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1

1 Cause and Affect


Did something happen and did I, because I didn’t know how to experience it, end up experiencing something else instead? It’s that something that I’d like to call disorganization, and then I’d have the confidence to venture forth because I would know where to come back to: to the prior organization. I prefer to call it disorganization because I don’t want to ground myself in what I experienced—in that grounding I would lose the world as it was for me before, and I know that I don’t have the capacity for another one.

—Clarice Lispector, The Passion According to G. H.



Art does not change the world. Sorry. Not in the way we sometimes hope it could. Not in the way we were told it would. Because what exactly is change? The mechanical action of cause and effect, in which an avalanche rolls down a mountain, a glass shatters into pieces on the concrete floor, or an airplane thrusts forward through the sky, does not seem to have a role in art. But if you were involved with art and progressive politics in the 2010s and 2020s you might have believed otherwise. During this time, many of us were more politically disorganized than we might have been before—overcome, perhaps, by a sense of disbelief that working in these established structures would change anything. Certainly, we are now more politically disorganized than is good for us. Our participation in trade unions, political parties, and other traditional political organizations plummeted, inversely proportional to our use of corporate-owned social media platforms as amplifiers. These platforms—with their monetization 2of attention and network connection—taught us something about disorganization that no political party membership could. Then came the crises of the 2010s and 2020s, which politicized the platforms but did not foster a structural breakthrough in getting us organized. “Hyperpolitics” is a term that the Oxford political theorist Anton Jäger has coined to describe this moment: everything becomes saturated with politics, but the planned, strategic political action we need does not happen. Sociologically, Jäger claims, hyperpolitics “is rooted in a society in which exit options abound.”1 It points at a fleeting sense of instability in getting political alternatives organized at scale, especially in comparison to the ascent of internationally coordinated right-wing populist, far- and extreme-right, antiliberal, and neofascist political organization that has been so typical of recent times.

The political theorist Chantal Mouffe once told us that she didn’t want to use the term “political art” because it implied that “nonpolitical art” also exists. Mouffe’s work—some of it developed together with her partner, Ernesto Laclau (1935–2014)—looked at reviving leftist thought and practice during a previous period of ideological crisis. That period is sometimes referred to as “post-politics,” and Laclau and Mouffe saw it coming as early as 1985, when the power of classical Marxism had started to wane. They argued for a “new left” that would rejoice in the “infinite intertextuality of emancipatory discourses in which the plurality of the social takes shape.”2 Linked with the rise of New Labour in the UK in the 1990s and generally with the European political constellation after the fall of the Berlin Wall, post-politics was a hegemonic formation replacing the legitimacy of disagreement—for instance, between socialism and capitalism—with a form of technocratic management. It paved over the core ideas and the irresolvable contradictions of the social domain. Its adherents cosplayed that, in effect, “the political” was over, and maybe this is what they genuinely believed. Accepting that 3disagreement is fundamental to political life, Mouffe wondered how “conflict” could “be accepted as legitimate and at the same time take a form that will not destroy the political association, I mean, a form that will not be an antagonistic one?”3 In hyperpolitics, then, the dissolution of the political association already seems to be a fact. It is precisely because no more association is permanent that everything else must compensate for this, including art.

If you lived in these times, you may have frequently read that art “changes the world”—for example, in a news article, press release, or exhibition announcement. If you think that this was something fringe and radical, well, the World Economic Forum championed it in 2016. If corporate donors tell you that your activist art is world-changing, and that’s why they’d like to buy it, that could mean two things. Either they really love it (which is genuinely possible) or they need it because it might give them additional legitimacy during the contingency of hyperpolitics.

