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Abstract

At The Threshold:
Liminality, Architecture, and the Hidden Language of Space

Brett Matthew Wilbur M.S. Arch. St.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2013

Supervisor: Michael Benedikt
Intersubjectivity is the acknowledgment that the subject of the self, the I, is in direct
relations with the subject of the other. There is an immediate correspondence; in fact, one
implies the existence of the other as a necessary state of intersubjective experience. This
direct relationship negates a need for any external mediation between the two subjects,
including the idea of a separate object between the subject of one individual and that of
another. The essay proposes that our confrontation with the other occurs not in physical
geometric space, but in liminal space, the space outside of the mean of being, at the
threshold of relativity. The essay endorses the idea that liminality is not a space between
things, but instead is an introjection, an internalization of the reflected world, and a
reciprocal notion of the externalized anomaly of the other within each of us. We meet
the surface of the world at the edge of our body but the mind is unencumbered by such
limitations and as such subsumes the other as itself. Through symbolic language and
myth, the surfaces and edges of things, both animate and inanimate, define the geography
of the intersubjective mind. Inside the self the other becomes an object and persists as an
abstraction of the original subject. We begin to perceive ourselves as the imagined
projections of the other; we begin to perceive ourselves as we believe society perceives
us. The process applies to the design of architectural space as a rudimentary vocabulary
that is consistent with the language of the landscape.
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Introduction 1
PROLOGUE
Spanning the first half of the Twentieth Century, the phenomenological writings
of Emmanuel Levinas usurped other philosophical writings of the time. As Heidegger
was engaged with the idea that being is inseparable from the comprehension of Being,
Levinas sought, as the first philosophy, ethical relations with the totality of the Other, the
reduction of which into sameness being the locus of the primordial Infinity. Levinas’s
version of phenomenology seeks to consider life as it is lived. His theories are still
controversial today.
Later in the 1960’s James J. Gibson proposed that interaction with the world is
accessible through direct perception. He suggested that knowledge of the environment is
achieved unaided by inference, memories, or representations.

He suggested that

perception does not need the embellishment or elaboration of secondary input, a belief
held by many psychologists as the standard operating perceptual system (Michaels &
Carello, 1981). His theories are still controversial today.
These are just two examples of the many “epistemological ruptures” 2 that have
occurred in humanities recent past. Their thoughts are threaded throughout the essay as
they enliven and bind the disparate ideas espoused herein. Likewise, architecture
experienced a radical shift when ornamental romanticism gave way to Modernism’s
reductionist simplicity. Modernism’s fresh paradigm utilized the new materials fostered

1 I would like to believe that this essay is universal; however, I understand the limits and confabulation of
bias and epistemologies, ultimately of cultural differences, race, gender, and the like. By way of
introduction, I am white, Anglo, poly-religious. A child of the rock and roll era of the 1970’s, I profess to
the religion that everyone should have free access to their own mind, All told, I am a practicing pantheist,
God is everywhere and in all things.
2 Bachelard, G. The Formation of the Scientific Mind: A Contribution to a Psychoanalysis of Objective
Knowledge, Ed : Beacon Press (MA) (September 1986),
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by the industrial revolution, which propelled architectural design into the modern age,
and quite probably became the precursor to the current crisis of sustainability.
Developments in medicine and information technology far outreach those in the
building sciences. Building material technology, which ushered in the age of
industrialism at the end of the 18th century, is now archaic and lags behind most of the
physical and human science sectors. Any advances in sustainable architectural science are
being made at the grass roots level; new materials are experimental, and new
technologies have not been tried and accepted throughout the industry. However,
humanity must learn to live within the environment as we are one and inseparable. The
invention of new building materials, technologies, and design theories is essential;
theories that place humanity back into the natural order. The world cannot sustain itself at
current energy and resource use for much longer. Steel and concrete production and the
over-use of non-renewable natural resources such as old-growth lumber and petroleum,
without the understanding of their impact on a planetary systematic cultural environment,
has crippled economic and quality of life issues for both the develop and undeveloped
worlds. It is imperative to human life on earth that we learn to speak, to remember in fact,
the original language of the landscape, to realize that there is no separation between
human life and the environment. In fact, the building sector accounts for about 36 percent
of all greenhouse gas emissions in the U.S. annually, and 36 percent of total energy use. 3
Buildings consume 65 percent of the electricity in the United States, 4 and account for 30
percent of carbon dioxide emissions – more than the transportation or industrial sectors 5
also surpassed by other more forward thinking sectors. Building industry accounts for 12

3

http://www.epa.gov/oaintrnt/projects/
ibid
5 From USGBC press release, dated May 7, 2007
4

2

percent of the potable water use, 6 one of the world’s most valuable natural resources.
Massive rain forest depletion and shifting sediment in the Amazon River is causing
widespread global impact. The retreat of tropical glaciers, deforestization, and burning in
South America, and flooding and desertification in Africa is changing the dynamics of
agriculture and land use throughout the world. These changing cultural patterns represent
a critical reaction to the mistreatment of these natural resources. These are facts,
regardless of whether you believe in global warming or not. However, these statistics are
vital to understand that a new paradigm shift is required, and I believe it is required at the
core level of the human being. Addressing the issues in a linear systematic way will not
suffice. Indeed, the entire system needs to be addressed as a whole, as a dynamic nonlinear organism; an organism in which the human self is embedded and from which it
grows. Humanity is in need for dramatic environmental change on a massive global scale.
This essay postulates one possible theory of transition. Through deductive reasoning and
the application of disparate architectural, psychological and anthropological concepts, the
essay proposes a total theory of ontology.
BACKGROUND
Buildings, cities, mountains, and trees speak to us. These natural and man-made
environments are the receiver and receptacles of our feelings and ideas, expressed in art,
politics, economics and culture; this language embodies our fears, dreams, and
aspirations. If we listen we can hear the murmurs of the earth in the howling winds
through prehistoric forests, the grinding teeth of glacial tectonic plates, and the thirsty
lapping of the tides upon the burning shore. As such we must learn to decipher the
hidden language of these things, and look inward for their semantic structure. The

6
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unearthing of this language will be a sign of a shift in environmental understanding and
will bring about a new age of sustainability, but first we must understand it at a base
relational level, at the level of human cognition.
The essay breaks down the relationship between humankind and the environment
but at a scale that takes us out of the forest, off the mountaintop, and into the human
mind. It examines the relationship between the subject, the I, and the object, the other 7 –
which is everything else beyond the I, and in our sense, it refers to other people,
buildings, and nature itself. The essay breaks down these entities into further constituents,
into things with surfaces and edges, and analyzes the space between them. The essay
posits an alternate synopsis of the self, based on the works of noted philosophers,
psychologists, anthropologists, linguists, geographers, and architects.

It is a diverse

account of alterity, a perceptual account of otherness, a discourse on the subject-object
relationship as exemplified within the space of liminality - the conceptual and actual
threshold of intersubjective space, the space which is between the subject and all other
things. The essay describes the nature and structure of this liminal space, and the
boundaries that encompass the place of in-between. It is the threshold that bounds this
place (in the Tuanian sense of place – a space that causes pause), articulated through
language and myth. Its structure is expressed through embodied schematic maps in order
to reach a primary world view on the nature of culture and symbolic representation. The
essay examines several works of architecture and how they express the ideas posited

7

I have chosen not to use the nomenclature of capitalizing the O in “other” when referring to the
alterity throughout this essay. In lieu of Capitalization or “quote-marks”, the terms I and other, and their
variations, have been italicized for clarity. When capitalized, I am referring to the Lacanian symbolic
Other, and when referring to Levinas’ ethical “Other” I will use the quotation marks, in order to add
additional depth of meaning. Be aware, the capitalized version as proffered by Edward Said also refers to
the mystique of the Orient. The other I refer to, on the other hand, is not the Other of outsiderness, per se; it
is an otherness, an inner dimension of Jungian shadow projected onto the world. The other is anything that
is other than Me.
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within. The essay culminates by proffering a possible future design trend that uses the
ideas expressed herein. It is a narrative on how edges and surfaces articulate and endow
an object with affordance, its physical, functional and conceptual use, and knowledge of
its presence. Specifically, I examine the hidden morphology that lies in-between the
Platonic concepts of being and becoming, between the manifest and the manifesting that
occurs at and beyond these edges and surfaces of things and concepts.
The term “hidden morphology” is a borrowed notion from the realm of urban
planning and geography which refers to the changing form of cites and the environment
over time. I use it here to refer to the changing form of ideas about the environment – the
built and the natural – that underlies an understanding of its inner dimensions. It is the
complex, mythological relationship between the growth of an idea and the process of its
manifestation. Between the experience of our self and that of the other is a cultural
landscape bounded by the pagus of being, the central place (Christaller, 1972) of our
existence. Beyond the edge of light lies shadow, the imaginary realm of ritual and
passage. It is the source of inspiration and the dwelling of dreams. The surface is the
receiver of light and its edges are the giver of form, affordances for perception.
Information at the edge - light falling on the surface - is in the realm of being, the
figure in the foreground of perception. That which falls occluded in shadow dwells in the
realm of becoming, in the realm of silence. In this sense, perception is thus intrinsically
linked to imagination for silence is the realm of nothingness and the source of creativity.
The threshold occurs between and facilitates this exchange and is the embodiment of the
mythical separation of light from darkness, the landscape of cascading dreams and poetic
expression.
The edge exists visually and melts away as the light erodes the matter between
surface and air. Because the border dissolves along the leading edge of light and squares
5

to our Foveal perspective, it ceaselessly unfolds exposing yet another surface which
becomes another edge. Behind the edge, will be the three-dimensional world, the
dominion of shape in which our imagination resides. Between the two is the threshold,
the tunnel between realms of awareness.

