
  “The Subharmonic Murmur of Black Tentacular Voids”


  Prologue


  What follows is an extended commentary on a basic question: can there exist today a mysticism of the unhuman, one that has as its focus the climatological, meterological, and geological world-in-itself, and, moreover, one that does not resort to either religion or science? But we must be cautious here: this does not mean a mysticism of the Earth or a mysticism of nature, and it does not mean a mysticism of the human subject or “humanity” in general, much less a mysticism of something as grotesque and vague as “life.” Still, the suggestion that something vague called mysticism still exists at all may at first seem a ridiculous, even naïve presupposition. Certainly, as a way of thinking and as a set of contemplative practices, mysticism is today no longer as relevant. This is not only due to the dominance of applied scientific thinking in our globalized, convergence cultures, but it is also due to the hegemony of orthodox, religious extremism in dictating the contours of what may or may not legitimately count as mystical experience.


  What follows takes place by way of a poetic text and an accompanying commentary. The poetic text is an anonymously authored poem that has been circulating on blogs, forums, and even in a number of scholarly journals.114 Because the poem was originally circulated in fragments, its total length is not known, and its rather baroque title – “The Subharmonic Murmur of Black Tentacular Voids” – appears nowhere in the body of the poem itself. In addition, it is unclear whether the poem is of contemporary origin, or whether it is a contemporary translation of an older text (though most are of the opinion it is the former). In spite of all these uncertainties, parts of the poem have been said to have – this is the claim, at least – verifiable geomantic symptoms within the metabolism and physiognomy of those who have, under unspecified conditions, recited its lines. Given this rather melodramatic image of, as one blogger put it, “geomantic shifts in the nature of thought,” the current rumors surrounding the poem are noteworthy for the way they implicitly investigate the relationship between the climatology, geopolitics, and the unhuman – and it is in this spirit that the following commentary is written.
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  Commentary on Night. Here the language of night and “extreme environmental conditions” opens onto the enigmatic phrase that opens the last stanza, “One dark night.” In its geological description and its more poetic evocations (the refrain of “night” in the last stanza), the poem seems to identify itself as part of the darkness mysticism tradition.


  But in what way, exactly, should we understand the references to “darkness”? Earlier texts in the mystical tradition may here be of help. One perspective is provided by John of the Cross, the 16th century Spanish Carmelite monk, whose poem The Dark Night offers several definitions of the term darkness. The text that we currently have called The Dark Night is actually composed of four different, though interrelated, texts: a commentary known as The Ascent of Mount Carmel, a diagram made by John detailing the path of mystical perfection, a poem called “The Dark Night,” and a commentary on the poem, written by John himself. It is the latter two texts that will concern us here. It is thought that John wrote the poem and commentary of The Dark Night around 1583-1585. Its composition is thus well after John’s collaborations with Theresa of Avila in reforming monastic institutions, and also after John’s imprisonment and torture at the hands of Church authorities.


  The Dark Night is a text very different from the more systematic, more rigorous works in speculative mysticism. At its core is the problem of mystical experience – its structure, its meaning, and the possibility (or impossibility) of its communication. It is thought by modern scholars that John broke off his writing on The Ascent of Mount Carmel in order to directly deal with the problem of mystical experience in The Dark Night.


  The Dark Night is also unique in that, in contrast to other mystical texts, it foregrounds the relationship between the divine and the motifs of darkness and negation. However there are variations in the way that John thinks about darkness in the context of mystical experience. In the poem “The Dark Night,” the very first stanza lays out these themes: One dark night / Fired with love’s urgent longings / - Ah, the sheer grace! - / I went out unseen, / My house being now all stilled.


  In the commentary John notes the apparent paradox here: “Why, if it is a divine light…does one call it a dark night?” That is, how is it that the union with the divine, the pinnacle of mystical experience, one that is traditionally described in terms of beatific light, how can this experience here be described in terms of its opposite – darkness, stillness, and negation? In response John provides two definitions of darkness: “First, because of the height of divine wisdom, which exceeds the capacity of the soul. Second, because of the soul’s baseness and impurity; and on this account the wisdom is painful, afflictive, and also dark for the soul.”115 The second definition follows the standard devaluation of the senses that is a hallmark of the ascetic tradition. More interesting is the first definition, which seems to imply that “divine darkness” is dark because it exceeds our human capacity to adequately render it intelligible. The divine is dark because we have no concept of it.