This book is not a critique of the art market. But the branding of “art as change” has become a corporate ceremony, or rite, that uses two key currencies—money and attention—shielding those who control key resources from being criticized themselves. Because who could be against something as vague but promising as “change”? While absent from Thomas Piketty’s work on structural inequality, Capital in the Twenty-First Century, the art market “has become an excuse for banking in public,” as one art dealer put it to the New York Times in the 2010s.4 Aside from its upturns and downturns, the market is driven almost entirely by the currency of attention. The monetization of attention is also a key driver of what the critic and writer Anna Kornbluh describes as the “demand for either affirmation or cancellation,” a binary that is now associated with hyperpolitics. The “flatness” of this arrangement is crucial, contends Kornbluh: “When presentation is personalization, when all content is self, when experience trumps idea, 4any dimensionality, ambivalence, or ambiguity disappears. As a result, tension and contradiction are excluded; only opposition remains.”5 Interpretation of works of art is everybody’s business. But when done by a powerful backer or buyer, it can mean that a certain explanation comes to prevail over others and, moreover, that it blesses that backer or buyer with some of it. A 2020 working paper by the London School of Economics critically found that the “omnisignificance” of contemporary art, cited as “its ability to change meaning based on interpretation,” was the key factor in this. And that should mean that works of art depend on perception and are thus proxies for navigating a form of uncertainty. That very aspect of art perception “seemed, in a world absolved of certainties, to enable art to act as a ‘positional good’ for the super-rich without forfeiting a posture of critique of the capitalist system of which it is part.”6 Okay. So in that kind of obvious, quasicausal manner, art has not changed the world. Not yet. We stand by it. Let’s, for the time being, not talk about cause and effect, but about cause and affect. Art makes us perceive, feel and sometimes even understand. What’s the future of that?

Obviously, expediting artworks around the world to fairs and biennales causes art to impact the planetary environment and the climate. That is a kind of change. But it is no fault of art’s own that it oftentimes has volume and weight. So this kind of environmental impact isn’t an effect of art but more an affect of carrying it around the world. Selling and buying art also sends lots of cash around the globe. Or cryptocurrency, for that matter. That is also a form of measurable change. But people pay money for all kinds of different things, for supercars and microwave ovens and designer drugs and luxury showers. So the financial transaction isn’t unique to art. The real cause and affect of art happen somewhere else, and in some other way.

A big question for this book is what that word “real” even means. At the start of this chapter, the protagonist of Clarice Lispector’s novel thinks about what it means to live in reality. 5From the stillness of her Rio de Janeiro penthouse, where she is about to have a life-changing encounter with a cockroach, G. H. expresses her desire to be in the world as it was before she had experienced it. Experience was a “grounding” that would make her “lose” the world as it was. Cockroaches have been around for 320 million years. So they are, perhaps, legitimate pointers to a world before human experience. But along the way, Lispector summarized what art is for. Art is the engine, or the organ, or the thing, or the verb, or the principle, that awakens our capacity to perceive anew.

Art must do something if it is to affect the world and our existence at all. If art were not to cause anything, the world would be the same without it. And the world is different with art than without it. This is because all art, across its many forms, media, and meanings, is similar in one aspect. That aspect is its perceiver-dependence. Art is an expression that invites somebody’s perceptual and cognitive efforts to take part in its making of the real.

This is, at once, a reason art has become fundamental to the social and cognitive world and at the same time an explanation for why it is less directly efficient as a force of change than we may hope for. Being dependent on being perceived builds vulnerability into art that affects what it can and cannot do.

Art has, it seems, been culturally distinct in its involvement and exploration of perception as much as it has been socially distinct in its capacity to complicate it. Art is channeled through the same sensorial and neural systems that we use to process everything else. Art experience is tied up with all kinds of other events in the brain and the world. The fact that art can make us feel things that seem better and other than the real world does not imply its separation from it. Art reaches those who feel for it. Those whose perception wants it. Those whose inclination anticipates it.

•

6Art commands and inhabits its own kind of silence—a quietness that has no equal in culture. The work of art is, as John Berger used to say, “silent and still.”7 It instills a world akin more to listening than to speech. Being perceiver-dependent is more than being subject to an aesthetic taste or moral judgment. It implies that perception itself is the thing that art wants and is about. And how perception works and evolves remains a vital question for art that reaches far beyond optics and aesthetics.

So, does art act in and on the world or not? This is a dilemma at the core of today’s fraught moment in social relations, geopolitics, ecology, and cognition. It is a question that is less about what art does and more about what our perception does to it. How to go about this? What our perception does to art is co-decided by what else we find important besides art. What you love. The world. The world that loudly and urgently overwhelms any silence.

Perceiving art is coping with the uncertain. It is acquiring literacy about uncertainty. Art helps us understand something fundamental about our relationship to the external world: that we relate to it through our senses in a way that is messy and always requiring recalibration. No individual artwork can encode this relationship uniquely and forever. But art as a whole is an endeavor that sustains the link between having perception and teaching perception something about itself.