Figure 1 – Uighur Children at threshold, China. Photo by Stacey Irvin (n.d.)
It has been suggested that architecture is the mother of the arts. Likewise,
geography is the “mother of science”. (McDougall, 2001) Both are over-arching
disciplines that embody the subtleties and rationale of many other disciplines.
Postmodernism began to question architectural and geographical symbolism and to try to
reinterpret iconic meaning detached from any past. Not only to question basic archigeographic assumptions about form and function, but to question man himself, his own
6

function, and the tendencies he has towards his engrained habits, beliefs and values. What
Modernism brought out of the Enlightenment was an objective, binary, “one size fits all”
reductionist theory based out of industrialism and an attempt to produce a singular
quantitative notion of socio-political ideology. Postmodernism was a reaction to this
stasis. Both epistemologies, geography and architecture, soon gave way to a canonical
deconstructionist attitude toward form and meaning in attempt to neutralize the
dichotomy - and space became something that could only be parametrically captured in a
computer, namely in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) and Computer Aided
Drafting and Design (CADD), the tools of the contemporary geographer and architect.
The essay reviews the threshold and its implications to architecture and geography
through the lens of Post-Modernism. It attempts to account for gender, race and ethnicity
as these filters invariably color our judgments and biases. My assumption is that the
conclusions are universal to human beings.
Furthermore, this is an essay on psychology and philosophy as much as it is on
architecture and geography. All share the common language of scale, location and
direction. All are concerned with the analysis of surfaces and edges. All require actual
and apparent human movement, ambulation through the landscape of mind and matter,
circumambulation around and through the environment. Each provides opportunities for
discovery beyond the edge and perhaps for discovery beyond the surface – places where
our mind can go without the burdens of the body. We are able to map these edges and
surfaces and to study how light falls upon and around them. “Materials modified by form
give landscapes presence and shape,” (Spirn, 1998, p. 85) and give tangible expression to
metaphorical associations of ourselves reflected into ether. It is a special function of the
imagination - beyond the normative manifestations of internal images - to project itself
into space outside of the body, the threshold between I and other.
7

The relationship between subject and object has been problematic throughout the
history of philosophy. It is contentious from many perspectives, and whether the subject
and object are actually separate entities is questioned in all domains and disciplines. The
essay is a geospatial analysis and record of these various domains, superimposed as
layers upon one another, draped, or georeferenced, if you will; an integration of
dissimilar ideas, thoughts, and concepts concerning the nature and state of transition as it
relates to how, and how quickly, the body traverses its territory. These notions are
traceable from point to point in space at some time, as the miniscule framing of thoughts
and ideas corresponding to the motions and time signatures of the human bipedal gait. 8
Though the moments and locations, the nodes of their manifestation, are nondeterministic, their overlapping of semantic content appears upon an uncharted sea of
juxtaposed symbols and strange referents to which we attach our psychic structure.
These psychic structures are the metaphoric image-schemata derived from direct
observation of, and interaction with, the laws and principles of the physical world
superimposed upon the notion of scale. 9
FOREWORD
The essay is in three parts, roughly corresponding to the psychological, the
historical, and the experiential aspects of a Self confronted with the world.

Part I

introduces the concept of liminality, and further describes its related components of
alterity, specularity, and virtuality. It also proffers a theory regarding the structural

8

Gilden, D. Class lecture, Spring 2011, UTAustin
Scale is established from the human loci of locomotion, but it needs to be flexible, as the essay changes
scales on the instant, viewing the idea through multiple scales at the same time, and the reader needs to be
ready to change scales when required by the text. This essay views the threshold from the cosmic level to
the synaptic level, from the symbolic to the actual, and from the metaphoric to the ritualistic, but for the
most part, it endeavors to maintain the scale of human physical movement within the world as it “plunges
from particularity into wholeness” (Buber, 1970, p. 62).
9

8

aspects of liminal space. Alterity – otherness - describes the relationships we have with
ourselves and with the environment, specularity addresses the nature of reflectance and
how the surface of things show us who we are, and virtuality identifies the reality of the
virtual as it corresponds to the in-between space of threshold. At the essays’ threshold,
the narrative bifurcates into an examination of two parallel theories on the basic nuances
of the I-other epistemology. One track examines the psychoanalytic method as related by
the neo-Freudians W. Ronald Fairbairn and Jacques Lacan. The second examines the
work of the phenomenological underpinnings of Emmanuel Levinas and his teachers and
subsequent offspring.
Part II examines how liminality has been expressed in art, architecture, and
mythology throughout history. The essay conjoins the ideas of many theorists and ideas
regarding psycho-geographical landscapes, ritual, and complexity. It does not claim any
one theory as a whole but postulates that by combining parts of theories, a new theory
emerges. Part II concludes with an examination of several pieces of architecture and how
the ideas expressed in the essay correspond to the built environment.
Part III documents a design project which attempts to put into actual practice the
ideas articulated in the first two parts.
There are four main points the essay addresses: 1) that architecture and geography
are fundamentally connected, share a common language of discourse, and therefore
address similar environmental and social concerns, 2) that our interactions with others
and the environment necessarily construct our image of ourselves, 3) that the human
psyche is derived from a constellation of symbols from which language is developed and
therefore is structured like language and 4) that this structure can be analyzed and
mapped in order to further education and research regarding the natural and built
environments.
9

The question is raised as to why it is important to define the nature of the
threshold in an essay on the dualistic properties of the self-other relationship. However,
analysis of one requires analysis of the other as they are born to and within each other.
What is of primary concern is the nature of this liminal space which appears to confront
both the body and the world. In like manner, the body is also a liminal space, as it is the
meeting place between inside and outside. These terms, subject, inside, interior, the self,
the I, are all synonymous with each other, with slight distinctions in definition in
consideration of the context of their usages. So too are the terms object, thing, it, outside,
exterior, the other. Maintaining consistent use of terms is the task at hand. I speak of the
I-other relationship as being similar to the self-other relationship, however, the self
encompasses more than the I. And it is important to understand that the other is not
always on the outside; there are parts to the self which can be considered other. I have
tried to manage these fluctuations in meaning by trying to be precise with which word I
choose to use at any given time. Within the same context, however, I do not mix terms,
except when the terms are meant to mean something different. Often when I speak of the
other, I will use the world object for that which is within the self, and the term thing for
that which appears to be outside. Mostly, this dramatizes a shift away from the ordinary
belief that the object is only outside of us, but I propose that even the object is only an
encumbrance of true experience. Typically, when talking about the subject-object
relationship, I have used the I-other terminology, as I think many years of rhetoric have
tainted the subject-object translation. These terms get somewhat muddled with personal
epistemology and philosophical bias.