  Given this, if divine darkness is dark because it is in some sense beyond the human, how then are we able to understand even this much? Does not the assertion of the darkness of divinity itself begin to render it intelligible to us? In response to this John provides another, slightly different definition of darkness. As he notes, “this night, which as we say is contemplation, causes two kinds of darkness or purgation in spiritual persons according to the two parts of the soul, the sensory and the spiritual.”116 Here John’s emphasis is less on what darkness is and more on how it affects the subject in the midst of mystical experience. This definition is also a much more “philosophical” one, in that it takes the metaphysical split between body and spirit as being affected by divine darkness, but in two different ways. The “sensory darkness” is akin to a privation, again as per the practices of ascetic monasticism. The “spiritual darkness” also appears to be a privation, but more in terms of what John elsewhere calls “spiritual gluttony” (e.g. wanting to be the best or most extreme mystic for selfish ends; focusing on the destination and not the journey).


  While both of these types of darkness should, obviously, be read in the context of 16th century Christian mysticism, we can also draw from them more secular, more philosophical themes. The sensory darkness is not simply about ascetic discipline; it also concerns the ambiguous status of empiricism, and the interface between self and world that ultimately determines all experience, mystical experience included. Given a radically non-anthropomorphic concept of God, the question is this: how can something be experienced, when there is nothing to experience? In a sense, what John and other mystics call mystical experience is an oxymoron – and hence the tropes of darkness, night, and negation.


  Similarly, the spiritual darkness John discusses is not simply about the debasement or demeaning of spiritual practice (during John’s time, when both Inquisitions and Reformations were afoot, certainly there was no shortage of religious solutions in the ideological marketplace…). Spiritual darkness extends the empiricist theme of sensory darkness further. Its primary concern is with idealism. Given that there is nothing to experience, what then prevents mysticism from becoming idealism, a contemplative practice of pure thought, “purged” of all sensory and phenomenal attributes? John’s reply is that the thought of non-experience is not enough, for then one either ends up in a vicious circle (the thought of the thought of non-experience, ad infinitum) or one then posits something beyond thought – at which point thought must itself become silent, still, and “dark.” As John notes, in a sentiment echoed by later mystical thinkers such as Kierkegaard, “for the intellect faith is also like a dark night.”117


  In this second definition of darkness – as sensory and spiritual darkness – John makes a distinction that points to the limits of both experience and thought. Both types of darkness are described by John as forms of “purgation” and “accommodation” for mystical experience. While the initial part of this process entails active practices (e.g. meditation, contemplation, etc.), the latter part of it is passive. Mysteriously, it just happens. For us, however, living within the non-mystical everyday world, this is not enough. If there is a passive purgation, for what does this cleansing take place? If there is a passive accommodation, what is the subject accommodating?


  John’s reply comes in the form of his third definition of darkness. It is what we might call the “lightning theory of darkness.” As he notes, “in striking the soul with its divine light, it surpasses the natural light and thereby darkens and deprives individuals of all the natural affections and apprehensions they perceive by means of their natural light. It leaves their spiritual and natural faculties not only in darkness but in emptiness too.”118 Here we see the motif of the divine as dark due to its excess and exuberance (as per John’s first definition). We also see the notion of the divine as dark because it represents a limit for thought and experience (as per the second definition). Finally, we also have here an articulation of the paradox at the heart of mystical experience: the manifestation of that which is an absolute limit (for experience, for thought, for the human), which, in its manifesting, is also a vacuousness, a dissipation, a receding into shadows and night.