In order to go there, we ask the question what art is. And it doesn’t want to be asked this question. Art evades direct interrogation. Obviously we can talk about what art is in a more technical sense, like how to make a drawing or a painting or a video, but the technical side doesn’t reveal too much for now. When art “genres” are born—one artist sees another working in a certain way and emulates some of that approach—mostly technical or surface aspects are copied, not the part that’s actually the art. You can look at thousands of “Cubist-style” images. 7These patterns may hold information. But among thousands of “Cubist-style” images you may find nothing like art.

So, what is art? One type of answer can be gained by putting together a list of all the kinds of things, objects or actions, that can be art. Paintings, sculptures, musical compositions, videos, performances, pieces of silence, dust, bananas taped onto walls, exoplanets renamed, and so on. Anything that an artist nominates to be art also can be art. Say we thus complete the list. Soon after this goes to print, someone nominates something new to be art. The list is now incomplete. While forms art can take are important, they do not contain a limit and thus cannot really ever give the information we want. Instead, art is structurally perceiver-dependent. Art is somehow completed by the act of perception. Art is a form of culture that asks—time and again—to work out what it is that we perceive and what that tells us about how we perceive. And perception cannot be separated from cognition. In humans and nonhuman animals, perception is turned into experience by the mind’s curation of sensory input.8

Imagine you are perceiving something without filtering it. It is what G. H. wanted. You are experiencing with sensorial input running “free,” unconstrained from expectations built by prior experience. This would be called “bottom-up” perception. Sensations are (for now) unfiltered by most prior norms and constraints that are meant to delimit, organize, conceptualize what you experience. The incoming data streams are (for now) mostly ungoverned by predictions.

Going in the opposite direction, “top-down” perception reorganizes and compresses incoming information immediately. Concepts arise. The two streams interact constantly, so it’s not like you’re experiencing exclusively one of them in either direction. It is always both at the same time. In a top-down process, you can recognize your loved one by seeing only the tip of their nose and nothing else. Concepts like “nose,” 8and “[the name of your loved one]” allow you to skip a lot of incoming sense data. You do not need to experience everything. Compression is real. What we compress, we reduce. What we reduce, we name. What we name, we instrumentalize. Compression is political for this reason: it lets us take something for granted. And in this precise grain of reality that we take for granted may have resided the overlooked. We’re saying “overlooked” and not, for example, “unexpected,” because not everything that’s important stands out at first sight or impression. This is why the work of attention is so central for art, and it’s also what’s nerve-racking about it. Sometimes our inclination to perceive top-down makes us categorize, abbreviate, and compress before we have had a chance to sense. But art urges perception to let go of some of the presets and priors, increasing the cognitive work, activating more rather than fewer mental states. Experiencing is precisely not-knowing. Art is complicating the hierarchy between bottom-up and top-down perception. Art is, thus, a model for how reality remains new to somebody.

In visual art, the interdependencies of bottom-up and top-down processes are known as the “beholder’s share.” The term was coined by the art historian Ernst Gombrich. The beholder’s share is the part of an object that happens in the mind of the beholder, making that object dependent on perceptual and cognitive processing. The beholder’s share could not exist without something in the world to perceive. Let’s call it the work. Likewise, the work could not exist as art without the beholder’s share. Though it is not clear, therefore, exactly where the partition of perceiver-dependence takes place, it appears to be quite a solid prediction that art’s significance to someone hinges on that partition having happened. It is like an internalized version hinting at the importance of interiority in general for art, the importance of processes that are outwardly invisible. Art is an act of faith in the work that its 9perceivers do below the surface. For Gombrich, this inner share was a foundational quality of art. The beholder’s share goes for any work of art that you may be perceiving and for any way you may be perceiving it. It states that the perception of art creates a share of the art—a conscious experience of sorts—that is shaped by the perceiver’s dispositions.

While this is the case for reality at large—we create an inner share of what we perceive in general—art further explores and complicates this process. Art sometimes seems dedicated to this aspect of perception.