10

PART I

“For many men that stumble at the threshold are well foretold that danger lurks
within.” (Shakespeare, ca. 1591)

11

Chapter One – Prelude: Alterity and the Schism of the Self
THE NASCENT SELF
There is an invisible language, a symbolic structure concealed in the forms and
contours of experience, and hidden within the passage through dynamic evolving
landscapes. This hidden morphology, this asemic reservoir of pre-existent form, excites
and binds the framework of transitions across thresholds of being. Perhaps we catch a
glimpse of this hidden language in the sideways glance of the other, as the face turns
away at the last moment just outside the fringe of recognition. The morphology of the self
is cast on the surface of the looking glass (Cooley, 1902) as a topographic reflection of
itself, and through it we are able to see our primal selves. This self as if it were a map
drawn by ancient cartographers of being.
Speculatively, at first, the nascent self was one with an omniscient grand creation.
It had only been exposed to the geography of the mind, which included movement in
space to walk across the desert floor or the mountain ravine, or in time, to know when to
strike and when to flee. It had not become an it yet, however it was alone, whatever it
was, and by it we mean thing – It was the thing, the only thing. The object had not yet
emerged from the chaos of creation, had not become an object with a subject, and had not
opened up the void of nothingness. The question is raised as to whether we considered
ourselves distinct entities, or whether we only existed at the time as part of a single
omniscient organism, or whether it was a consideration at all. It perhaps cannot be
known, but we can piece together the characteristics of several things, ancient “maps”,
and superimpose, or georeference, them upon each other and upon their multilayered
metaphors. It is difficult to imagine the time when I and you were non-existent, there was

12

only the big I 10. In this sense, there was no consciousness to experience itself, there was
only one It, and it was the center and creator of itself, the harbinger of light, and included
all the forces of nature, both corporeal and divine. However, it had not become a thing
yet, and it was alone with everything else in one eternal moment. It is almost impossible
to talk about a self as an it as the narrator-self had not existed prior to the It, but until then
the it was just a single point, it was the locus of the I. The I that does not yet exist as
anything other than itself. At this time there was no other. At this time, consciousness had
not differentiated the self from the rest of the world. The I existed in a mutual
relationship with its creator 11, as if an infant with its mother - and the fall of humankind12
brought on its first sense of separation and loss. Knowledge was innate, as the self rudimentary as it was - had not yet emerged as an independent faculty from the
quandaries of instinct and the appetites of the body. It had no sense of individuality, only
unity with the processes of nature with no inner voice or recognition as a separate self.
The self manifested as a repercussion of its experience known only through the eyes and
actions of others. We stared into the eyes of the other and only saw ourselves. The self
was concealed from us, if it existed at all (just as Truth is reciprocally veiled from us
now), as introspection had not evolved yet, and the notion of a distinct inside and outside
was inconceivable. We assimilated the other into our emerging notion of a primitive self
as if they were already an aspect of the I. Internally, the I saw itself reflected in the eyes
of this occluded self, and considered it an other hidden within. But that would change
10 This is difficult to prove, but we must proceed as if it were true, and by way of organization and clarity,
the capitalized pronoun It will suffice to differentiate It from it, that is, the entire world and all Its
unconscious, undifferentiated particles as opposed to the it in the Buberic sense. It moves from general, to
it as the particular, and it as the pronoun. Most of this narrative is intelligent speculation and projection on
my part, however, it begins to define the terms in the subtle way I intend them.
11 Metaphor for environment – at the time, the environment was the creator. I hesitated to call this a
“design” for the ramifications might cause confusion and consternation.
12 The metaphoric fall of humankind in the sense of the division of the I and the other, not in the literal
sense of any proposed or actual declination.

13

with the emergence of the “opposable self”. 13; the self that stood and looked outward and
inward, standing at the threshold of the vertical horizon, the null point between in-front
and behind, above and below, the place of I and the source of subjective experience. This
opposable self perhaps is a primitive state of self-consciousness, a proto-self that
represents the world symbolically, “which implies the use of symbols such as marks,
visual shapes and patterns, rhythmic and tonal patterns.” (Holland) The journey from
multi-celled organisms to Homo sapiens is a journey from silence into light, from the use
of instinctual sounds, pheromones, and colored areas of the body for attraction and
camouflage, to the use of communicative gestures, body movements, and symbols, and
eventually to complex language manipulation. The I would have developed along this
course and with it the discovery of the other.
First recognition would have been of an inner sound, perhaps a voice, which had
not previously been there. The inner voice would have sounded like a Siren echoing
across the geo-cortex, the inner dimension of mind space. It would have evolved, not as a
lightening flash, or as a strike of a divine hammer, but as quiet murmur appearing slowly
out of the darkness. With the emergence of this new inner voice, there would have been
an instantaneous recognition of an other hidden within us. An other, for all intents and
purposes, would distinguish us as separate beings, separate from ourselves and the things
it perceived. This internal other would take on the role of a superior magical being,
appearing to us from out of the ether, here to delimit us as incomplete beings, incomplete
without otherness, and in need of moral guidance and instruction for our behavior. This
internal voice would dominate the internal psyche as it commanded and dictated to a
naive inner child defining the experiences of the world. As such, these images were
13

My term – as in the selves which opposes itself, stands against itself and the other. The selves as we now
know it would not have existed as yet and hence our knowledge of an other would have been hidden from
us.
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probably memory traces of other beings in the world previously experienced by the
undifferentiated person. In that span of time, we were not much more than an
extraordinary creature thriving on the open plain under the turbulent skies and the
shifting land-masses of a Pangaean ruin. Our sojourn out of the world of symbols led us
to a belief system synonymous with the world of mythology, however, we needed
consciousness to bring us into understanding of such unique human artifacts, the most
obvious being god itself.
At the time, there was no god, only the unknown creator, only the moment or
situation in which we encountered the self as part of the world. Soon, the voices
themselves became gods, and strange images of mythical beasts visited us from out of the
darkness. This mythical world incorporated us into a larger story in which we came to
take on roles as macabre players in a Grand Guignol. Perhaps they were there all along;
they just had no distinction of being of any substance different from any other worldly
object. The ego state necessarily arose from this experience of the self as a separate being
from the outside world.
It was a necessary first step into individuation; necessary because the preservation
of life depended on the ability to perceive and defend against eminent danger. We came
to see others as either threats or benefactors of our experience which would lead to an
experience of time and place, and the subsequent discovery and development of tools for
survival and habitation. Time would split into a present and a remote past as we
remembered ourselves in certain situations, and as we began to habituate certain
repeatable behaviors. Eventually this self would split into subject and object, then again
into I and other. Undoubtedly traumatic, this rupture would have signified it’s baying

15

awareness of itself as a contingent individual, exposed yet hidden from others, standing
alone against nature. 14
This process we were accustomed to - this world, its creations, its matter and ether
- fractured with the development of the ego. Fragments, which later became the I and the
other. We would eventually learn that the self was a jewel to be carefully concealed, and
we would develop the mythical face of our creator to do so. We were born from this
face, and at first the face was light.
“I said that all material in nature, the mountains and the streams and the air and
we, are made of Light which has been spent, and this crumpled mass called
material casts a shadow, and the shadow belongs to the Light.” (Lobell, 1979)
It is this “crumpled mass” that J. J. Gibson called “object” (Gibson, 1966) and it is
each object’s purpose that affords us its use. It is the Object that we perceive. Objects are
thus concrete things to Gibson, not abstract ideas, and can be either attached or detached
from the environment, open, closed, or hollow. (ibid)

This process of affordance

describes a correspondence between an object and its usefulness, and brings it into a state
of becoming, An attached object affords grasping while a detached object affords
carrying and, if it is of the right size to weight ratio, throwing. A hollow object like a
teapot or a hut affords putting-into-ness or going-into-ness and requires an opening in
which to activate its affordance for conveyance and shelter. It is at this opening that we
find the threshold. It is the threshold that affords us transition into the liminal state. There
are primary affordances, objects that afford locomotion and manipulation, the underlying
use for grasping and seeing, for collision and breathing. (ibid) These are necessary for life