  This is the contradictory movement evoked in later thinkers such as Georges Bataille: “Here darkness is not the absence of light (or of sound) but absorption into the outside.”119 Or again, from Bataille’s mystical poem “L’Archangélique”: “the excess of darkness / is the flash of a star.”120 It is this paradoxical movement that John evokes when he states, “and God is also a dark night to the soul in this life.”121
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  Commentary on Ground. In the second stanza of the poem, terms evoking both terrestrial and non-terrestrial environments are more frequent, as are the biological descriptions of “primordial life” and such. All of these terms bring to the mind the concept of the “ground,” not only in the literal sense of a planetary, terrestrial land mass, but also in the figurative, philosophical sense of providing a rational basis or support for the development of a concept.


  But grounds are often unsteady, shifting suddenly and giving way to tectonic upheavals that could only have arisen as a result of long-term, nearly imperceptible shifts. For every ground, then, there is a corresponding state of the groundless, or better, an unground. The idea of the unground is found in the work of the German mystical philosopher Jakob Böhme. Böhme worked as a cattle herder and a shoemaker before becoming involved in mystical theology, largely as a result of his own mystical experiences (one of which included a vision of the structure of the world encapsulated in a beam of sunlight on a pewter dish). His influences are eclectic, and range from Neoplatonism to Renaissance alchemy. And, while Böhme wrote on a range of topics, from natural philosophy to the theology of the Trinity, it is in mystical works such as the Von der Gnadenwahl (On the Election of Grace, 1623) that Böhme puts forth the idea of the divine as Ungrund.


  The term Ungrund is difficult to translate, as it may, depending on context, mean a lack of ground, a lack of ground as itself a ground, or a superior or superlative ground. For the sake of simplicity let us translate Ungrund as “unground,” keeping in mind the plurality of meanings it may have. These pluralities, moreover, are implicit in Böhme’s writing. What does it mean to say, as Böhme did, that God is the Ungrund? On the one hand God is the unground because the divine is without specific attributes. The divine is “neither light, nor darkness, neither love nor wrath, evil nor good.”122 That is, it is precisely that which is neutral with respect to human-centric, moral and metaphysical attributes of the world. On the other hand, Böhme will repeatedly refer to the divine less in terms of its neutrality, and more in terms of negation – the divine as “the nothing and the all,” or simply, the divine as a “Divine Abyss.” Here God is Abyss not because the divine passes beyond the human world of morality and metaphysics, but because the divine subtracts itself, in an act of self-negation, from its very intelligibility as such.


  This leaves Böhme with a basic theological problem, which is how to explain the creation of the world, nature, and life if the divine is indeed to be negatively thought of as the unground or Abyss. There is, to begin with, the metaphysical problem of how something can be created from nothing. Then there is the theological problem of how plurality, the diversity of the world, can come from an indivisible unity. But beyond these problems, there is another, more important one, which is that if the divine is indeed the unground, and if the unground is neutral, anonymous, and indifferent, then this clearly implies a notion of the divine as equally neutral, anonymous, and indifferent with respect to us as human beings and the human world that we inhabit. The divine as Ungrund implies not only negation or a Divine Abyss, but the divine as indifferent to the human.


  Here Böhme relies upon a fairly standard mode of theological exegesis for his time, combining the Neoplatonic emanation of the divine with the Trinity as its mode of manifestation, all of which results in the world as manifestation of divine goodness (the mysterium magnum), animated by an equally divine and beneficent principle of life (the spiritus mundi). In short, Böhme’s religious commitment to a highly moralized natural philosophy ends up compromising the ambivalence in his idea of the Divine Abyss or the unground. That the divine as unground eventually leads to the infusion of divine creation in the innately good and moral world is both unsurprising and disappointing.


  This is precisely where later philosophers influenced by mystical traditions intervene. A case in point is Schopenhauer’s notion of the Will. Schopenhauer’s major work, The World as Will and Representation, takes up and modifies the Kantian distinction between the world as it appears to us (phenomena) and the world in itself (noumena). For Kant, the latter idea is philosophically necessary but can never be known as such. It is simply there to designate a some thing “out there” that we as human beings sense, study, and produce knowledge about, but which forever remains beyond the pale of human knowledge. In the Kantian framework, the world-in-itself guarantees that all thought does not reduce to idealism.


