

[image: images]




Time, Doubt and Wonder in the Humanities


Time, Doubt and

Wonder in the Humanities

Between the Tick and the Tock

Prasanta Chakravarty

[image: Image]


BLOOMSBURY INDIA

Bloomsbury Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

Second Floor, LSC Building No. 4, DDA Complex, Pocket C – 6 & 7,

Vasant Kunj New Delhi 110070

BLOOMSBURY, BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC INDIA and the Diana logo are trademarks of

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in India 2019

This edition published 2019

Copyright © Prasanta Chakravarty, 2019

Prasanta Chakravarty has asserted his right under the Indian Copyright Act to be identified as the Author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for, any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes

ISBN: HB: 978-9-3881-3424-8; eBook: 978-9-3881-3426-2

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

Created by Manipal Digital Systems

Printed and bound in India by Thomson Press Pvt Ltd

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc makes every effort to ensure that the papers used in the manufacture of our books are natural, recyclable products made from wood grown in well-managed forests. Our manufacturing processes conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com and sign up for our newsletters


Dazzling, erudite, simultaneously charming and assaulting, this analysis of affects, disturbing and strange affects, and especially wonder, the most elusive of affects and the most energising of moods, shines a new light on the forces of time and becoming. At once a deeply political analysis of the present and a meditation of its impossibility, these extraordinary essays open out our understanding of what the humanities, and especially the arts, can do in times of crisis.

—Elizabeth Grosz, Jean Fox O’Barr Women’s Studies Professor, Trinity College of Arts & Sciences, Duke University

Anyone demoralised about the situation of humanities in an anti-intellectual and greed-driven era will be heartened by this path-breaking and searching study. Prasanta Chakravarty has gathered here essays on topics that range from the importance of Luther to the Torah as literature to eighteenth-century minstrelsy. His meditations on such historical topics are interwoven with readings of important Bengali and Hindi poets of several generations, new insights into the poems of Basil Bunting and David Jones, and thoughts on the quality of academic life within the University of Delhi, where he teaches. Underlying all of his work is a concern with the common human experiences of time and the senses, and the ways our belief systems, so often mutually unintelligible, which nevertheless speak to a shared desire to live beyond the merely literal.

—Susan Stewart, Poet and Avalon Foundation University Professor of Humanities, Princeton University

Prasanta Chakravarty’s book is a furious, irresistible ride between philosophy, literature and politics. It displays an amazing erudition and mobilises dozens of ideas and authors, from classics to contemporary critical thought, passing through German, English and Hindi poetry. Advancing through this labyrinth of concepts and images with elegance and astuteness, Chakravarty explores the enigma of time. Between Chronos and Kairos, his praxical imagination fruitfully discloses new horizons of hope.

—Enzo Traverso, Susan and Barton Winokur Professor in the Humanities, Cornell University


All enemies, who provide density to living
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Opening Words: Time, Doubt and Wonder

The German poet, playwright and novelist Heinrich Von Kleist tells us of the marionette puppet theatre that the graceful and rhythmic dance movements of its mute figurines entirely depend on the centre of gravity in each puppet. The puppeteer lets the mechanics follow its own rhythm: ‘When the centre of gravity is moved in a straight line, the limbs describe curves. Often shaken in a purely haphazard way, the puppet falls into a kind of rhythmic movement which resembles dance’ (Kleist, 2004). The job can be done entirely without sensitivity or without much idea on the part of the puppeteer about the beauty in the dance. And yet the operator dances with the marionettes. For there is something mysterious about the simple curvatures and movements that the puppets follow. Those paths are taken by the soul of the dancer. The operator must transpose himself into the centre of gravity of the marionette. If the operator is able to transpose himself thus, he is in unison with the centre of gravity of each independent movement. Affectation is its obverse, that is to say when the moving force appears at some point other than the centre of gravity of the movement. The weightlessness of the puppets derives from the fact that they glance lightly at the ground, like elves, and through such momentary checks, renew the swing of their limbs. We humans must have it to rest on, to recover from the effort of the dance. Otherwise, we remain what we are: isolated, self-conscious and all too human! Only God can equal inanimate objects in grace, concludes Von Kleist. Grace appears only in that human form which either has no consciousness or an infinite consciousness; that is, in the puppet or in the God.

This transposition, the recovering of wonder and weightlessness in movement and curvature is also a turn. A turn towards an event. The turn towards an artistic event means having a perception of a relationship between the name and the thing. It is to this relationship that Blaise Pascal has given the name of time. We turn towards the same entity when we say time, a harking towards a certain kind of congealed sensibility. Art deals in such a tropological time—for trope literally means turn. This idea of troping may sometimes contract into pure sign too. At those moments art does not need any detour—it simply says whatever is. J. Hillis Miller calls this investment in tropes and signs a certain kind of catachresis. We cannot verify the unknowable time of wonder but we sure can feel the unknown and the unsaid in our guts, running in our bloodstream. Literature is a vector, a directional motion towards such a time that is eerie, ominous and enchanted.