14

Here, perhaps alone implies an unwarranted duplicity. Perhaps solitude is a more appropriate term; it is
by definition a unity and does not entail a subject-object relationship. Aloneness implies the opposite
notion of togetherness, while solitude implies nothing beyond itself; it is emptiness, a unified silence. This
silence is the backdrop of perception; not as a lack of sound, but as a totality of infinite space within which
all life proceeds through time.
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but not for being. They afford us penetration into the world but do not characterize either
I or other. They are way signs but not destinations.
OTHERNESS
Otherness, for Plato, is a sense within each thing that it is what it is and not
something else. Otherness, in this sense, implies an awareness of a things “other”-ness,
its lack of sameness. When we see another person, we are necessarily aware of it not
being a car or a tree – it is not even considered. Part memory, part recognition, this
phenomenon is a matter of perception, an awareness of separateness and
acknowledgement of the concept of alterity. Obviously, to be an other requires the
presence of one and at least one other thing. We live in a multiplicitous world full of
other things, all of them others to our own perspective. It is a social dynamic we cannot
escape; one which endows us with a sense of culture and belonging, and perhaps in some
occasions with a feeling of aloneness and a vast sense of division. Within this sociocultural order, we assume a standing within the community and are treated as such. This
otherness occurs as a feeling of outsiderness when we are outside the social
epistemologies of ethnicity, gender, race, religion, and geographical upbringing, but only
begets a deeper intimacy with our own self. We are reminded at all times with an
awareness of where we fit in, or do not fit in. It is the hierarchical structure of the
community and our place within it that eventually defines us. Where the opposable self
emerged from its union with God, the civilized self emerged as a product of its union
with the community-at-large. From this emergence the self gained a sense of moral
obligation – a set of ethical laws developed from its transactions with the other (Levinas,
1969) as we learned to navigate within the social environment.
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As the essay will delineate, our sense of self emerges directly from these other
beliefs and biases, they are the source of our own self-image and of the manifestation of
our own inner dialogue. This internal dialogue is a conversation held between the self
and the other; the other that has been subsumed by the self in order to know itself. This
reversal of the subject-object relationship into an object-subject relationship is one of the
propositions of this thesis, a basic foundational theory upon which the entire structure of
the paper grows. There is a subject, the I, and an object, the other, inside of each of us.
This internal dialectic is the source of our ethical obligation, which I propose is a product
of empathy, whose mechanisms are located within the mirror neuron system of the brain.
(Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2005; 2004) Empathy allows us to understand the feelings and
thoughts of others, and I believe the expressions of inanimate objects too. In this sense,
walls do talk, winds do whisper, and oceans do cry. These are more than just metaphors;
they are sub-linguistic psychological phenomena, the interpretation of which is a
consequence of our primeval integration of alterity.
Volumes have been written on the subject of duality; the argument persists as an
open-ended dialogue. Taking sides is not the intention of this essay; it does not further the
dialogue by rehashing these debates. What is important to the issue, however, is a basic
understanding of these debates, and more so, an understanding of the principals that bind
the dichotomy together. There is a structural space between them, a space of transition
and neutrality that can offer an understanding of our place in the world. This liminal
space bounded by a corresponding threshold is a conduit for the transfer of information
and subsequent discourse. What we perceive as the other outside of us as an object, is
actually another subject; it manifests as an object of desire, but it too seeks us in order to
know itself. This societal introjection establishes within us the illusion of separateness
and defines us as a subject amongst other subjects; a subject that we take into ourselves
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and assimilate it as a sense of self and personal identity. We have no other perception of
our self except through the other. This other thing becomes our source of self-reflection,
and as the mature self forms it begins to define us as others see us. It is within liminality,
this space of transition and neutrality, in which we gain an understanding of our place in
the world. The meeting of the subject with other subjects occurs within the liminal zone,
at the threshold between here and there.
However one regards the threshold, it is ubiquitous, it is the boundary to the
liminal space, the place where words and meaning are lost to silence and shadow, and
nothingness: the type of nothingness or emptiness (Benedikt M. L., 1987) that swells with
the potential of becoming, and awakens within us the desire for movement, a drive, in the
direction of our desire. It is a regression towards the pre-linguistic state of symbolism
when our recognition of the other as the I reflects our endless state of becoming, and we
swoon for consciousness on the edge of the inner asemic abyss. Our desire manifests a
projection of longing and we meet the other, the object of the desire, in the liminal space
between. This is a two step process; the first, a projection, or an attendance of the I to the
other, the second, an introjection, a turning which leads back to our self, the reflected I.
It was Freud who first developed the theory of projection, but for him projection
was a defense mechanism, a casting-off of one’s undesirable thoughts, feelings,
memories and desires onto “the Face” (Levinas, 1969) of someone else. From Freud to
Lacan, we shall see how this notion has progressed, and how it leads us to a theory of
intersubjectivity and projections upon our self as the other. Any other becomes unique to
the individual and the circumstances of the projection. Any one, anything, or any space,
can take on this role of the projected self. By projection, I mean, as the self - a self
repressed by inscrutable anxiety, the shadow – reaches out and attaches itself to the
object of its reference. Shadow is of the I, though there are shadow worlds which lurk
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behind the occluded edge, surfaces and space which hide in darkness and bring about the
notion of the projected self. This projected self necessarily implies the presence of the
other as a recipient and receptacle of the projection. It unconsciously sets the rules and
limits of communication and engagement with the other. For purposes of the essay,
however, I propose that this projection is not just a defense mechanism of which the
thoughts and feeling are necessarily repressed, but in many ways it is a projection of an
aesthetic appreciation for the object, an acquisition so to speak - a desire to know, a
desire to covet, a desire to be, the object – and a reciprocal, reflected desire to know one’s
self. This form of projection is a reaching out for that which is inside us.
FAIRBAIRN AND THE INTERNAL OTHER
In the years following Freud’s psychoanalytical treaties in which he devised the
structural aspects of the ego, id, and superego, a new school of thought arose which
regarded the other in relation to the self. The term I use regards the “self”, not just as the
mental states of the intellect, but widens to include the body, and personality or spirit. For
Freud, there was only one internal object derived from the external world, that being the
superego - the part of the psyche that represents the perfected world relationship
exercised by the ego. Later Melanie Klein (1975) added that the self could contain many
objects, fragments of the other, and external and internal others while still adhering to
Freud’s drive-structure theory. The theory of structure is the key issue in defining
psychoanalysis in general, and in distinguishing between psychoanalytic theories in
particular. Eventually Ronald Fairbairn (1889-1964) rejected Freud’s structural theory
and the drive model it embodied. It caused a rift in Freudian psychoanalytics:
“Thus, to accept Fairbairn's theory in the fullness of its structural divergence from
Freud was to abandon Freud in too radical a way for many psychoanalysts. Also,
most psychoanalysts had been so habitually attached to speaking in terms of
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Freud's tripartite division of the psyche into id, ego, and superego that they failed
to notice that this structural theory was based on metapsychological assumptions
that they themselves no longer in fact adhered to.” 15
Fairbairn’s early rejection of Freud’s structural theory created a dichotomy in the
history of psychoanalytic ideas between Freud’s initial model which takes its origin from
the individual’s instinctual drives, and a comprehensive model which evolves solely from
the individual’s relations with other people. Fairbairn’s abandonment of Freudian theory,
and especially his redefining of the notion of object, led him to the belief that people are
naturally object-related. For him the fundamental consideration was that of a self in
relation to an other, and the nature of the relationship between. Fairbairn expressed that
“internally considered, the self is understood as always existing in and defined in terms of
the relationships it has, remembers, desires and creates.”

16

This self grows 17 and changes

from its experience with these relationships, and at the same time these relationships are
shaped and changed by the self in turn. It is within this state of alterity that these
relationships with others are shaped and defined, and I believe it is the liminal space
between the self and the other, whether internal objects or external things, that alterity
condenses into unity.
Not until Lacan developed his theories based on the use of language as the
internal symbolic order did this neo-Freudian system begin to take hold within
mainstream psychoanalysis. Even Levinas agreed that within language we meet the
“Other”, as it were, through language where the I transcends the intersubjective
sameness. Within the framework of projection we begin to reveal the nuances of
understanding the language of the other, but it is within language itself that we begin to
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http://www.columbia.edu/~rr322/FAIRBAIRN.html
ibid
17 I prefer to use the term “emerges”, as the self is a product of, and emergent property of consciousness.
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see how the structure of the liminal space develops into the causeway between the I and
the other.
LACAN AND THE MIRROR STAGE
Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) emphasized the primacy of language as the mirror of
the unconscious mind and introduced the study of language, as first postulated by
Saussure, into psychoanalytic theory. Lacan’s version of Freudian psychosexual
development is organized around the subject’s ability to recognize, first, iconic signs and
gestures and then, eventually, language. Lacan postulated the tripartite relationship
between the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic aspects corresponding to three semidistinct stages in the development of the infant.
From birth until six months, we are dominated by a chaotic mix of perceptions,
feelings, and needs. We do not distinguish ourselves from our parents or the world
around us. Rather we spend our time subsuming everything we experience as pleasurable
without acknowledgment of boundaries. This first stage, then, is when we were closest to
pure materiality of existence, or to what Lacan terms the Real. It is within the field of the
Real that the Mirror Stage eventually evolves, but not as a static body but as an ever
existent acknowledgement that influences all we do throughout life. To return to this
state is an impetus for all future relationships, both as a confrontation with our self and as
a confluence with the other.
The Real marks the state of our nature from which we have been forever severed
by our entrance into language, but it is through language that the schism can be repaired.
For Lacan, “the unconscious is structured like a language,” (Lacan, 1998, p. 48) 18 each
18