It was surprising to us, although it should not have been, that there is a strong connection between Gombrich’s beholder’s share and contemporary cognitive science. The nineteenth-century physicist Hermann von Helmholtz is often regarded as a main forerunner. Helmholtz’s notion of “unconscious inference” captured many elements of top-down perception, sensing that our perceptual systems process what they perceive using predispositions or mental models—adaptable presets, likely stored in the cerebral cortex of the brain. Contemporary neuroscientists follow up with experimental research that appears to confirm Helmholtz’s ideas. For example, Anil Seth writes that “perceptual, cognitive, affective, and sociocultural expectations conspire to shape the brain’s ‘best guess’ of the causes of sensory signals.”9 While the beholder’s share exists not just for art but also for external reality in general, art may be specifically exploring this same “best-guessing” as a form of culture. And yet, all this guessing and adjusting goes so fast that we’re barely conscious of it. How does art even intervene?

For many cognitive scientists, the external world we perceive is a creation of our minds to a much greater degree than we colloquially assume. There is talk of perception as a “controlled hallucination”—bringing the intuitions of Helmholtz and Gombrich to their ultimate consequences.10 This is how psychologist Chris Frith specifies what’s going on:


10Our brains build models of the world and continuously modify these models on the basis of the signals that reach our senses. So, what we actually perceive are our brain’s models of the world. They are not the world itself, but, for us, they are as good as. You could say that our perceptions are fantasies that coincide with reality.11



If all perception happens under the influence of priors, art explores and complicates the models that we hold. Perception matters, for instance, for the question where art begins. It forces us to ask things like: Is there a proper boundary between simply perceiving something and perceiving something like art? Does art automatically begin once commonplace interpretations for a cultural “signal” have been exhausted? Or is this an entirely mistaken way of framing the question? Maybe art requires interpretative work that complicates the integration of perceptual and cognitive faculties. Maybe art is a qualitative interruption, a sociocultural vessel, for perceiver-dependence.

Two perceivers can agree that an object in front of them is a painting hanging in the stairwell. From there, differences branch out. For example, what does it show? And is it beautiful? On what evidence is such a snap judgment based? What makes that judgment? What does the work say about the world in which it was made and from which it emerged, and does that matter? We plunge into the domain of perceiver-dependence but also social and historical context. Observerdependence exists most vividly in the active work that an observer does to process what they perceive. Art depends on perception.

Art is about getting your attention. But it shares your attention with things directly, physically important to survival. Art shares a space of attention with grocery shopping and price inflation and tsunamis and genocides. Living in a time of urgency changes perception. Being at the center of urgency, even more. 11You can’t restore a painting while gasping for air. You can’t get around a drawing while you’re being bombed. You can’t concentrate on a “nonpolitical art experience” if your world is on fire. Debates ensue about which parts of the world are not yet enough on fire for that “nonpolitical art experience” to persist. And, of course, making that kind of geographical divide is faking the idea that you can structurally limit your field of awareness to only those things in your immediate surroundings and of your immediate interest, and leave out the rest. The story of perception goes differently, though. Perceiving art happens in a world of which our awareness seems ever more saturated. The situation rearticulates the necessity of art-making and art experience in times of urgency. But it also further endangers the time and space that can be afforded to art. Art needs the attention before it can give anything back. So talk about art as a “gate” to another world or future—as the writer Timothy Morton puts it—may be on the right track in some way.12 But if you don’t have the time or space to pay attention, you won’t find that gate. You may not even know there was one.

For journalist and liberal news anchor Chris Hayes, we are living in an age of “attentional warlordism.”13 In The Sirens’ Call he writes the history of attention as a history of American society and its media, and thus of their decline. That is, the decline of the printed newspaper, the vinyl record, and the video rental store. The decline, in other words, of some remnant, symbolic form of shared world, some kind of public square, a nostalgia for collective focus. The internet is first a source of hope until it too becomes toxic. Recommendation algorithms take over the experience of the open web, and our smartphones become dopamine machines, gluing us forever to the feed. Yet Hayes begins with an observation of his six-year-old daughter’s “uncorrupted and pure” attention. Her “sweet, soft breath is on my cheek,” he writes,


12as she cuddles up with a book, asking me to read it to her before we walk to school . . . There is nothing in this life that is better. And yet I feel the instinct, almost physical, to look at the little attention box sitting in my pocket. I let it pass with a small amount of effort.14



If this kind of attention exists and is worth fighting for, how do we ever get distracted and instead end up writing scores of books about our phones, social media, and attentional warlordism rather than about things we want and love? It shows the drama of modern attention through failing to write about what it is that you want and love. Maybe you start out writing about what you love but end up writing about—and thus giving more attention to—what distracts you from loving it more.

