_.   Reality Printing

At life’s most basic level, the play of code and decoding leaves room for chance, which, before being disease, deficit or monstrosity, is something like perturbation in the information system, something like a ‘mistake.’ In the extreme, life is what is capable of error. 
–Michel Foucault 

Printing is a technical form of production that brings things into being as a derivative or copy of something already there. Print therefore contains a contradiction. It creates something new while at the same time retaining the old; it is both a mechanism of production and a process of revitalisation or repair. In this way, print reflects the subjective process of how we come to recognise reality in our lives. We at once exist in history, or in the frame of ‘what is’ and also engage productively within our context towards change that shifts what we are given. Recognition is an ‘im-pression,’ making our sense of reality an imprint of what we approach and engage with in life yet, this impression or imprint we recognise will always be other to the thing in which signifies our impression. In the philosophy of Georg Simmel reality is the word for how life is presented to the human subject and as such belongs to the realm of knowledge, something that is opposed to the realm of that ‘which is.’ Reality belongs to the realm of knowledge and not the realm of life because reality can never fully account for that which it aims to represent; knowledge makes mistakes, it creates shifts in perspective and creates what is not already there. The Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa understood this well in his depiction of reality as that which is detached from the temporal and external quality of life. Pessoa sees but knows he is blind to life as such. He sees only reality which is an impression that gives him knowledge and knowledge of life is never actually life. Yet, Pessoa then inverts this dynamic and shows that life ‘for us’ is this very impossibility of seeing. What is real does not exist for us, rather all of the slippages that impose impressions on us become real and are generated not from our attention to knowledge, but our attention to something ineffable that begets the formal structure of knowledge represented by reality.


Kantian Interlude

Modernity is self-aware of the hyper technical, and yet spectral, form of rationalisation required to systematically formulate and construct the reality of our worlds. Take Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (CPR), western modernity’s most famously technical construction of a reality system. Kant begins with a transcendental premise that claims the human subject provides the world with its intelligibility through a priori categories of pure reason. From this perspective, everything in the world we interact with is understood only to be there based on the forms that we impose on them and shape them into. To use the analogy of the practice of print, in Kant, the human subject works as a kind of master plate and our worlds become the respective slave plate in which the content of the master plate is applied. The stability and instability of Kant’s system then rests on a transcendental master plate made up of what he calls ‘categories’ that are held to be universal interpretative traits internal to rational human beings. The categories are assumed to cover the attributes of all possible things in the world made up of the following:

Quantity
Unity
Plurality
Totality
Quality
Reality
Negation
Limitation
Relation
Inherence and Subsistence (substance and accident)
Causality and Dependence (cause and effect)
Community (reciprocity)
Modality
Possibility
Existence
Necessity[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Immanuel Kant, Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. New York: St Martin’s Press, 1965 [1929]. P 113.] 


The transcendental is what the subject brings with them and applies to experience and the things or matter experienced. As Foucault claims, “the transcendental is said to be a play of forms that anticipate all content in so far that they have already rendered them possible,”[endnoteRef:2] resulting in the theory that one’s perception of the world is granted in the same finite form as that internal to one’s subjectivity. Kant’s philosophy is therefore not based on a deduction of what is in the world, a metaphysical practice, but rather an epistemology (a theory of thought) asking ‘what can I know given the limits of my own capacity of thought?’ In this way, the subject supplies the form in which objects outside of one’s self can be perceived and thought about. However, since the subject supplies the form required for our reception of the world, the subject contributes to how the world appears and therefore cannot account for what the object itself is outside of our perception of it. For Kant the object must exist, but all that we can know about the object is how it appears to us and therefore we can have no knowledge of the things in the world as they really are, as things in themselves. In other words, the things occupy a kind of ‘outside’ of certain imprints.  [2:  Michel Foucault, “On the Archaeology of the Sciences: Response to the Epistemology Circle,” in Essential Works, Volume Two: Aesthetics, Method and Epistemology, eds James Faubion and Paul Rabinow, New York: New Press, 1998. Pp 331–2.] 