Full text, “You see that by still preserving this ‘like’ [comme], I am staying within the bounds of what I
put forward when I say that the unconscious is structured like a language. I say like so as not to say – and I
come back to this all the time – that the unconscious is structured by a language. The unconscious is
structured like the assemblages in question in set theory, which are like letters.”
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signifier leads to another signifier just as each definition of a word leads to other words
and other definitions. So it is true that one subject leads to another, which leads to another
in an unbroken chain of self-similarity. From a certain perspective, as we watch the
approaching lexical string, we only see one side, just as we can only see one side of a
cloud. The occluded side exists only as an imaginary fulfillment of spatiality, and so it is
true in physical space, as the backside of the object is hidden. It’s supposition as being
“like” the exposed leading side, or that it exists at all, is what is meant by “having faith in
faith.”
In a similar vein, Buber states that language does not live inside of us, but rather
we live inside of it, and we enter it through our relation with the world using the basic
word pair I-You (Buber, 1970). The more we walk towards the You, the more it recedes
into shadow. It is only when we stand still that we allow the other to enter the field of
intersubjectivity. Within this primacy of language that both Buber and Lacan express, we
can begin to locate the place of the self as an element within the process of socialization.
Lacan goes on to suggest,
“The subject is nothing other than what slides in a chain of signifiers, whether he
knows which signifier he is the effect of or not. That effect - the subject - is the
intermediary effect between what characterizes a signifier and another signifier,
namely, the fact that each of them, each of them is an element” (Lacan, 1998, p.
50).
Lacan thus appears to structuralize his theory. As individual elements, the idea of the
Other takes shape, enforced by language as a mediator of experience. As the infant
develops through the stage of the Real, the relationship with the (m)other begins to
manifest as an expression of frustration.
For Lacan, the territorization of the body, as the infant begins to acknowledge its
mother’s special attention given to certain body parts, marks an imposition of boundaries
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and a rudimentary beginning to socialization. We begin to experience these body parts as
if they were detached which begins to develop a sense of autonomy as a repressed self
separate from the body and from the world. This repressive reaction can be described as a
withdrawal from the world as we attempt to endure this presumed assault. So begins the
repression of the I by the other, a move towards sovereignty that instigates the process of
exteriorization of the self as a consequence of societal pressure. Meanwhile, the nascent
self perceives itself to be ridiculed by the external world, its bodily form and processes
included - a constant source of consternation and belittlement. As the ego develops to fill
the void of this loss, and to maintain balance within the dynamic flux of emotion and
sensation, the infantile self move laterally and eventually externalizes itself to a
transcendent state outside the body within the space of intersubjectivity. In its place, the
mitotic ego 19 matures, with all its narcissistic tendencies, into the dominant structure of
the psyche. Obviously, a linguistic understanding of the victimization by the infant, this
germ-self, is not quantifiable at the time, but it presupposes an innate reaction to shame –
who we are is not as important as the basic needs of the body surrounding us with this
humiliation. It is reinforced by the parental preoccupation with the body and its functions.
This is perhaps the first threshold we experience as we cross into intersubjective
space, the liminal zone of alterity. The abandonment of the body constitutes a step across
the threshold, between 6 months and 18 months of age, from neo-natalism to language
and disrupts the child’s world of needs and begins to form pre-concepts of a self
independent of the “other-under-construction” and begins to form a variety of
compulsions and disorders. This gradual Lacanian progression from the Real into the
19

It seems impossible to get away from the term “ego”, even though it implies a Freudian creation, it is
well known and accepted, and suffices as the notion of the self which is central to our existence. As such, I
will use this term ubiquitously as a locus of ipseity, regardless of its imperfections and regardless of the
criticism by the school of thought at large. The term remains to be displaced.
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Imaginary, into the mirror stage entails a “libidinal dynamism” caused by the young
child’s identification with its own image, what Lacan called the “Ideal-I”. For Lacan, this
act marks the primordial recognition of one’s self as an I, although at a point “before it is
objectified in the dialectic of identification with the other and before language restores to
it, in the universal, its function as subject” (Lacan, 2006, p. 94) which allows the self a
greater sense of place within a larger social order.

Here we find alterity as the

specularization of the “subject’s place in the visual field, both as a desiring subject and
desired object.”

20

This is classical Freudian psychoanalytics, and shows Lacan’s

adherence to the concept of the pleasure-principle, a concept existing alongside a more
radical desire, not for the object, but for atonement of the repressed self outside of the
ego. Herein lies Levinas’ theories on the siege of the ego by the “Other”. The ego thus
takes on the role of both captain-of-defense and commander-in-chief, and recalls Hegel’s
“master/slave” proposition, and as such is given a predominate role in the individuation
of the Ideal-I, the self as an exile from its own dominion; an opposition that it will
endlessly try to overcome.
This partitioning is an enduring sense of anxiety in life as we develop this prelinguistic Ideal-I out of the fragmented, chaotic body, and further into the Symbolic stage,
between the age of 18 months and 4 years, where, once having entered into the
differential system of language, it forever afterwards determines our perception of the
world around us, so that the intrusion of the ever-present Real becomes a traumatic event,
and becomes another source of anxiety as the exiled self attempts to reintegrate with the
ego. By acquiring language, we enter into Lacan’s “Symbolic Order” where we are
20