And yet, even when you are a paid worker of the attention industry, there seems to be something quite incomplete about the dichotomy that was just shown to us: that between an idealized, undivided attention versus push notifications on a phone. As a phenomenon deeply entwined with hyperpolitics, social media have come to play into our need for being validated and recognized by others—in an abstracted way, because many of these other inhabitants of attention-capitalized social fabrics are users we don’t really know. This is something quite distinct from “screen addiction,” or maybe it is a factor that plays into the metrics of attention. Your social media “likes” and other so-called virtual appreciations give you “real” doses of dopamine—the primary neurotransmitter linked to addiction. It gets released along specific neural pathways in the brain when we experience rewards, such as food, clothing, shelter, or a sexual partner, as Anna Lembke explains.


Social connection has become druggified by social-media apps, making us vulnerable to compulsive overconsumption. These apps can cause the release of large amounts of 13dopamine into our brains’ reward pathway all at once, just like heroin, or meth, or alcohol. They do that by amplifying the feel-good properties that attract humans to each other in the first place.15



Mass AI, in turn, adds intelligent interaction with machines to the dopamine mix. AI chatbots are 24/7-available conversation partners entering the sphere of social connection. Like “likes,” they mostly tell you yes.16

Drawing on the affirmative bias of chatbots, the journalist Jamie Bartlett warns about the impact these models will have on their users’ political choices. Elections, Bartlett says, will increasingly be decided by isolated voters talking to AI, looking for confirmation.17 It makes one think that in this way, AI could further absorb what was left of political organization after hyperpolitics. One fervent user is the former British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, who intimated to the Saudi government channel Al Arabiya English that he writes entire books using ChatGPT, the popular chatbot. Johnson cheered: “I love AI … I love ChatGPT … it always says ‘your questions are clever’ … ‘you’re excellent.’” The sixty-one-year-old then stumbled toward an inadvertent own goal: “I see great promise in this technology. Because … human beings … looking after the elderly costs an absolute fortune.”18 Technologies of attention have become emotionally integrated into the lives of many in the West, to the point that addiction to them outweighs the cognitive leveraging that AI may or may not provide. So the push notifications that keep us from focusing are the carrier signal of the politics of attentional warlordism—yes, to an extent. But some of these prompts represent real events—inconvenient, but real. Whether that’s a distraction from nonpolitical art or a message in a bottle to the world depends on where you are in the story, whether you are merely perceiving or whether you are being materially affected. Hyperpolitics aside, this co-depends on things like geography—one of the 14rare features of the planet that stay rather motionless under the blanket of information. Geography is where people’s exit options don’t abound.

So it’s somehow extra-offensive when art—or its celebration—disregards the bombing that’s going on at the other side of the shared timeline. Disregards the people that are suffering and the population being further subdivided into those who do the partying and the posting and the celebrating and the selling, and those who do the dying. Such art—no matter how brilliant or smart or beautiful it may be—disregards, and in some sense offends, something that is central to our interdependent perception of the world today. The task for art to provide glimpses of joy and the glow of consolation becomes more central as the ability to experience that joy and to have consolation become more interdependent with the world itself. This idea of a brain that needs to hold many parallel realities in mind and figure out in what way to pay witness or enact solidarity articulates a problem that art has, probably, always faced in some form.

The ruins of the Gaza Strip, in Palestine, are visible from space. We look at a photo of the remains of Khan Younis. The entire area was leveled by the Israeli military in an extended killing spree. As of November 25, 2025, 72,500 Palestinians have been killed in an ongoing Israeli retaliation for an attack on civilians by Hamas on October 7, 2023, that cost the lives of 1,219 Israeli citizens and led to 251 hostages taken that day. The razing of Gaza showed a completely unhinged, unchecked military and state power, held back by nothing or nobody—and especially, by no moral or multilateral frameworks.