  For all his pessimistic grumblings, Schopenhauer remains optimistic that the world-in-itself can be known by us as human beings. As we noted earlier in this book, Schopenhauer grants to Kant the world as it appears to us, which he terms Vorstellung. (Representation). But this is only an index to something else, which, Schopenhauer is sure, is the world-in-itself, which he terms Wille (Will). Given that the world-in-itself can never be known without becoming the world as it appears to us, how can Schopenhauer make this claim? Certainly the term “will” here has little or nothing to do with the pedantic world of individual human wants and desires. But what then is it? Nietzsche, one of Schopenhauer’s greatest advocates and sharpest critics, notes that Schopenhauer can only make this claim by a “poetic intuition” – by definition it can never be definitively proved.


  In attempting to describe the Wille as the world-in-itself, Schopenhauer variously resorts to the language of force, flux, flow, process, power, and dynamism, though none of this language is used with any consistency. Neither does Schopenhauer opt for the sort of pantheism evidenced in the naturphilosophie of his contemporaries Schelling and Hegel (of whom he has only derisory things to say). Instead, the rhetoric Schopenhauer returns to again and again is that of the ground and the groundless. As he notes in one of his more pessimistic moments, “everything in life proclaims that earthly happiness is destined to be frustrated, or recognized as an illusion. The grounds for this lie deep in the very nature of things.”123 For Schopenhauer, it is the oscillating experiences of suffering and boredom that come to form this paradoxical ground, a ground that relies on the “poetic intuition” of the mystic more than the logical syllogism of the philosopher.


  But Schopenhauer offers another, more rigorous notion of ground in discussing the Will as the world-in-itself. Blind, anonymous, and indifferent to our wants and desires, the Will can never, for Schopenhauer, have a stable ground, either in terms of human experience or in terms of human knowledge. For, as he notes, “there will always remain, as an insoluble residuum, a content of the phenomenon which cannot be referred to its form, and which thus cannot be explained from something else in accordance with the principle of sufficient reason.”124 Again: “Everywhere a ground can be given only of phenomena as such, only of individual things, never of the will itself…”125


  By evoking this phrase “sufficient reason,” Schopenhauer insinuates a world-in-itself without the moral-theological framework that still determined Böhme. A long-standing foundation of Western philosophical thought, the principle of sufficient reason states simply that everything that exists has a reason for existing. It is the very bedrock, the very ground of philosophy. In discussing the Will in terms of the principle of sufficient reason, Schopenhauer suggests that the world literally has no reason. “For in everything in nature there is something to which no ground can ever be assigned, for which no explanation is possible, and no further cause is to be sought.”126 This point is not only the limit of philosophy, assuming as it does the principle of sufficient reason; it is also the hinge upon which mystical thought operates. At such a point, all ground can only turn into the unground: “…the principle of the world’s existence is expressly a groundless one…which, as thing-in-itself, cannot be subject to the principle of sufficient reason or ground.”127


  And this is where the mysticism implicit in Schopenhauer’s projects comes to the fore – except that Schopenhauer’s reference points are not only those of Christian mysticism, but those of the mystical strand in Hinduism and Buddhism as well. Whatever Schopenhauer’s errors in his understanding of, say, the Buddhist concept of “emptiness” (śūnyatā), what this engagement with mysticism allows him to do is to pose the problem of the unground as a problem of the human. Schopenhauer’s challenge is how to think the world-in-itself apart from any human framework, subtracted from any anthropocentric and even anthropomorphic experience.