Full Text: “In Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, the specular image (exemplified by the mirror image) is
a key component in the process of imaginary identification. In the Cahiers pour l’Analyse, specularisation
is a term used by André Green and Luce Irigaray to refer to the constitution of the subject’s place in the
visual field, both as a desiring subject and desired object.” Retrieved from
http://cahiers.kingston.ac.uk/concepts/specularisation.html
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reduced into an empty signifier, a signifier yet-to-be, the pre-linguistic I within the field
of the omnipresent Other, which is to say, within a field of language, society, and culture
(Felluga, 2011). This Other takes the form of all things perceived to be outside of the
Ideal-I, including the propelled self, and is empathically transferred into an image of the
self through the others eyes. Lacan refers to this as the “gaze”, which is not an optical
reflection; it is the anxiety of losing one’s autonomy in the awareness of also being an
object to an Other. Others watch us as we watch them, but mostly we watch ourselves reprojected through them, bounced back to us, through their gestures, language and mostly
through their eyes. The process begins at birth with our psychosexual relationship with
our mother, the source of the I-other and the nourishing teat, and continues to confound
us throughout our lives. Accordingly, the I is the immediate experience of one’s self, the
internalized ego, and the other is the echo. The I is that which experiences, the other is
that which is experienced. The I stands alone, unseen, always whispering to the internal
other. It is the other that we see and interact with both internally as the recipient of the I’s
continual commentary and persecution, and externally in the realm of the Imaginary as a
completion of being in the world.
However, this idea of the other confronts us and overwhelms us with illusions of
an object separate from the self. Borrowing somewhat from Buber’s I-Thou word pair,
the word pair I-other can be broken down into constituent parts too, subject and object,
but in essence it is one relationship that is greater than the sum of its parts. One does not
exist without the presence of the other. We have said that the other is an extension of the
self, as the body can be experienced as separate from the mind, foreign, alien, and part of
that which transcends the I. The I by walking towards the other loses itself in the world.
My experience of myself is quite different from someone else’s experience of me. This is
the commerce of relationship and the ethical means to an empathic connection with the
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other, the unknowable, irreducible “Other”. This projected experience occurs through
sensation at the edge of being where the body meets the world.
According to Lacan, the other becomes the target of the internal dynamics of the
I’s habitual desire to satisfy cravings for reunion with the mother (Lacan, 2006). A person
defines himself through the comparison with the (m)other: that which is not-I must be I;
it is relational. The boundaries of our being are fronted by that which is not-I, at all
levels. However, we do not end at the world, as the world is an extension of the self
through projection and penetration. The world may appear separate as a multitude of
parts and individual objects, but they are certainly not of my origin or creation, nor of my
body. However, they are phenomenologically part of my being, and therefore subject to
being my I. Furthermore, the I and the other are incomplete without each other. The I is
not responsible for the existence of the other, however, it is responsible for bringing the
other into its existence, and by doing so accumulates the residue, the memories,
experiences, and language of the world.
The subject and the object are inseparable, as are the threshold and the door, the
mirror and the image, physically, phenomenologically, and structurally. The sign for one
is the recognition of the existence of the other. If we step back from the I-other
relationship, we see that a second and third relationship appear. Soon in the course of
negotiating the social geography of the self-other relationship, we become tangled in
anomaly, and truly, “Hell is other people” (L'enfer, c'est les autres) (Sarte, 1944). What is
perhaps more disturbing is not the gazes of the others; it is the secrets told between them.
The first relationship, through the gaze of the mother, we find desire, not a
Freudian desire for pleasure, but a preternatural longing to remain one with this object,
and we seek this atonement for the rest of our being, for the remaining time on earth. If
we are the object of desire, either the object disappears, or we become narcissistically
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under the influence of the other, as we endlessly peek at ourselves through the looking
glass. Alice may epitomize the duality of this relationship, as we are always I but at the
same time we are always the other. The “passage” she mentions can only be an allusion
to the metaphoric threshold we seek to describe, as it may be the passage to something
“quite different on beyond” (Carroll, 1897).
In the second relationship we find in that same gaze, the other, and a new
paradigm opens up to us. This paradigm breaks the other into constituent parts; the self
begins to lack cohesiveness, and fragments into the paradoxical form of being both I and
other. The original self begins to deconstruct as it takes on impressions of the other and
begins to develop a self that is both I and other (Gillespie, 2009). I will discuss more
about this important stage later in the chapter when it becomes possible to understand the
nature of the intersubjective Me.
The third relationship, perhaps that of the father, is the gaze between others, the
gaze of what we are not part, the gaze between the other and the perceived object of our
desire, what Lacan would call the Other of the Other (Chiesa, 2007, p. 107). It is
precisely in a folding in of the other into the self that the anguish of the other-it
relationship confronts us (Buber, 1970), and “the subject is thus enabled actively to enter
the intersubjective symbolic field” (Chiesa, 2007, pp. 107-108).
INTERSUBJECTIVITY
As a term used widely as a way of describing the phenomena, intersubjectivity
occurs in the liminal space between subject and object in a place where language and
meaning coalesce. Levinas goes as far to say that the state is actual intersubjective space,
and its delineation will elucidate the space of reciprocity and the understanding of how
things communicate to us. Alex Gillespie, in attempt to refute Sausserian logic, takes the
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weak definition of intersubjectivity as only a matter of sharing and associating words
with their meaning, and develops a strong definition for intersubjectivity by adding in the
level of persepectivity. Intersubjectivity is not just the sharing of meaning (Gillispie,
2009), it is the sharing of meaning from different perspectives of the subject and object,
the speaker and the listener, set within the context of social activity, thus, in effect,
neutralizing the duality of subjective and objective perspectives. Language is not just a
collection of diasporic meanings floating nebulously in the etheric field of words and
phrases, and communicating is not just a matter of knowing the rules of communication
and the definitions of words, there is a reversal of perspective that occurs in order to
make communication possible. Gillespie suggests that symbols are different from signals
in the sense that signals do not represent the action they stimulate. Symbols, on the other
hand,
“represent the given action. Symbols achieve this be being intersubjective in a
way that signals are not. Symbols entail not only doing some action that creates
an impression in the mind of an other, but also being aware of that impression. It
is this awareness of the impression being created which makes communication
and thus expression possible. Symbols, or significant symbols in Mead’s
terminology, necessarily entail the combination of two or more perspectives.”
(Gillespie, 2009, p. 29)
We first recognize the utterance by way of linking sound and gesture with its
symbolic association, and then we place it in a context of activity as it is shared within a
community. The deictic associations and nuances of language are evident in the ability to
reciprocate interpretation and translation of others utterances. We understand I to mean
You or Him when the other speaks the word I. However, more so, the I personalizes and
empathizes, taking the words in their literal sense and translating them into personal
subjective impressions. The phrase spoken by the other, “I am cold”, is interpreted by
Me as “he is cold”, but translated by the I to intersubjucate the phrase to mean “Am I
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cold too?”, or “I am not cold”. It is an act of interpersonalization. We don’t just associate
words with meanings; we internalize them, thereby accommodating them and fitting them
with our own dialogic structure. There are no internal laws for this interpersonalization,
each person has the ability to give meaning in any way that he/she deems, based on
genetic endowments, preferences, and past experience. Meshed with the rules of
communication that we learn at a young age while deciphering the schemata of the other
(Chapter2), we develop our own internal dialogue. This subject-object relationship
dissolves inside the liminal space between the giving and receiving of meaning. As such,
it goes to my point that any object can be deemed intersubjective, and hence, we are able
to understand the language of landscapes and buildings.
MEAD AND THE SELF
We have reviewed the nature of the self from a psychoanalytic point of view. It is
now time to review the same self from the standpoint of behaviorism. The two are not
incompatible in my mind and share very distinct similarities. Namely, the other is
experienced by the I of the individual as an intersubjective phenomenon of introjection.
George Herbert Mead’s (1863–1931) behaviorism adapts the notion of sociality into this
schema of intersubjectivity. The self not only introjects the world into its domain, but
actually is formed and constructed by the world. Mead separates the ‘I’ from another
form of self he terms ‘me’, and attempts to distinguish the character of each in terms of
themselves and in terms of each other. He states,
“If one determines what his position is in society and feels himself as having a
certain function and privilege, these are all defined with reference to an ‘I’ but
the ‘I’ is not a ‘me’ and cannot become a ‘me’…The ‘I’ does not get into the
limelight; we talk to ourselves, but do not see ourselves. The ‘I’ reacts to the self
which arises through the taking of the attitudes of others. Through taking those
attitudes we have introduced the ‘me’ and we react to it as an ‘I’. (Mead, 1934, p.
174)
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His separation of the ‘I’ and the ‘me’ constitutes a break from the established
paradigm. To experience the ‘I’ as a separate entity, shielded from the outside world
seems radical. For it to establish in its place, this notion of a separate social ‘me’ begins
to capture the notions I am setting forth in this paper. The ‘me’ exists in the world as an
extension of the I. Mead again suggests:
“The ‘I’ is the response of the organism to the attitudes of the others; the ‘me’ is
the organized set of attitudes of others which one himself assumes. The attitudes
of the others constitute the organized ‘me’ and then one reacts toward that as an
‘I’.” (ibid, p. 175)
As long as the ‘me’ can organize these attitudes, Mead states that at that point we
gain self-consciousness. It is thus through the other that we are able to see ourselves.
Mead states, “He had in him all the attitudes of the others, calling for a certain response
that was the ‘me’ of that situation, and his response is the ‘I’” (ibid, p. 176). Meads
social self arises from what he calls the “conversation of gestures” between animals
involving some sort of cooperative activity. The stimulus of one activity causes the
reaction of another and back to the original individual who then makes a determination of
action. It is in this non-deterministic 21 causal relationship that language arises as a
universal set of symbols to which we attach meaning and emotion. Through language
and emotional arousal, Mead believes, as children, we begin to learn the rules of which
he calls play and the game, and in which we learn to take the role of an other (i.e. we play
doctor, we play teacher, we play horse, etc.). To play is the individual taking on these
roles of others, while the game involves taking on the roles of many others. He further
states “A striking illustration of play as distinct from the game is found in the myths and
various of the plays which primitive people carry out, especially in religious pageant“
(ibid, p.152). In this way, the developing child or the primitive adult in ritual takes
21