Yet, the categories are essentially far from stable and are susceptible to shifting, drifting and morphing: they contain faults. This is evident when we look to Kant’s process of writing the CPR; a book that has been written twice. The CPR contains both an A addition and a B addition, printed as a book simultaneously, together making up the book as a whole. The A addition entails the first imprint of Kant’s categorical premise operating as a form in motion, put to use to work out the philosophical meaning of the book. However, based on the inherent faults and ‘drifts’ internal to the philosophical development of this categorical imprint, the philosophical meaning of the book changes by the time Kant gets to the end. Kant reacted by beginning again in order to repair the work and force onto the text the meaning he intended. Hence the book itself contains two imprints of Kant’s construction of reality as a product of the inherent faults internal to the initial construction, and the corresponding necessity to repair or rewrite the book in order to make the articulation work. This is a Making-Something-Work marking ‘repair’ as a choreographic device. Kant’s writing process reflects the faults of systemic philosophy itself as one cannot achieve what these books set out to achieve without at some point ruling out the world through an ideal reconstruction. The world will always uncannily elude the printing process and our realities will necessarily be partially represented.

In applying his critical method, Kant distinguishes between the transcendent and transcendental. Transcendent refers to principles that pass beyond the limit of our experience as opposed to what he refers to as imminent principles which take place only within the possibility of experience. Transcendent principles are therefore principles that do not recognise the limits of the subject, considered to be by Kant ‘concepts of pure reason.’ Concepts of pure reason are not given to one through experience but rather are based on reason alone. For Kant reason can therefore be deceptive, giving us ideas that we cannot prove exist through experience, such as the concepts of pure reason located by Kant: god, cosmology and the soul. Reason, by representing that which one cannot experience, has the capability of becoming incoherent and deluded in that it constructs ideas that have no relation to that which is presented to us in the world. In contrast, the understanding is composed of categories that impose a form or an imprint on the objective world and although produce our representation as a form of imprint, is also always relational to that which we experience. Therefore, reason represents chaos, while the understanding brings order. The paradox between the operative functions of these two sides (reason and the understanding) represents the transcendental subject’s constitution as essentially sublime. The transcendental subject is the site of a tension between order and chaos where order is consistently fractured by the co-presence of chaos. This is why Kant claims reason needs to be regulated by the relationship between our sensibility (capacity for reception) and understanding (the framework that supplies form–im-print–for all substance through the application of concepts). Kant uses the understanding to impose an order onto reason that, in a Beckettian way, has to be repeated and pushed into existence, reflecting a necessary tension behind the process of ordering to produce that which becomes real and meaningful. The relationship between the understanding and reason therefore reflects a vulnerability, or a fault, in Kant’s philosophical system.

Interestingly, this vulnerability or fault is then recovered, or repaired, by Kant through the use of narrative. The moment his system began to falter, at the end of his development of the principles of understanding (principles that finalise the practical function of the categories), Kant reacts by forcing a metaphor (used to sustain the understanding or an ‘imprint’ of categorical sense making), onto the process with the attempt to repair–to ‘palimpsest’–that which is faltering. He reverts to imposing a narrative, or telling a story, as a form of reconstruction. This metaphor, with its basis in strong colonial undertones, likens the human subject to a territory that needed to be re-assessed. Far from a neutral historical narrative, this metaphor implies that before his intervention the territory existed otherwise. Therefore, the faltering of the understanding in its function to save reason from chaos, needs to be consistently repaired and in so doing made real; here the role of the understanding is productive of ‘reality making,’ and therefore not reflective of simply what is, but rather reflective of the new. 



Possible Realities

Thinking Kant as a philosopher with openings rather than closures, we are interested in the function of print to make room for the construction of different realities depending on how one interprets the form and the function of categorical reality making. This we believe can be better understood through drawing from the material, communal, practice of printmaking. We want to take Kant at his word and reveal the function of the categories as that of a form of an imprint of one of many possible realities. While Kant is generally understood to be the great universalist, we understand that universalism for Kant is grounded on one form of imprint that at times drifts, contains faults and delusion or deception; reflecting the necessity of the interjection of other forms of reality making at the core of his philosophical narrative (such as narrative itself). 

We are interested in how the production of the new can be a result of one’s displacement or drift from ‘what is,’ and the corresponding conceptual work of repairing the distanciation. Hence a fault, disorder or delirium becomes productive of the ‘imprinting’ of new realities. This is something that Kant himself is aware of. He sees that his faculties and categories fall short of their own deduction and are correspondingly predetermined by empirical chance, indicating a philosophical fault line. This is why Kant implores the regulative ideas that transcend the transcendental structure (God, world and soul) and in doing so regulate the boundaries of the categories and faculties through using a metaphor that rationalises them. Without the displacement of things produced by the intervention of regulative ideas according to Sennett, “the solidity of undisplaced things, as of selves which have not experienced displacement, may indeed be the greatest illusions.”[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Richard Sennett, Opt cit. P 134.] 






