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My intentions in the last RB was to articulate Annie Whiles’ carvings using Felix Guattari’s 
philosophical orientations. I feel the need to respond to specific questions in my feedback—for 
this reason, I’m saving the carvings for a later RB whilst I work through my confusion with the 
terms objectivity and subjectivity. I am confused with how these terms are used in philosophies 
that could broadly be defined as ‘New Materialism’ which takes, as its hypothesis, an 
ontologically singular substance sometimes referred to as ‘immanence’ or ‘univocity’. This is 
saying that meaning is somehow ‘folded’ into the one substance, which could largely be 
understood as matter. 


This confusion stems from an interview with art critic Huey Copeland in What it Means to Write 
About Art where he uses quantum theorist and philosopher Karan Barad’s concept of ‘objectivity’ 
in the context of art criticism. I am revisiting this quote to expand upon Copeland’s use of Barad’s 
New Materialist concept of objectivity in the observation and criticism of art:


Barad teaches us that even saying what an object is is completely dependent upon your 
relationship to it and the apparatus you are using to measure it. But, if you can take all that 
into account, you can actually say something that is objective from within that very 
qualified perspective. 
1

How can we talk of objectivity in art, which is usually associated with subjectivity? And, in 
response to my feedback, how can one be in any way ‘objective’ about art when the unconscious 
exists? That inarticulable, unobservable ‘blind spot’ of subjects, which, by its nature, should 
negate the existence of the ‘objective’ (at least for a subjective practice like art). How could the 
unconscious ever be ‘taken into account’ to qualify a perspective? This is a strange meeting 
point: using a philosophy from a physicist concerned with scientifically ‘objective' declarations of 
matter to talk about art, which is commonly associated with subjective interpretation. Working 
through these terms involves interrogating the territories of ‘subject,’ ‘object’ and ‘unconscious’.


I will start by unpacking Barad’s nuanced understanding of ‘objectivity’ which only becomes 
possible through certain apparatuses that measure, and give meaning to, matter, which is 
otherwise ontologically indeterminate. I have a hunch that this ontological indeterminacy is the 
same as that which comprises the unconscious and that we can perform the same operation on 
the unconscious and thereby have a ‘sense’ of objectivity about that blind spot. This is what 
concerns Deleuze and Guattari’s section of Anti-Oedipus titled The Molecular Unconscious. 


The switch to Deleuze and Guattari from Barad makes use of their epistemic similarity, or their 
commitment to immanence, but the transition will also mark the differences in the terms used by 
the continental immanentists (this is based on the ones collected and diagrammed in Simon 
O’Sullivan’s On the Production of Subjectivity: Five Diagrams on the Finite Infinite Relation). This 
route through one set of terms—‘objectivity’ and ‘subjectivity’— to something like a ‘continuum 
between finite and the infinite’ and will, I hope, answer to the other questions presented in my 
feedback concerning how I define ‘incorporeality’. For this, I will introduce Guattari’s matrix of 
ontological affirmation, which may leave loose ends but lay the grounds for a more inclusive 
approach to meaning-making in aesthetic practice.


Barad’s concept of objectivity requires certain conditions to allow it as a possibility in scientific 
practice. They access objectivity by comparing Heisenberg’s ‘Uncertainty Principle’ and Niels 
Bohr’s ‘Indeterminacy Principle’, which underlines the role of the apparatus in meaning-making. 
The essential part of the experimental conditions is in the differences of how the position and 
momentum of an electron is measured—the more precisely the position is known the less 
precisely the momentum, and vice versa.  Heisenberg takes as his hypothesis "We cannot know 2
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both the position and momentum of an atomic object,”  which means that it is thought to be an 3

‘epistemic’ principle; the momentum is thought to exist independently of measurement. Here is 
where the difference lies: the assumption that there is something determinate to be known about 
that which we remain uncertain vs the acknowledgement from Bohr that the act of measurement 
is affecting and making-determinate what is ontologically indeterminate. In other words “we can’t 
know something definite about something for which there is nothing definite to know.” 
4

Since it is in the entanglement between the agencies of observation and the object of observation 
that subject-object relations are enacted, the possibility for ‘objectivity’ is dependent on these 
enactments of conceptual/material conditions. A key passage on this expands Barad’s take which 
opens up the redefinition of objectivity that will be used here:


In my reading of Bohr, a pivotal point in his analysis is that the physical apparatus, 
embodying a particular concept to the exclusion of others, marks the subject-object 
distinction: the physical and conceptual apparatuses form a nondualistic whole marking 
the subject-object boundary. In other words, concepts obtain their meaning in relation to a 
particular physical apparatus, which marks the placement of a Bohrian cut between the 
object and the agencies of observation, resolving the semantic-ontic indeterminacy. This 
resolution of the semantic-ontic indeterminacy provides the condition for the possibility of 
objectivity. 
5

Objectivity is not understood here as obtaining the knowledge that is somehow inherent to the 
object, which would be the Newtonian model of objectivity (that atoms have intrinsically definite 
borders, for example). The model of objectivity from Barad/Bohr’s reading of quantum physics is 
one that then requires an ‘accountability’ in that it can be repeated and communicated in a 
valorising system:


In Bohr's account, objectivity requires accountability to "permanent marks — such as a 
spot on a photographic plate, caused by the impact of an electron left on the bodies which 
define the experimental conditions”[…] Therefore "bodies which define the experimental 
conditions" serve as both the endpoint and the starting point for meaningful and objective 
scientific practice. 
6

Objectivity by no means has a stable history, as is highlighted by Lorraine Daston and Peter 
Galison in Objectivity. This redefinition is one among many of the ways that science has had to 
maintain its path to objectivity in light of evolving epistemological concerns.  Bohr’s conditions for 7

objectivity were reproducibility, communicability and accountability to something with the 
example given: “permanent marks — such as a spot on a photographic plate, caused by the 
impact of an electron left on the bodies which define the experimental conditions.”  It has to be 8

asked what kind of objectivity this is if art critic Huey Copeland says, in reference to Barad, “you 
can actually say something that is objective from within that very qualified perspective.”  9
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Perhaps I’m being lenient with Copeland (I don’t think we are on about the 100% ‘pure’ objective), 
but I feel that there are certain ways that one can match the definition to suit the act of criticism 
— isn’t the goal of art criticism to say something that ‘rings true’ for its readers? Is the ‘sense of 
objectivity’ in his words granted value by the reputation he’s accrued as a critic? If there isn’t 
something repeatable and communicable in art criticism, then it might fall into obscurity. Is art 
criticism the measurement of a collision between the work and the observer? Can the 
photographic plate translate to the written word, or the ‘marks’ that occur in the meeting point of 
the observation? If we are to take the route of a disciplined immanence, then we can think of the 
significances that mark the encounter with art as folded within the same substance that 
comprises Bohr’s experimental conditions.


Entertaining the possibility that Copeland is correct is my hypothesis for the next section, where I 
will begin to unpack the question posed in my feedback to frame the movement from Barad to 
continental philosophy. Isn’t it wishful thinking to include subjectivity in the apparatus of 
observation? How can we be ‘objective’ about something if the unconscious — the ungraspable, 
unobservable blindspot that subjects have of themselves — is meant to be ‘taken into account?’ 
Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus shares Barad’s interpretations of matter whilst turning 
towards this analytic problem of the unconscious. We can see this in how Deleuze and Guattari’s 
interrogation of the Freudian Oedipal Complex shares many of the operations as the move from 
Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle to Barad/Bohr’s reading of the Indeterminacy Principle. Freud, 
in this regard, is using a Newtonian model which, because of the !timelessness"#of the Oedipal 
story, there is an assumption of !universality"#or ‘intrinsic properties’. This performs the same 
operation as Heisenberg’s measurement of the position and momentum of the electron.


It is appropriate to take this course because Deleuze and Guattari base their interrogation on the 
processes of matter that make up the unconscious: “But in reality the unconscious belongs to the 
realm of physics; the body without organs and its intensities are not metaphors, but matter 
itself.”  Here, the ‘body without organs’ can be seen as the ontological indeterminacy of matter 10

before it has been ‘coded’ according to measurement and meaning-making apparatuses. Ian 
Buchannan’s reader’s guide neatly frames their approach to the analytic problem they face when 
they claim matter’s role in unconscious processes, (rephrased here as ‘desiring-production’):


Deleuze and Guattari are of the view that the schizophrenic deliriums they discuss could 
not take the forms they do if desiring-production, the motive force behind all delirium, did 
not work the way they say it does. In other words, they arrive at their understanding of 
desiring-production via a process of deduction. Like a pair of detectives they ask, ‘Given a 
certain effect, what machine is capable of producing it? And given a machine, what can it 
be used for? 
11