How can literature catch a sense of lived time and how can time elicit from us, the producers and connoisseurs, a specific sense of artistic consciousness? Here is Paul Valery: ‘I catch the word time as it flies by. This word was absolutely limpid, precise, honest, and faithful in its service, as long as it played its part in a proposition, and as long as it was spoken by someone who wanted to say something. But here it is, all by itself, seized by its wings. It takes revenge. It makes us believe that it has more meaning than it has functions. It was only a means, and now it has become an end. It has become the object of a frightful philosophical desire. It changes itself into enigma, into abyss, into torment of thought’ (Valery, 2003). The essays here are largely concerned with time as this idea of an enigma, which urges us to deploy the figurative language of a certain kind that takes us closer to the partially knowable. This is another kind of time: the vibration of the perishable minute, which we can catch if listened with a certain patience and ardency. This perishable moment of partial knowledge is the subsocial, lurking just a degree above the natural. This domain of partial knowledge is also what makes art possible—where the discontinuity is broken by moments of continuity through emotion and language until its movements turn discontinuous once again. It is half chaotic but also always about to coagulate into sense. Tending towards sense but never fully articulated, deftly hinted at. References of language to their respective meanings at such moments are then broken down to slurring, deceiving, loving, sacrificing, enacting, playing, thwarting, believing and revolting. The relationships between signs contain these constitutive temporal moments. The wondrous signs of literature work through certain repetitions of time but they also gradually shift place from the previous signifying slices of time to the present moment. Each sign in this sense is pure anteriority.

If we, the actors in and of time, can ride correctly over the centre of gravity of each movement, each relationship, then time can turn marvellous. Time is, in this sense, following Friedrich Schlegel, a permanent parabasis, a suspension. This suspension cannot be represented through copying whatever can be visualised. Literature is rather akin to a wondrous calligraphy—made up of dazzling, vengeful, loving emblems which can be decoded and deciphered. In order to get hold of the thickness of duration, literature tells us what time stands for, what do relationships allude to and what the rhetorical features of the political moment are. If deciphered, such art provides us with another set of clarity—which is what this book is all about.

To thickening duration, Giorgio Agamben gives the name of adventure, from Latin adventus, the advent of a prince or a messiah or perhaps from eventus. Something marvellous happens to man—positive or negative, ‘which is a moment of effective occurance within a real and known context’ (Agamben, 2015). Wonder is an exercise in chance and destiny—par aventure is by chance. The risk is an inexorable journey in time. It is an encounter of each man with himself and the world. This encounter is providential in the sense that the adventure with duration turns into an irresistible involvement with life. Art repeatedly deals in such fortuitous durational adventures. Adventures provide a clarity that is vehement.

Taking on headlong the vicissitudes of vehement living, Agamben would cite from Erec et Enide: ‘But greater the wonder/and the more perilous the adventure/the more he covets it and yearns for it.’ Acknowledging the perils of vehemence means existing in, and with, simultaneous engagement and aloofness with whatever happens.

Vehemence is a pure daimon.

