendent and external authorities, and recognize that any world and law we have is one we come to give ourselves.  Modernity is an ongoing project of enlightenment achieved by a reflective public sphere that is aware of itself as self-legitimating.  There is something profoundly Hegelian in this historical claim: prior to the establishment of a reflective public sphere we experience the world as it simply is, but once practices of reflection have emerged we recognize the world as the lifeworld, as possible only because of the meaningful practices through which we, and others, are constituted.  Unlike Hegel, Habermas will not see this journey as one of abstract reason, with the world as nothing more than the means by which reason discovers itself; instead, what ultimately recognizes itself as reason emerges from life and remains bound up with a life and materiality it knows only reflectively (Habermas 1990).   Deleuze and Guattari also locate the power of art and images to open out to the cosmos in a history of modernity, where modernism releases matters from the meanings and purposes of the organism and its world.  

Despite these different trajectories, both have a structure of secular redemption or felix culpa.  
The end point is a freedom from man as a simple animal within the world to whom life is simply given.  This endpoint is not a return to some pre-metaphysical naivety, a simple beatitude never disturbed by the weight of consciousness.  What is achieved is a casting off of the human, a genuine post-humanity, achieved by the power of the image as image.  One must be neither an animal, nor a child, nor the imagined pre-modern or non-Western human who simply lives the world, without a sense of the world as world.  Rather, just as Heidegger’s moment of authenticity is achieved by shifting from the fallenness of everyday life (simply comporting oneself to things as if one were a thing among things) to breaking with such everydayness by means of boredom or Angst, so the contemporary ethics of the world and image demands that one must have lived through a history of believing in the truth behind images, then recognizing that there is no truth other than that of the image, finally arriving at the image itself.  The art object, freed from life and standing alone to disclose appearing as such, has two dimensions.  It may be regarded as a fragment that allows one – strolling through a gallery – to adopt the lyric ‘I’ that can view every perception as if it were the expression of a world.  It may also be thrown out of the gallery, freed from the world-imbuing gaze.  This is what the post-apocalyptic imaginary views with horror as the end of the world, that what is would simply be and not appear to be.

It is important to think, then, not so much about whether one demands that images open out to the world that gives them sense or whether one should arrive at the pure posthuman immediacy of the image, but rather of the ruthless Hegelian logic that grips the ethics and normativity of the image.  Think of existence: not the world, but just being without any sense of itself, a mindless, lifeless, non-conscious ‘isness.’  Then think of that being as taking up a relation to itself, knowing itself as being.  This is at the heart of Christianity and Hegelianism: a relation of making manifest that requires distance and recuperation.  A God who simply is would fall short of a God who could create forth from himself, allow a certain falling away or emanation, that then returns to express the joy of existence: ‘The plant sings of the glory of God, and while being filled all the more with itself it contemplates and intensely contracts the elements whence it proceeds. It feels in this prehension the self-enjoyment of its own becoming’ (Deleuze 2006, 89). In short, it is better to have a world that takes up a relation to itself (even if that relation takes time and requires a non-knowledge overcoming itself to arrive at knowledge).   When Deleuze and Guattari write about becoming-animal and becoming-imperceptible, or of modernism freeing itself from Romanticism’s striving to express the earth to arrive at the cosmos, or when Deleuze writes about overturning Hegel and finding immanence, finally, in the history of philosophy, there is a very clear sense that it is better (if not necessary) to go through a history of subjection to transcendence, of thinking of images as distanced from the truth, and then finding the image as such, than it is to be without world and image altogether.  There can be no modernity of post-metaphysical immanence, of realizing that what we once thought of as a world of distanced and simply given things is really only possible through our horizon of sense, without the fall into transcendence and naivety that is finally overcome.  The post-colonial, the post-modern, the post-human, the post-metaphysical, and all the ‘turns’ that take us back to affect, materiality, embodiment and the real: all these have the narrative structure of the fall of the image and the redemption of the world.  In order to arrive at a moment of immediacy and sublime materiality one must have fallen into the distance of seeing images as images of some world that is never fully ours.  The distance is overcome when rather than images of the world, the world is image.  We are not distanced subjects who must somehow find the truth through the mediation of images, but become nothing more than the milieu through which the world gives itself to itself.