As expressed in Anti-Oedipus: “Can we possibly guess, for instance, what a knife rest is used for 
if all we are given is a geometrical description of it?” 
12

This is the leap in logic that Deleuze and Guattari allow — from the shape of the knife holder to 
the knife — the relationship between the experiences of the schizophrenic and the process of 
matter that shape that experience. It’s Important to note how they refer to schizophrenia as a 
“harrowing, emotionally overwhelming experience, which brings the schizo as close as possible to 
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matter, to a burning, living centre of matter.”  Schizophrenia reveals the functioning of the 13

unconscious as a process of matter in general, where, presumably, the phenomena of 
simultaneity, virtual interaction, and multiplicity have to do with the lived molecular operations of 
the unconscious or ‘desiring production’. In the same way that the unconscious is inaccessible, 
so is the ontological indeterminacy of matter.


But how can this understanding of matter’s role in the unconscious affect the reading of 
Copeland’s act of observation? In other words, does this ‘resolution’ of the analytical problem 
help to ‘take into account’ the operations of the unconscious during the act of observing art? It 
may not be wholly graspable by the observer themselves, but we can find some terms that 
operate with a similar model to Barad/Bohr’s take on indeterminacy. Copeland’s act of 
observation can be thought of as a double measurement to form a sense of ‘accountability’ for 
the unconscious. Although this sounds like I’m cheating now, we find evidence of this double 
movement in the use of the word ‘indices’ in Anti-Oedipus. Here, a declaration of what something 
is is also set of indices (a sign or measure of something) from which Deleuze and Guattari 
suggest: “The movement of deterritorialisation can never be grasped in itself, one can only grasp 
its indices in relation to the territorial representations.” 
14

In the same way that ontological indeterminacy before measurement cannot be grasped in itself, 
so too can we not grasp the ‘movement of deterritorialisation’ which is that process of desiring 
production. In this instance, the matter of the unconscious might throw up the territorial 
representations, which aren’t taken to be the indeterminate process in itself, but the indices (the 
sign or measure) of that which is ontologically indeterminate. In this sense, the Baradian/Bohrian 
model is applied twofold: both the measurement of the indeterminate with, say, a scientific 
apparatus and the representation of unconscious processes in the form of expressible language— 
both of which are territorial representations.


To claim that this is also a resolution of semantic-ontic indeterminacy which lays the ground for 
objectivity, we could refer back to the ‘permanent marks’ such as the 'spot on a photographic 
plate’. I’m thinking of how ‘permanence' and ‘marks’ are defined within certain boundaries, which, 
if we are to take the immanence route, holds space for the indices of molecular processes of the 
unconscious. After all, can’t certain events in life form ‘permanent marks’ on subjectivity? If we 
start to say that mental representations are not marks — not as permanent as a photographic 
plate — then we begin to draw lines in the immanentist sand and deny the materiality of these 
processes.


OK, so perhaps objectivity and subjectivity are two ‘directions’ in thought as opposed to bordered 
regions. If so, what difference remains in science before it becomes a homogenised activity in this 
view. We can refer to Deleuze and Guattari’s take on how art, science and philosophy are 
particular ways that chaos is ‘folded’ into the brain in What is Philosophy? This begins to think 
about the brain as an example of something with a ‘virtual’ aspect. Their definitions of the 
practices of science, art and philosophy are particular operations that the brain performs to ‘throw 
a plane’ over chaos, or the infinite: “Science […] relinquishes the infinite in order to gain 
reference” whereas philosophy “wants to save the infinite by giving it consistency” and art “wants 
to create the finite that restores the infinite.”  
15

The gaining of reference by ‘relinquishing’ the infinite refers to apparatuses that science requires 
to create definiteness and accountability, but Barad’s philosophy recognises these boundaries of 
science, so introduces the philosophical tendency to ‘save the infinite by giving it consistency’ — 
theorising that ontological indeterminacy holds an infinity of form not reducible to how it’s 
expressed in measurement. Then art, in ‘creating the finite that restores the infinite,’ creates a 
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specific confrontation or field of indeterminacy through a proximally finite substance, that 
accesses sensations of the infinite (‘contracting’ indeterminacy ‘within’ unconscious molecular 
processes).