Vehemence

‘Man’s misfortune lies in being time-bound’ (Sartre, 1957), Sartre had said about Faulkner’s temporal sensibility. But man’s fortune, his powerful grappling with time, also leads to all that the arts have to offer us—infinite splendour, tenderness and grace. Diamonds are strewn everywhere—sometimes these gems are incandescent; at other time they come with portends. They choose and beckon us. This is what one of the most significant essays of the book tries to take into account—through the reading of a short poem by one of the most intimate poets of Bengal, writing in the last century—Pranabendu Dasgupta. The two words rain and revulsion correspond to the very quintessence of wonder and doubt respectively, as it were. Both the metaphors intertwine inextricably. There is nothing more wondrous in creation than rain. All creation is literally drenched in its pouring marvel. Rain is sheer joy. And yet the same rain can churn other emotions among creaturely beings. ‘Pour on,’ says Lear, ‘I will endure’ (Shakespeare, 1623). Rain takes us through more intricate routes. Revulsion, on the other hand, is a rounded emotion. Revulsion is not hatred. First, unlike lesser emotions of antagonism, it is a visceral, acrid and ontological condition of living. Revulsion is far more than a personal emotion. It hovers between the personal and the social. Caste, race and skin are intricately connected, for instance, so that their relationship could produce a certain kind of creaturely revulsion, which lies at the heart of such categories. But as a condition of living, revulsion is also pre-social—a terrain of percepts and sensations. Here is what there is seems to quiver within us. Second, revulsion is a condition of radical non-communication. Rain and revulsion seem like two pure conditions of wonder—one induces joy and the other, arises out of fear and hideousness. But sometimes, instead of water particles, it rains deathly diamonds, as in Neptune and Venus. Our beautiful planet turns distant and galactic at such times. Rain then fuses with revulsion and deepens the very idea of duration. They intertwine inextricably. Pranabendu’s poem maps rain and revulsion as two helical axes of living. He does this mapping by slowing down and intensifying time and constricting space. Are we sure about the durability of our kinship ties and circles of familiarity, he asks? Do all relationships always already stand at the brink of extinction and distancing? Are we supposed to immerse in each moment and thicken those, especially since the intricate overlapping zones of joy and repulsion endlessly, inexorably, continue to create all that is wonderful in living? The poem also takes us into a zone of radical undecidability, which lies at the heart of all relationships. In this case, the poet takes the idea of friendship as a condition and explores revulsion and distancing as given. Friendship is like a stretchable band that might snap for the strangest of reasons. But that very possibility makes it a remarkable relational commitment. The coming together of rain and revulsion generates such commitments, a certain essential haptic possibility for life and art. And this assemblage also spins a web of the subsocial that is at the heart of everything that goes by the name of political. Such a force field of assemblages we can call the zone of vehemence.

Vehemence is about the accidental. Artists take us into zones of confrontation and precarity. There is no hedging. Ramkumar Chetankranti’s poetry takes us to this general grammar of forms and in the process transposes duration into art. In order to make sense of the current ambiance of anger and retribution in public life, he travels to the root of the issue: after years of neglect, the poorest and most deprived of the youth starts to feel empowered by the advent of technology as entertainment, as pure devices in their lives. But entertainment and communication are not sufficient for enhancing life. Something else has to fill up the gap left empty by a terrible ideological vacuum: money and virility, enveloped and gift-wrapped within the bounds of a daring, balloon-like nation. This group of angry young men and women began to believe that this new found power would absorb all sorrows and the precarious nature of their drab and boring existence. The mercenary, calculating and devout nature of this emerging and deeply acquisitive class of people have explored wonderfully by the poet: one eye in Samadhi, the other primed to acquire the comforts of good life at any cost. But Chetankranti is an attentive and suffering soul and hence he tries to grapple with the loss involved in taking such a philosophy of power seriously. Notions of virility and populist rage must be rejected since it generates a self-defeating anger. And anger is a deficient emotion. Sustained anger is not misplaced because it rages against the earlier ruling dispensation which was deaf and uncaring, but since this is the populist rage, which does have a context, it is unable to fathom something larger: that precarity is a generalised state of existence. This is a faux wager, a kind of shadow-boxing on the part of the boys of the abject hinterland, the poet feels. Therefore, rage is measured on a beam-balance and placed by him against the precarity of our living conditions. We have come to appreciate the freak nature of accidental contingency of the past two decades. And now a forlorn nation hangs in limbo, trying to escape a churning purgatory. This is his real subject. The poet repeatedly asks about a foregone and possibly failed dream of mobility that the so-called economic liberalisation had promised to a generation. Are the members of the brave new world being sufficiently attentive to the thickness of their own world, which is actually our collective world too—the world of the abject? Is this not the nether side of mercenary heroism in which we all revel momentarily? What price slaying heedlessly, for the joy of it? This momentary duration seems to be scalding. And we, the actants of this retributive, melancholic passing time, roost over a keg of dynamite.

Duration bursts forth. But these are not mere spectacles. Spectacles do not interest the artist Francis Bacon, Gilles Deleuze tells us. Mutilations and monsters just happen, mere detours they are. Baleful forces hover all around us. Wrong relations with the baleful forces only involve colour and line. Expressive violence is a sensation. Bacon’s Figures are therefore hardly racked bodies. They feel discomfort for being constrained. The discomfort is occasioned by forces outside of the canvas whose presence is overwhelming. Bacon simply acknowledges those forces and the constraints they impart on material bodies.

How can art respond? What are its moves for measuring time? Simple figuration has long been abandoned in modernist practices. But Bacon breaks with the tradition of figuration (illustrative and narrative) in such a way that it is never abstract in the modernist sense. He breaks with figuration by elevating the figure to sharp pre-eminence. There is no investment in symbolisation, or in any narrative in his works. The solitary figure confronts the field. Figures wrestle in a shallow depth.Through his figures, Bacon seems to be asking how certain structures and repetitions produce and reproduce themselves to the exclusion of becomings and events that would not be repetitions. And he highlights the acting of the force field upon figures. This—in order to evade all moorings. If psychoanalytic practice sustains such captures, how can art encourage escapes instead?