Non-deterministic because we do not know the response of the other prior to the action.
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control over the development of their own personality, and thus how the attitudes of
others are organized. In game, by taking on the roles of several others, the individual
attains the notion of unit, or better, community, which Mead has termed “the generalized
other” (ibid, p. 154). The attitude of the generalized other is the attitude of the whole
community, similar to the transcendent “we” discussed earlier. The individual then takes
on this attitude of the generalized other and applies it towards himself. He takes on the
attitudes and beliefs of the community, perhaps that of a political party or in its worst, of
an organized cult, and as Mead notes, any inanimate object can take on the role of the
generalized other so long as the individual responds to the object socially or in a social
fashion. The object must produce, as a mechanism of thought, the internal conversation
of gestures (ibid, Footnote 7, p. 154). One can imagine perhaps, how a statue or
monument can represent a community’s belief system or history, or a ring represents
marriage, or a neighborhood represents a person’s status. These things speak to us, and
tell us the stories of the people who behold them or inhabit them. We must learn the
language, and the first step is to understand the signs and symbols of its lexicon. Thus,
we begin at the threshold, at the boundary of liminality.
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Chapter Two – Liminality and the Space In-between
THE THRESHOLD
The concept of threshold can be traced across multiple disciplines; especially
architecture, and archeology and anthropology which have their roots in human and
cultural geography. Each containing the other, together they create a nested relationship
separated only by the recursive state of liminality. This essay thematically maps these
disparate relationships, articulating each in terms of the other; a fractal relationship that
begins and ends at the limits of threshold: self-similar and scalable. However, it is not a
direct mapping as one can imagine the superimposition of the I onto the other, and the
shadow onto silence. It is indirect, insoluble; a mapping which occurs through
juxtaposition and transference of information across disciplines. In this sense, this essay
is a narrative on the psychological boundaries between here and there; however, it has its
practical applications in real life as we design portals and entrances, prospects and
verandas, into our buildings and landscapes.
Throughout history many civilizations have regarded the threshold as significant
and spiritually vital. It is the crossing through the womb of the mother that we enter this
world. The threshold comes about in many different varieties and scales, a sign of entry
into a building or across adjacent boundaries, material transitions and weatherization, but
also as an entry into hallowed ground, into tombs and graveyards, and places encountered
through symbolic ritualism and psychedelic inspiration. There are also differential
thresholds, absolute thresholds, sensory thresholds, and ecological, financial and terminal
thresholds. We experience the threshold as a relative state of pain and pleasure, but
mostly we experience the threshold each time we cross though a doorway. It is most
commonly experienced as a physical transition in architecture, mostly as a mass produced
commodity, either aluminum or wood or stone, but also as gateways, portals, and
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entranceways. The threshold can be crossed vertically, as in a doorway, or horizontally,
as in a grave. At this scale, it is merely a boundary line between in and out, here and
there, up and down.
However, terms that are spatial in nature begin to define the world not just as a
static state of being, but as a dynamic and rich environment referentially connected to the
human body and its environment, its perceptions and its motion, and its “here and now”.
At this scale the threshold is the transitional state between contingent spaces across time
in accordance with the movements of the body. The body is the central reference point
for all perception, and as such it carries both relative position and content from which all
other possibilities extend. We are able to move because we are sentient beings, but we
perceive the world, and consequently communicate, in terms of the places and spaces that
the body can go. Thus, reality grows out of bodily schematics, and does so at the speed of
ambulation. The world does not revolve around the human body; it is idealistically
manufactured by the body’s ability to circumnavigate. As such, the world flows up
around the body, and becomes part of the organic unity of the body, and this is what is
meant by the body being embedded in the world.
At another larger scale, we become the world; we become the architecture having
become part of its mythology hidden behind consciousness. The threshold no longer is a
static point of reference, but it splits into two thresholds, a lower and an upper, and inbetween lays the state of liminality as we move through the physical world (Figure 7).
Once we pass across the threshold into liminal space, we become part of the story and
begin to define the space intersubjectively and experientially. But in the end, the place
defines us, wraps us, and embraces us. The threshold is endowed with the ability to
cause pause as we step into the abyss of liminality. We enter into a state of agreement, a
reciprocal tension with the other as we rearrange our geographies and psychically replace
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the subject with an image of the other. We see ourselves through, and are defined by, the
other - as the other is strangely familiar to us - and are circumnavigated by the world as it
unfolds to allow us to proceed. In fact, Wittgenstein suggests in article 5.632 of the
Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus that “the subject does not belong to the world, but is a
limit of the world” (Wittgenstein, 1922), and as such echoes the language of Lacan, and
signifies the threshold between the two. Wittgenstein further suggests that this “subject”
belongs to the I, and is theoretically projected upon the world as an extension of that I.
The world envelopes the subject, embraces it, and folds around it. As an extension of that
I, the subject reflects itself in the eye of the other - the gaze of singular relation,
Levinas’s “face-to-face” (Levinas, 1969). The subject then expands into the other, and
the other no longer supports itself as an object but becomes the Du, the I-Thou of
singularity (Buber, 1970). The object, the thing ceases to exist as an other. Becoming a
reflection of the subject, the object enters into relations with the self where it is rejected
by the ego as a consequence of the ego’s struggle to maintain control over its domain; the
I in turn is abandoned by the subject and becomes the object. This in turn leads to a
reciprocal feeling of rejection by the I which continues the cycle of rejection, projection,
and introjection. This all occurs in the liminal space between the I and the other, and
“whoever passes from one to the other finds himself physically and magico-religiously in
a special situation for a certain length of time: he wavers between two worlds.” (van
Gennup, 1960, p. 18) He is not in either place, but he paradoxically is in both at the same
time, and as if standing on the edge of a coin with only one side visible at any one time.
The place of liminality must be considered anti-existence in order for it to invoke
the “magico-religious” power of transformation and reciprocal being, and the annihilation
of the other into the more immediate I, for according to Buber once the I is experienced
as the other, it no longer remains in relation to the transcendental self, the basic word I35

You, but separates and become a thing of the world. He says “as long as the firmament of
the You is spread over me, the tempests of causality cower at my heels, and the whirl of
doom congeals” (Buber, 1970, p. 59). Buber regards experience as an obstacle to reality.
Once God is perceived, He no longer remains God. It is true with the Self too. Buber
then goes on, “the human being to whom I say You I do not experience. But I stand in
relation to him, in the sacred basic word. Only when I step out of this do I experience him
again. Experience is remoteness from you.” (ibid, p. 59-60) This sentiment is remarkably
similar to Levinas’s Infinity, which is thought to be an excess of existence which flows
beyond the I, and that the meeting of the Other immediately negates the Others existence
within the field of intersubjectivity (Levinas, 1969). I am curious about the threshold that
exists at the moment that the I overflows into the excess space of Infinity.
The threshold not only separates the inside from the outside, here and there,
public and private, it distinguishes the past from the future, and traces an arc in the recent
history of our behavior. It delineates spatial geometries and cultures, and carves out
openings in the symbolic boundaries across which we must pass throughout our everyday
lives. It is both physical and imaginary, but its deeper spiritual implications cannot be
overlooked. It was Novalis who said “the seat of the soul, there is where the inner worlds
and outer world meet” (Campbell, 1986, p. 5). The threshold is represented in the
symbolism of the guardian of gates and doorways, in literature, and is ubiquitous in
architecture. It is not only a door sill, it is a line drawn in sand, a stack of stones along a
dirt road, and blood on the stoop (Frazer, 1959). The threshold separates that which is
perceived from that which is yet to be. What we perceive is light on surfaces, and the
edge illuminating form; what is not perceived is beyond the edge, within varying shades
of shadow, and the ground and receiver of our projected self.
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Figure 2 – A Threshold in Spain. Photo by William C. Miller, 1972
Not every in-between space should be considered a threshold; however, an
understanding of the difference between the threshold and the median state of liminality
will provide an undercurrent of meaning throughout the essay. To cross a threshold is to
cross from space to place; to cross into liminality is to diffuse ones being, to merge with
the space, to pause and to allow the other to make us who we are. This occurs
immanently as ritual and initiation, regardless of any intention. It is there and then gone
and does not lead us to further meaning itself. In this sense it is a sign only, it does not
symbolize anything beyond itself, but only signifies an entrance into ritual space. There
are many references to the spiritual properties of the threshold in history. Rituals and
covenants have existed for thousands of years across many countries and civilizations. It
was once believed that the threshold was the original family alter. Sacrifices were
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performed there for welcoming guests and driving away evil spirits. The etymology of
the world threshold connotes the ritual of threshing, of tamping and grinding the harvest
grain upon the wooden floor (Frazer, 1959). The religious aspects, the “magico-religious”
aspects, of the door are borne from the tradition of venerating the doorway22, and it is the
reflected image of the doorway that embodies the Totality of the experience.
It is the liminal space itself that symbolizes progress, transition, and a sense of
timelessness, and it is the body that represents this threshold. The body, then, as the edge
between inside and outside is merely a vehicle for transmitting this knowledge across the
boundary between the actual subject and the apparent object. The seeming duality
represents the fractured states of the self, the inner state of I.
The liminal also metaphorically relates to the mind as an extension of itself, its
own edge is a sharp contrasting border, a conceptual boundary. Liminality is the defining
line of alterity. Therefore, liminality, or,
“edge-ness, is a description of inter-relationships between the physical and
metaphysical, and between the animate and inanimate; between people, buildings,
landscapes, concepts, and emotions. It is both a descriptor of a condition of
physical containment and a meta-physical relationship between object and event,
between physical attribute and phenomenological experience.” (Brisbin, 2011)
Edge-ness therefore is also a non-condition, or rather, a space of no space. It is
neither the form nor the act; it is the transition between differing states of being. It
is in this very transition that the most striking and powerful action of the edge is
revealed. Its dynamism as a ‘threshold’ between varying states that makes
manifest the ‘embodiment of becoming’ and denotes the edge as a site of flux and
indeterminacy.” (ibid)
This edge is a sharp, shearing plane, and beyond it, a growing isovist field of
shifting information and patterned language (Benedikt M. L., 1979) (Batty, 2001).
Visually the space is full of things with color and texture, and a certain sense of solidity.