Among the ruins of Khan Younis, two Palestinian children walk with a large plush comfort animal between them. Its floppy ears betray that it is a dog. We must consider what else these children may still have left besides the object held between them as their joint possession. The landscape the two 15children are walking in, their home, is the absolute and bitter anti-image of the art world’s abundance. As the world is moving from imperfect multilateralism to being dictated by the normless rule of brute force, to be able to continue any spectacle of arts and culture, everyone is kindly requested to look the other way.19

In 2025, the artist Jumana Manna unveiled Sebastia, a large public sculpture in Oslo. It is an elaborate street pavement made of leftover, rejected stones. The work is built, as Manna explains, from the ruins and the rubble of the Norwegian state. Sebastia is a scattered pattern of fragments from “demolitions, renovations and histories of roadworks, prisons, schools, tax offices, factories, dams, bridges, walls, saunas, royal plinths, roundabouts, and so much more,” writes Manna. “For those of us born into ruination, the act of repurposing these ruins asserts an ecology and politics that resists disposability and acknowledges that we share our destiny with the lands that nourish us. To make something dignified and beautiful out of what remains has become our tradition.”20

So art does create change after all. A tiny change. Every act of creation and every act of perception make the world into something different from what it was before, like cells renewing in our bodies. Sebastia is made of such cells too. If you were to describe the world with or without the art, you would not be twice describing the same world. The beholder’s share is a good place to account for that subtle shift in what the world becomes with art: it adds not only material but also mental states, brain states, to the equation. Categories like art made with technology, art by your ten best friends, art made in the last twenty years, figurative painting, Italian art, postwar minimalism, relational art, zombie formalism, postinternet art, decorated napkins, and so on, dissolve under the condition of the beholder’s share.

Neurobiologically, it might be neurons “firing” from the first encounter, so perceivers “store” works of art partially, 16fragmented, like an indefinitely incomplete portion of a cake. Over the many centuries that art has existed, we’ve grown used to this system working quite well. But from the way that art has evolved we might also grasp that our way of intuiting about it has no predefined boundaries.

The boundaries of art, if any exist, are the boundaries of perception and cognition. As they move, art moves with them. The times in which we are living ask us to feel more and understand more at the same time. In this way, one might say that cognitive futures emerge—possible futures of art (in the plural) that emerge by the shifting boundaries of intuiting, mentalizing, measuring, and modeling.

Here is a brief overview of the following chapters. “Carved Diagonals” talks about perception, cognition, and a hypothesis about an undivided proto-art typology that emerged 100,000 years ago or more. In the third chapter, “Useful User Illusions,” we engage in a brief discussion of the notion of conscious experience. In “Abstraction,” the fourth chapter, we ask whether deeper-level descriptions of art or its patterns can be modeled to make art—eventually—predictable by artificial intelligence. In chapter 5, “Mirror Neurons,” the nineteenth-century history of the concept of empathy is traced through its origins in art. It continues with the discovery of the neuron and, much later, mirror neurons. In chapter 6, “Unknown Others,” we look at the proliferation of empathy—and backlashes against it—in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. “Don’t Sacrifice Blue,” chapter 7, asks whether and how art relates to climate change, geoengineering, and complex systems. The eighth chapter, “Transitional Objects,” is about children and their plush toys. “Topsy-Turvies”—chapter 9—engages absurdist children’s poems and intuitive physical models of how the world works. Building on this, the tenth chapter, “Poets and Particles,” sets out with poetry, quantum mechanics, and the ordinary language in which quantum mechanics 17landed, all initiated by an AI-written haiku. The final chapter, “Non-Narratable Worlds,” continues about the possibility of art in “non-narratable” quantum situations. There are physical situations in which we intuit that no art is possible—not yet, at least in our current understanding of it. But can art eventually emerge in these kinds of abstract physical configuration spaces for reality? If you could demonstrate this either way, you would be able to show that art can emerge only in certain descriptions of reality and not in others, or—conversely—that art can somehow exist in (or with) spaces other than those engaged by everyday physics and perception. We were reminded of the artist Robert Barry’s 1969 installment of radioactive chemical elements in art spaces. Barry included a mention of the element’s half-life into the work description, giving it a time base. Barry showed that these elements can function as art by creating a mental space—or a beholder’s share—for them. What might possibly be built next on this legacy? Such a question belongs with an inquiry into the physical and cognitive boundaries of art that this book aspires to deal with.