Naturally, such artworks do not have any model to represent or any story to narrate. In order to escape the figurative, the artwork can possible take two routes: either take a turn toward pure form by means of abstraction or lurch toward the purely figural, through extraction or isolation. If the artist aims at the figure, the second route, the idea will be to pitch the painting against the figural or the figurative. The primary job will be to isolate the figure in its abjectness of wildness or fragmented self, where other forces are working around him. Not illustration or narration. In order to liberate the figure, Bacon disrupts the narration. He sticks to the fact.

The poetic world of Falguni Roy is precisely invested in such an extraction of the figure from the figurative and expanding a charged force field:

‘I walk through the byways of stories and poetry with two poems—my rifle my bible through the alleyways of freedom fighters and a seventies martyrs monument in old college square reflection of new library at a distance the medical college morgue and adjacent to that the road bifurcating the temple and the library a road straightway takes to the prostitutes quarters I walk with bible, with rifle’ (Roy, 2014).

In utterances like the one quoted above, Roy tries to capture a force-field, a vehement, flowing topos of the Northern part of Kolkata—byways of martrylogical extremist politics, stench of deadbodies (morgue), a place of worship, books in the library and stench of living bodies (prostitution) in one single stroke. The Bible and the rifle, in both their synesthetic and political equivalence, stand lethally fused. The familiar wondrously turns cosmic. By combining the metaphors of the House and the Universe, Heimlich and Unheimlich, his poetry hurtles us towards joyful living and pure annihilation. Daimon is summoned. The man turns into a wolf and the wolf into a man in the midnight hours of a particular period in Kolkata’s history that Roy is trying to paint. Thus, an adventure ensues. Again and again, Roy’s protagonists struggle to break free of the endless cycles of diurnality by means of repeated negations until negation of negation leads to an articulation of positive determination in the Spinozist sense. Figures and movements are stark and bare, leading to a sense of aleatory determination. A zone, a force field is thus framed. And with such zones, relationships try to escape the duration of their existence altogether in order to pave a way for a coming time where a man will be liberated from oppressive and crafted ways.

Such baleful yet free forces also surround us in the work of the modernist poet and painter David Jones. Often, the modern painter claims to reign over vision but he is besieged by photographs and moving picture. The entire surface of the canvas is already taken over by cultural markers and cliches. It is extremely difficult to break with the logic of figuration. Abstract art forms try to tear modern practice away from figuration. Sometimes they do succeed. Often it gets mired in its own cliches. But there is another path, a more direct and shining one that artists like Jones and Bacon espouse: a literalisation of signs. ‘Paint the scream, not the horror’ (Bacon, 2005), Bacon would say. Jones echoes the feeling and we witness an artist who continually releases doses of an epiphanic wonder straight into our bloodstream.

In this context, David Lynch speaks about the need to let accidents happen in works of art. ‘You always have to leave an opening for other forces, you know, to do their thing’ (Lynch, 2005), he says. Bodies, objects and relations are subject to baleful forces. Right relations with forces place sinewy marks and striations on the canvas, the screen and the recording device. Wrong relations can destroy all bodies—and we are surrounded by such forces. How do idiot savant artists work? In Lynch’s Lost Highway, not a weapon but an ordinary coffee table makes pitiable meat of Andy’s head. William Blake’s symbology is a network of zigzag associations, but its obscurity runs according to a logic that comes from afar. In both cases, there is a literalisation of correspondences. An entire independent mythography is gradually laid bare. By literalisation in art one means acquiring a dual structure and a process by which works oscillate between those two modes—the sheer materiality of objects/bodies and its elongation into spirit/force. Making a work of art literal means bringing it into a relationship with certain other elements (like a running goose among two lovers would literalise lust in Jones). On the other hand, literalisation also means foregrounding the contingent presence of the element itself, without consideration of its relations to any other socialised elements. In this manner, the work of art acquires a life, which is part of immanence. Such art is not only about thought and becoming but, foremost, about recalibrating wondrous temporality. This temporality is ever vulnerable, left unprotected.

This giving in to the mythopoeic is always a double-edged tool. From time to time political and technocratic progress and criticality seem unmoored, harsh and polycentric. The core critical values of Western modernity were challenged foremost from within. What began as a promise increasingly looked moribund and without any coordination to certain art practitioners. In order to supersede and transcend the ills of modernity, forms of romanticism were called upon so that new sources of meaning
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