Why is this temporality important?  If we go back to the theorization of world and the modes of life it negates, we can then see why the status of animality, savagery, infancy and mysticism take up such crucial and ambivalent modes for posthuman hyperhumanism.  For Kant the wild man has the capacity to see without imposing sense and purposiveness upon the scene.  For Heidegger the animal is poor in world, bearing a relation to life but not yet aware of the specificity of those relations.  For Deleuze (and many others well before him), the vision of the child is open to the world, not yet burdened with the concepts, norms and reified systems that will deaden life.  Modernist primitivism also valorized the savage as open to a far more intense experience of the world.  All these imagined modes might be thought of as prior to any sense of the image: what is experienced is lived as such without any sense of its being mere appearance.  The Platonic turn away from appearances to the condition for the possibility of appearances, the turning of the soul away from the shadows towards the light of truth, is possible because one begins with the figure of those enchained in the cave for whom the image is nothing more than itself.  Such enchained beings are not yet enlightened, not yet aware that what appears is only possible because of some prior transcendental condition.  From Plato onwards philosophy, literature and visual culture will be populated by these originary beings who we may either lament for their poverty in world, or yearn for nostalgically for not yet having fallen into the mediated condition of having a world. It is always becoming-animal and not animality as such, a retrieval of childlike wonder and not infancy as such, an embrace of savage vision but not an erasure from civilization as such.  It is better to have been expelled from paradise and regained its plenitude than to live in unmediated naivete.  

I have already detailed the ways in which this overcoming of distance figures in philosophy, first be rejecting a pre-human immediacy, and then embracing a becoming-child, becoming-animal or post-humanity as a means of paradise regained.  When Wordsworth laments that ‘I cannot paint what then I was,’ he is at once registering a loss, but by saying this origin is unpaintable is another way of saying the world was ‘all in all,’ with no distinct sense of self and other, no sense (that is) of the transcendental condition of being a subject to whom the world is given.  Yet for all that sense of loss and the profound distance between a self who remembers and a moment so unselfconscious that it cannot be remembered, the present’s registering of that loss and awareness is not to be sacrificed.  The art that overcomes distance is worth distance; it provides abundant recompense.

One way of thinking about the future (and one that Blade Runner 2049 steadfastly refuses) is that destruction of the planet will have precluded any possibility of life reproducing itself with all the richness of an origin expressing itself in future generations.  2049 sees the world living on because of various forms of manufactured life.  Gone are the farms, orchards, teeming rivers and vineyards that were symbols of life’s grandeur and cyclic renewal in nineteenth-century art and literature.  In this world of life as it is, surviving by way of simulation, the film valorizes the truly mimetic image.  First, the central character’s memory of playing with a toy horse is intimated to be real, to be grounded in a past that truly was, and that can be proven by a journey that will rediscover fragments of that past.  When ‘K’ (Ryan Gosling) finds places and objects (including the toy horse) that answer to his memories, he is convinced that he is human, that he is the miraculous natural copy that emerged from two replicants.  His fragmentary memory seems to be authenticated by the fragments he finds of his past.  What this strand of the film achieves is nothing less than a hyper-human refusal of simulation: to be human is to be individuated by images that emerge from a past that can (and should) always be refound.  It is not just that we are individuated by memory (such that erasing memory as an erasure of self is a common motif in dystopian sci-fi), but – more importantly – that truly human memory is a witnessing of the world, a world that precedes us and that is archived by every other image and witness.  The other, related, strand of the film presents the miracle of life emerging from two replicants: a world that lives on by replication must be surpassed by a retrieval of the world that managed to surge forth from itself, generating ever-varying copies that were always increasingly rich expressions of their origin.  There is always a good and bad image: the good image that expresses a self-aware and self-varying life, and a bad image that is mere copy/replication without ground.


Blade Runner 2049 depicts all too clearly the ways in which it is unthinkable to accept the possibility of images without thought, without ground, without self-generation.  As with so many post-apocalyptic films, the desolate future is at once a consequence of human self-mastery and ever-expansive generation.  The archive mania that produced an empire that would spread itself in as many generations as possible would wear out the planet, and yet rather than contemplate its own non-being post-apocalyptic culture turns to a new world enabled by others who do not have self-generative mania.  In Blade Runner 2049 the truly human future is given when replication becomes generation.  In good theological fashion future generations will not be copies manufactured for an end, but self-emerging organisms who express (by way of variation) the richness of their origin.  Be fruitful and multiply, but do so with a telos.  From Victor in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to Blade Runner 2049 there has been an insistence on copying and imaging as (properly) expressive of its origin, rather than the proliferation of simulations with no reference back to their world.  Victor is horrified when the human he creates is not quite the likeness and perfection of man, and is further horrified when that monstrous progeny is thought of as multiplying itself across the globe. When one is horrified – as Victor is, and as Blade Runner 2049 continues to be – that copying and futurity are not grounded in generation, one repeats and intensifies a theology of the image.  To say that man is made in God’s image is to see this world, and all good images, as different from, while expressive of, the origin.  Blind replication, whether it take the form of clones, zombies, or what Deleuze theorized as simulacra, is worldless and viral: rather than variation as a response to the world (as in Darwinian evolution or Christian humanism) images mutate without vision that of ‘selfish genes.’  This is why, despite all his references to life and to philosophers of life, Deleuze valorizes the time-image in cinema.  It is the capacity for images not to give multiple viewpoints on the world, but to vary in themselves that Deleuze sees as the attainment of ‘time in its pure state.’ The image does not capture movement and life, but takes on a ‘life’ of its own: such a life is no life at all, precisely because it has no world, and no end towards which variation tends.  