Art is its own domain in the human world. But is it unique to the human world? That question belongs with the idea of cognitive futures, as it opens to the possibility that other species may share not just the practice of culture but, potentially, the making of art with us. A murmuration of starlings, for example, is an emergent system: a swarm for which the unity of all the birds together, perceived as a single entity, has become more than the sum of its parts. There is presently no conceptual bridge to view the murmuration as art, other than that it may feel like art to us. If we wanted to potentially find something like art in the animal world—or, for that matter, in nonhuman systems in general—it would have to be art for them. Baya weaver birds, found across the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia, create intricate, sculptural nests using plant fibers. Satin bowerbirds typically adorn their 18bowers with blue objects, creating a monochromatic yet complex form of attention-grabbing decoration.21 These examples may look and feel like art to us. Again, a higher benchmark for art is introduced when we ask whether it is art for them, and how we could find out. Maybe we need to consider “art” outside of the aesthetics of nests and courtship rituals, and think of it as being reconfigurable within complex communication systems. Given the existence of these systems in animal societies, it would ask us to find some kind of demarcation between “ordinary” communication and “art,” a distinction that is actually quite hard to draw if you think about it.

In the early 1970s, the Canadian American animal rights activist Paul Watson was confronting a Soviet whaling fleet near the Californian coast. Blasting a Zodiac over the water, Watson and his companion, the camera operator Fred Easton, looked on as a Soviet harpooner fired into a group of whales. Consequently, a wounded sperm whale surged toward them. They were astounded. As the New Yorker reported, the two prepared for the whale seeking a head-on confrontation.


“It scared the hell out of us in the beginning,” Easton said. “I just remember Paul saying, ‘Here he comes!,’ and we sat there. I couldn’t get my camera going, and we both sat at the edge of the Zodiac, on the other side of which the whale was approaching. He swam right past us, and I swear to God he couldn’t have been any more than ten feet away, and he was a huge male sperm whale, and he had an eye about the size of a dinner plate, and he did look at us with some sort of compassion, in the sense that he was certainly capable of doing harm to us in the circumstances, and had he been human we might have expected him to.” The two men, watching the whale swim away, were overcome with emotion. “In an instant, my life was transformed 19and a purpose for my life was reverently established,” Watson later wrote.22



Easton’s sighting of a “sort of compassion” seems significant for a changing attitude toward cetaceans. In 1970, biologists had released recordings of humpback whale vocalizations as a mainstream pop album. The long-distance “song” of humpback whales shared an epic, emotional character, making listening akin to experiencing an enigmatic lament from deep space. In a sense, Songs of the Humpback Whale brought about an early comparison with art. The album also propagated the movement to end commercial whaling. On the other hand, the whale’s “compassion” can be seen through the lens of social neuroscience, especially through the concept of empathy that took hold in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Easton intuiting this is a form of cognitive futuring.

But let’s think about the humpback whale vocalizations. Once you call these “songs,” that’s like calling them music. In a sense, you’re calling them art. But you haven’t figured out yet whether or not it is music (or art) to the whales. There is no way yet to ask a whale-led social world that question. Hence, the “song” label said very little about what was going on. Indeed, the vocalizations may be culture. The social and cultural lives of whales seem to form an important reason or context for their vocalizations.23 Humpback vocalization involves distinct acts of singing and listening on the part of the whales. The philosopher and musician David Rothenberg has proposed that humpbacks “sing for each other, not against each other.”24 Researchers said they have detected informational hierarchy in humpback whale vocalization, and even recursive hierarchy, which is a property of human language.25

The Dutch American paleontologist Hans Thewissen discovered that all modern whales are distant relatives of a small deer that lived in modern-day India and Pakistan about 50 million years ago. The missing link between this early 20whale (that lived on the land but likely retreated into water when it needed to escape predators) and modern whales is provided by the build and structure of their ear bones. A wellpreserved tympanic bone belonging to an ancient small deer showed the unique features of a whale ear, involving a thickened bone called the involucrum, as well as an S-shaped bone called the sigmoid process—a delicately complex structure that has persisted in modern whales unchanged. Thewissen explains that, “for an anatomist, the ear makes the whale.”26

Sperm whales are the largest of the toothed whales and the world’s biggest predators. They also have the largest currently known organic brains. They communicate in their submarine environment with click-like vocalization patterns called codas. To the human ear, the codas sound like a kind of hyped-up underwater Morse code. Apart from the complex biomorphology of their vocalization, sperm whales have a relatively large brain area involved in auditory processes.27

So what are these codas? The “culturally defined, multi-level,” and “matrilineal” societies of sperm whales have fed the hypothesis that their communication system must be of commensurable complexity.
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