What this brings me to is something key in the ethical project in Deleuze and Guattari, one that I 
can sketch using the angle set up here, but one that contains complexities that extend it into their 
political and ethical projects (the three syntheses I think ). In generalising the projects of art, 16

science and philosophy this way, Deleuze and Guattari are trying to theorise aesthetic practice 
without a sense that one is subservient to another—that, for example, because science involves 
the ‘physically measurable’ it is ontologically more ‘affirmed' than the aesthetic practice of art. 
This is why I find Copeland’s statement compelling, not because he thinks art criticism is 
scientific, but because he is thinking through a hierarchy of ontological affirmation with the 
concept of objectivity. Later on in Copeland’s interview, he expresses how thinking of objectivity 
in this way has “actually been really helpful and freeing for me.”  Which is perhaps something I’m 17

feeling empathetic towards.


This continues into my concern with ways to articulate ‘incorporeality’ experienced in the 
encounter with some carvings by Annie Whiles. This brings me to the end where I would like to 
turn my attention to the last question on my feedback: What is the relationship between the [Annie 
Whiles’] carving (as an action undertaken and experienced by a maker) and the finished work as an 
object of the beholder’s gaze and contemplation. I won’t be able to answer this question, but I can 
get close to it by answering to its suggestive follow-up: Perhaps the key is in what you want 
“incorporeality” to mean. We can build a more exacting picture of incorporeality with Guattari’s 
matrix of ‘ontological affirmation’  which I’m reading as a more general translation of Copeland/18

Barad/Bohr’s sense of objectivity. The question now is, how to define and ontologically affirm 
‘incorporeality’.


We can use the terms from this essay to interpret the terms of Guattari’s matrix, starting with the T 
on the ‘real’ row. The ‘Chaosmic Incarnation’ can be thought of as the ‘ontological indeterminacy’ 
that exists before measurement. This is in the virtual column because it cannot be expressed in 
itself—as soon as it is expressed as, for example, the measurement of an electron’s position or 
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momentum, it is in the ‘F’ quadrant, in other words it enters into ‘energetico-spatio-temporal’ 
discursivity, or sometimes ‘coordinates’, and thus can enter discourse as something definitive.


We encounter the phrase ‘incorporeal complexity’ in the ’U’ quadrant, which I can understand if I 
borrow from Simon O’Sullivan’s interpretation Bergson’s ‘matter-memory’ diagram. “For Bergson, 
the past has not ceased to exist, but has merely ceased to be useful in the present.”  When the 19

past is activated in memory, it is not in the ‘past’ but in the present. The body is a point in matter 
at which memory accrues—before these memories are activated in the present (or ‘actualised’), 
they reside in the virtual ‘incorporeal complexity.’  Although this can be explained using an 20

operation of the brain and the body, it is not restricted to human activity, however I won’t be 
detailing this here. The quadrant of 'machinic discursivity’ can be a system that might not be 
‘physical’ in the measurable sense of 'F’, but is nonetheless actual. An example of engaging with 
this quadrant could be thinking about how an entity functions within certain systems like 
capitalism, how something is expressed in processual or systemic way. 


To revisit my original motivation with Copeland’s quote again, I found it attractive because of the 
way it ontologically affirms a dimension of reality that is thought of as less real. A fairly simplified 
and speculative example of this is the cuts to the arts and the funding of STEM subjects, because 
the perception of STEM making ‘real’ difference or change for a system, which reduces change to 
those things set in energetico-spatio-temporal coordinates, or the logic of the possible. I think this 
‘sense of objectivity’ or ‘ontological affirmation’ is a necessity for those involved in aesthetic 
practices of any kind, which for Deleuze and Guattari includes, but is not restricted to science, art 
and philosophy. 


My journey through different confusions and philosophical terrains leaves a lot of questions about 
how this can be put into play in articulating the physics of an artwork (a physics of aesthetics that 
includes the four quadrants of ontological affirmation). For Annie Whiles’ The Listening Thing, we 
enter into a terrain, whereby the accruement of incorporeal complexity can actualise into new 
combinations of machinic discursivity as the entity ‘folds’ into the organic matter of the body. I 
have left out most of the political and ethical urgency of Anti-Oedipus because I restricted my 
focus to a molecular scale but for future research, I want to reach up into the ‘molar’ which would 
involve exploring some level of ethical or political urgency in art. This focus on the molecular still 
has its politics and ethics, which would explain Barad’s use of the word ‘onto-ethico-
epistemological’. But the molecular has to be put into play to realise its sense of urgency…


 O’Sullivan, S., 2012. On the production of subjectivity: five diagrams of the finite-infinite 19

relation. Palgrave Macmillan, Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire ; New York.

 ibid20