Once cinematic images are no longer viewed as trackings of movement, as copies of a lived present – once, that is, the image, stands apart from the life of time in this world – it cuts itself off from relationality.  This is how we might understand ‘time in its pure state’: if time is measured by the mapping of something going through change, then change must be the change of some relatively constant being, but if time is released from any thing that goes through time, if time is without world, then any world be the effect of time.  There could only be worlds because of the unfoldings of durations lived in some way.  In Cinema 2 ‘time in its pure state’ is defined by way of images without worlds: not the image of some thing, but imaging or variation from which the eye may or may not assemble a world.  If the eye is the eye of the camera, and therefore not bound to a sensory-motor organism and its striving for life and world, time is liberated from reference and interest, but perhaps not desire (if we think of desire as an anarchic and lifeless drive of creation/destruction that is detached from fixed forms).

I would suggest that one can contrast the cinematic and machinic image without world, with the more nostalgic modes of pre-worldly vision that one finds in valorizations of the child, animal or mystical other.  There is an important distinction between being poor in world and worldless.  As Heidegger argued, animals are poor in world; their life is oriented to a milieu and its possibilities, but they cannot see that world break down and become aware that there is world.  They are open to their possibilities without the Angst or boredom that follows from a sense of the singularity of one’s own possibilities, the being-towards-death that would draw them to an awareness that they have decisively this world and no other.  Animal spirits have no sense of the finitude of spirit, feeling the world and themselves as one.  The child, the animal and the mystic are alluringly poor in world – connected seamlessly to a milieu without the burdens of Cartesian subjectivity.  (One might note, here, the ways in which the turn to affect and animality is often aligned: one can escape the representationalism and detachment of mind and become, once again, a feeling self.). 

If we return to the post-apocalyptic genre and the end of the world we can start to come to a conclusion.  When we imagine the end of the world this is mostly the end of the ‘human’ world, if humanity is defined in its modern Kantian sense of living one’s life with a sense of one’s singular and self-determined possibilities.  Not only post-apocalyptic cinema, but the broad milieu of Anthropocene studies, has accepted that humanity in its modern, world-transforming, hyper-consuming and expansive mode has been destructive of life; what has been posited as redemptive is a future given to us by way of a post-human humanity, closer to the poorness in world.  One might think of James Cameron’s Avatar and the pseudo-indigenous blue N’avi, who are attuned to the planet by way of touch and an interconnected network of responsiveness. They do not ‘have’ a world as a cognitive or transcendental horizon; they are their world.  The world is not viewed in the manner of an image, but is immediately aware of itself, by way of touch rather than knowledge.  It is the invading and plundering Americans who have mapped, pictures, diagrammed and represented Pandora in advance.  The indigenous N’avi feel rather than see their world.  Their mode of existence is intuitive and affective rather than representational.  The Anthropocene imaginary is therefore at once post-human – rejecting centred Cartesian representationalism – but not inhuman, still retaining a relation to the world bound up with life, connectivity and an implicit rather than transcendental world.  Further, the lyric ‘I’ of the post-apocalyptic aesthetic looks longingly at pseudo-indigenous (pre-modern) world attunement, and yet cannot – for all that – bear the loss of its own world-surveying longing.

Animals are not metaphysicians, nor are children; their blessed immediacy or freedom is not what is sought for by either Habermas or Deleuze, and yet history is nevertheless described as  a falling (and redemption from) into metaphysical positing.  Habermas makes this quite clear by describing modernity as post-metaphysical, achieved when the truth and sense of the world is recognized as emerging from communicative practices.  For Deleuze and Guattari, there is also a distinct historical journey from territorialization (the assemblage of relations to generate a milieu), towards de-territorialization (or the creation of a body or element that explains or grounds relations), to reterritorialization (where what emerged from relations among bodies is seen as their cause), to higher deterritorialization where the forces that composed any territory are released and given in themselves.  

In order to conclude I would like to return to Glover’s image of Van Diemen’s land as terra nullius, where the bodies he views are so thoroughly within the world that they can be said (from afar) to be without world.  Rather than taking the path of attributing worlds, life, humanity and redemption to these bodies, I would suggest that the more fruitful path (or, more accurately, the more radically fruitless past) would be to abandon the post-apocalyptic terror of being without world, and instead to think the apocalypse as the end of the world.  Only then, only with an acceptance that an earth without worldiness is the end of humanity but not the end of life, might we once again be able to see and not feel the beauty of the earth.
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