  If, as both Böhme and Schopenhauer suggest, mystical thinking is intimately related to the ground, then we leave the last word to Dōgen, the Japanese monk and founder of the Sōtō School of Zen Buddhism. In or around 1227, Dōgen, returning from his enlightenment on the mountain of T’ien-t’ung, took it upon himself to write a manual for meditation, known as the Fukan zazen gi. The opening passages of the manual, which today exists in several versions, depict a master “sitting fixedly” in meditation. However, to a novice monk, the groundedness of the master’s sitting appears to stand in contrast with the ungrounded practice of meditation on nothingness. In fact, Dōgen’s telling of this tale even seems to suggest that mystical experience is precisely this ground of the unground, the thinking of not thinking: “Once, when the Great Master Hung-tao of Yüeh shan was sitting in meditation, a monk asked him, ‘What are you thinking, sitting there so fixedly?’ The master answered, ‘I’m thinking of not thinking.’ The monk asked, ‘How do you think of not thinking?’ The master answered, ‘Nonthinking.’”128
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  Commentary on Planets. In this, the third stanza, the poem evokes something more than the natural environments of the planet; it also evokes the materials, substances, and “temperatures” of the planet, an entire planetary ambience. There is, from the view of science, the planet itself, which is inclusive of the atmosphere. There is also, from the view of poetry, the atmosphere, which is paradoxically exclusive of the planet. But how can the planet be excluded from the atmosphere, especially when, in common knowledge, the latter derives from the existence of the former?


  In an enigmatic text entitled “The Congested Planet,” published in 1958, Georges Bataille attempts something unheard of in mystical traditions: to conceive of a non-human mysticism that would also refuse all forms of anthropomorphic personification. Depicting “a planet congested by death and wealth,” Bataille evokes an anonymous, impersonal “scream” that “pierces the clouds.” In these clouds and on this planet – planets and clouds that are to be taken literally, and not metaphorically – Bataille notes, with some ambivalence, that “knowledge is the agreement of the organism and the environment from which it emerges.”129 We might even read into this phrase something more specific – it is the accommodation of the environment to the organism that, in the last instance, constitutes knowledge.


  That said, Bataille, notes that “the wager of knowledge opens two paths.” The first, perhaps unsurprisingly, is the path of instrumental knowledge. Bataille, however, nuances this as both a philosophical and mythical need for a correlation between organism and environment (which is really the accommodation of the latter to the former). In one movement, the organism is this “unconditioned flight” from the possible into “the impossible that surrounds it.” Knowledge only arises, however, by virtue of the conversion of the impossible back into the possible, of the unforeseeable into the foreseeable. “Hazardous flight” is converted into “wise calculation.”


  While the conventional leftist reading of Bataille would see this as a critique of global industrial capitalism, this is only part of the picture. Bataille is not simply on the side of the “hazardous flight,” and he is not simply advocating for the liberation of “the impossible.” Both the hazardous flight and the wise calculation belong to the human world, and this world, as Bataille notes, is not always the same as “the planet.” The differential between them is that of the world-for-us and the world-in-itself: “human knowledge becomes the calculation of possibility when it orders the totality of things for itself…”130


  This is the second path that the “wager of knowledge” opens up. Bataille can only state it negatively – yes, we have language, and concepts, and tools, and we thereby apply ourselves to the world, in the world. But the world’s deep time and tectonic shifts remind us that “it is nothing that exists in the last place: everything is in suspense, over the abyss, the ground itself is the illusion of an assurance.”131 Awareness of the fragility of the human, of the ungroundedness of the ground, the disjunction of the planet from the world, the world-in-itself from the world-for-us – all of this evokes for Bataille an experience that would in an earlier epoch be called mystical experience. Nowhere is this more evident, ironically, than in the precision of our knowledge about geology, paleontology, meteorology, and ecology. The more we learn about the planet, the stranger it becomes to us. “The insignificant, provisional nature of the data of even the most certain knowledge is revealed to me in this way.”


  Whether Bataille actually succeeds in “The Congested Planet” is certainly up for debate – the melodramatic quality of his writing has meant that vast numbers of graduate students have furtively “skipped over” the poetic parts in favor of the more robust “theory.” But it is difficult not to read texts like this in light of the ongoing discourse over climate change. This is also the case with Bataille’s project The Accursed Share (begun in the late 1960s), the first volume of which opens with these striking words: “Beyond our immediate ends, man’s activity in fact pursues the useless and infinite fulfillment of the universe.”132


  Bataille is, obviously, not unaware of the natural resource and energy problem that readily exists at the time of his writing The Accursed Share. This is, in fact, the backdrop for his approach, which is “to recognize in the economy – in the production and use of wealth – a particular aspect of terrestrial activity regarded as a cosmic phenomenon.”133 As Bataille rhetorically notes, “isn’t there a need to study the system of human production and consumption within a much larger framework?”134


  In as much as The Accursed Share is, in Bataille’s words, a work of political economy, it is also very much an expanded view of what terms like “economy,” “wealth,” and “production” may mean. The economy, in its conventional and narrow, human-centric meaning, in the last instance dips down into the bowels of the viscous planet, which itself can only be known on the radically non-human level of deep time. Bataille is asking for more than a simple marriage of economy and ecology, however. In this “cosmic” perspective, economy is also the wealth, production, and expenditure of the non-human planet: “A movement is produced on the surface of the globe that results from the circulation of energy at this point in the universe.”135


  What would this unhuman, planetary economy look like? To begin with, Bataille distinguishes economy in the conventional sense from this other, cosmic economy. The former – a “restricted” economy – is near-sighted in its goals, and has the human (be it in terms of humanity generally or specific interest groups) as its final goal. The latter – a “general” economy – is the view of the deep time of the planet, its tectonic shifts and atmospheric transformations, all of which takes place indifferently to the human-bound interests of the restricted economy. In the former, we not only see rivers, but also dams, bridges, and occasions for sport. In the latter, our language falters, opting for either the poetic (the ebb and flow of life) or the scientific (fluid dynamics, laminar flow).


  The failure of Bataille’s project was, interestingly, to insinuate that a better appreciation of the general economy could lead to a critique and even transformation of the all-too-human restricted economy, especially when the latter is by definition indifferent to the hopes and desires of the former. The best he could do – which the later chapters of the Accursed Share detail – is to simply document the ways in which we as human beings unknowingly participate in the general economy through the ambivalent rituals of festivals, war, and luxurious squandering.


  But if Bataille comes up short in The Accursed Share, that same theme of the unhuman planet is taken up, in a different guise, in his almost aphoristic, posthumously published text Theory of Religion. Returning to a theme that governs nearly all of his thought, Theory of Religion again evokes the problem of mystical experience, and in particular the mysticism of the unhuman. His starting point is our twofold status as situated, living beings: on the one hand we exist in the world, viewing the world as a world-for-us as human beings, with particular needs and desires. Our existing in the world in this way is predicated on a basic separation between self and world, which in turn is predicated on a minimal notion of individuation (I am not you, you are not me, get out of my personal space, etc.).


  On the other hand, we also exist as the world itself, in as much as we are living beings indelibly bound to the world just as much as are the rain, the buildings, or the internet. Our intimate binding to everything gives us the impression of our interconnectedness and of the interconnectedness of all things, human beings being only one type of thing. Bataille uses the terms “discontinuity” and “continuity,” respectively, to describe these two impressions. Sometimes we prefer to keep our distance, have some “alone time.” At other times we


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Contemporary culture has eliminated both the concept of the public and the figure of the intellectual. Former public spaces – both physical and cultural – are now either derelict or colonized by advertising. A cretinous anti-intellectualism presides, cheerled by expensively educated hacks in the pay of multinational corporations who reassure their bored readers that there is no need to rouse themselves from their interpassive stupor. The informal censorship internalized and propagated by the cultural workers of late capitalism generates a banal conformity that the propaganda chiefs of Stalinism could only ever have dreamt of imposing. Zer0 Books knows that another kind of discourse – intellectual without being academic, popular without being populist – is not only possible: it is already flourishing, in the regions beyond the striplit malls of so-called mass media and the neurotically bureaucratic halls of the academy. Zer0 is committed to the idea of publishing as a making public of the intellectual. It is convinced that in the unthinking, blandly consensual culture in which we live, critical and engaged theoretical reflection is more important than ever before.
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