22

Jesus even considered himself the “door” to salvation (John 10:9)
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Between the occluding edge and the background of surfaces is the container of empty
space, but it is difficult to determine sometimes which is the container and which is being
contained. Space is that which we perceive to be between things but it is also around
them, and though it is an in-between space, it does not always meet the criteria for
liminality. We can stand in, and move through, space, but always with a sense of gravity
and material substance beneath our feet. It sometimes takes an act of imagination to place
our self in its emptiness. Perspective and depth perception allow us, with a certain
amount of clarity and certainty, to judge the distance between things in our field of
vision. However, it does not seem possible to situate our self in a place of nothingness
without the use of our mind and imagination, and a certain leniency with language, and
the metaphoric use of words. In this realm of the free and open treatment and interplay of
words and meaning, I construct a poetic field, a conceptual model so to speak, in which
to examine, in depth, what lies in between things, in this space of apparent nothingness.
In metaphor, the meanings of words become overlapped and multilayered, and each
successive turn of the kaleidoscope illuminates another reflected perspective. The sum
total of these perspectives will provide argument for the existence of such a space, and
perhaps some insight into the nature of the relationship between the I and the other. It
appears we walk through ourselves as we pass across this threshold.
To understand the character of the liminal space I speak of - its color, texture,
form, structure, and location of its edges - is important for several reasons. First, the
argument is based on the articulation of this space as a primary conduit for exchanging
information between the other to the I. The liminal connection remains regardless of
whether the other is interior or exterior to the self, because wherever the I manifests, it is
in relation to an other, and liminality manifests between them. It is the nature of
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Levinas’s Totality (Levinas, 1969). Even if the I and the other are actually the same, the
liminal space, by definition, will manifest as the place of intersubjectivity.
Second, articulation of the liminal space gives a basis for design of buildings and
landscapes. Not to be confused with the novice approach to designing entrances and
portals, but as ways of addressing edges, surfaces, and transitional spaces within. These
elements begin to create language and it is within the symbolic translation of language
that meaning is achieved. As we have stated, buildings and landscapes speak to us, and
both share a common language and vocabulary.
Though its edge is an undulating tide of memory, ideas, and images, the
conceptual threshold, the one of the mind, like the architectural threshold, can be
analyzed and described in terms of its structural and aesthetic features - features that
identify and reveal pathways to further experience. They reside in our unconscious
memories and imagination as manifestations and expressions of the collective pathways
to transform, to become. More so than an alpha-taxonomy of architectural features, this
space between subject and object is not a threshold we cross as much as we project onto
life. It is through this virtual passage that ideas and poetic images (Bachelard, 1969)
coalesce into consciousness from beyond, and it is through consciousness that mythical
thought is achieved (Cassirer, 1955).
CASSIRER AND MYTHICAL LIMINALITY
Ernst Cassirer (1874-1945) was a German philosopher at the turn of the century.
In his four books of The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, we find in Book Two that “[t]he
theoretical structure of man’s world view begins at the point where consciousness first
makes a clear distinction between illusion and truth, between what is merely perceived or
represented and what truly ‘is’ between the subjective and objective.” (Cassirer, 1955, p.
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73) We feel, think, and act as one unified being; however, our organized self, the
“central self” (Fairbairn, 1952) and the projected object remain separated, yet connected
through the liminal space. It would be implausible to call them the same, as we know
Sameness is an automatic negation of Otherness in the Levinasian sense. However,
Levinas aside, we can intuit the interchange of thought and speech, and speech with
language as if to know one is to know the other, to experience a subject outside the self,
to experience the buttery maple flavor of liminality as the playground of Infinity. At
either side of liminal space is a threshold one must step across in order to enter the state
of intersubjectivity and to begin to decipher the language of the other. It is a portal
through which to proceed, if we are to discuss fully the quintessential traits of liminality.
The distinction between certainty and necessity is somewhat arbitrary and ambivalent in
the light of true being. There is only one unified state of mythical consciousness and it is
without the poles of alterity. And here we speak of consciousness outside of cause and
effect, and outside, the “fluctuation of sensuous phenomena” (ibid, p. 81), and outside the
opposition of the sacred and profane as a “necessary” consequence of being, as the
systematic structure of reality, and the immediate suddenness of experience.
The existence of consciousness presupposes the notion of the threshold
experience as consciousness can be seen as a container about which one is either in or
out. This in-out relationship causes the threshold to appear as the signpost to further
realms. However, there are very few paths of which one can take to access these higher
spiritual realms. The path most take is the ritual path through symbol and consciousness
into myth. Arriving at similar conclusions, Cassirer suggests,
“the mythical consciousness arrives at an articulation of space and time not by
stabilizing the fluctuation of sensuous phenomena but by introducing its specific
opposition – the opposition of the sacred and profane – into spatial and temporal
reality. The fundamental and original accent of the mythical consciousness also
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dominates all the particular divisions and combinations within space as a whole
and time as a whole. At primitive levels of mythical consciousness ‘power’ and
‘sacredness’ still appear as kinds of things; sensuous, physical somethings which
adhere to specific persons or things as their vehicle.” (Cassirer, 1955, p. 81)
Mythical space, as suggested by Cassirer, is a type of middle ground between the
space of sense perception and the space of pure cognition, of geometrical or metric space.
Georeferencing these spaces in terms of previously defined terms, I would associate the
space of perception to be the bodily aspect of ego, memory and sensation, and on beyond
to the Levinasian state of Infinity. The other term, geometrical space, I equate to the
world-at-large, on beyond which is the Levinasian state of Totality. Between these two
spaces, and engulfed by them is the place of liminality, its edges defined by conceptual
thresholds through which we pass, one leading to a state of chaos, the other nothingness.
These spaces, the perceptual space and the metric space, are, according to
Cassirer, antithetical and form an inverse relationship, that “what is established in one
seems negated and reversed in the other” (ibid, p. 83). He goes on, “Euclidean space is
characterized by the three basic attributes of continuity, infinity and uniformity. But all of
these attributes run counter to the character of sensory perception” (ibid, p. 83). However,
he considers perceptual space and metric space to be both physiological spaces as
opposed to mythical space which he considers cognitive. Though mythical space is more
closely related to perceptual space, as “both mythical space and perceptive space are
thoroughly concrete products of consciousness,” (ibid, p. 84) it is within mythical space
that we garnish and render the world complete. Mythical space, then, manifests in the
mind in relation to perceptual space and metric space as a cogenerator of reality. As the
body confronts the physical world, the mythical state is the space that sensation passes
through into perception.
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THE CONTAINER
For now, it is imperative to understand that the argument is based on the idea that
mythical space is a spatial container, and hence a structural space, for the content of the
symbolic. It is therefore a container for the content and form of language. Not only is
language contained within the space, it structurally supports the space as well. Cassirer
states that “the objective world became intelligible to language to the degree in which
language was able, as it were, to translate it back into terms of space.” (ibid, p. 86) The
basic units of language can be likened to the nuts and bolts that hold up a building, so
within the mythical space of liminality, these phonemes coagulate into memes, the
cultural unit of symbolic language. Mythical space is the space of story, history and
folklore; the residues that attaches themselves to the basic units of language, and
therefore grow into the basic units of being. It is an ideology of mythos, a belief
constructed on sacred symbols which set them apart from the profane. It is their spatial
characteristics that we are interested in here, and their ability to take objects of the
profane world to the conceptual limit of the threshold.
“On the whole, the mythical world view effects a construction of space which,
though far from being identical in content, is nevertheless analogous in form to
the construction of geometrical space and the building up of empirical, objective
‘nature.’ It too operates as a schema through whose mediation the most diverse
elements, elements which at first seem utterly incommensurate, can be brought
into relation with one another.” (ibid, p.85)
This schema of which Cassirer refers begins to describe the structure of the
liminal space; perhaps he had a transparent substantive medium in mind, perhaps only a
metaphoric representation. Regardless, he distinguishes the schema as a mediator for
reciprocal “elements”. Within this space he too hides a theoretical threshold; the
threshold which defines the moment and place of reciprocity when the inverse symbolic
relationship between the altered states is twists onto its reverse, a phenomenon known as
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transcriptase in human genetics when RNA and DNA superimpose within a retrovirus, a
virus that contains the genetic code in the RNA rather than the DNA. This phenomenon
exerts itself as a vehicle for transferring genetic information, not unlike the experience
during the subject-object conversion that occurs in the liminal space, however, further
extrapolation on the similarities is beyond the limits of the present essay.

It does,

however, provide some insight into the structural pathways of the environment – an
environment that is texturally rich with the symbolic code that acts as an agent for the
transference and reception of alterity.
The locus of this Lacanian language, rich with symbolism and Cassirerian
mythos, presupposes the container within which prenatal memories and images are
articulated and expressed as real artifacts of that language. The container is a primal
experience of being-in-the-world; a notion of inhabitation and dwelling, a notion of
repression and control, control of forces both inside and out, safety and defense.
However, the edge of this conceptual boundary is insubstantial, illusive. It is neither of
time nor place, though it has elements of both, by which I mean it is the moment that is
captured as one walks across a threshold, and it is spatiality that it articulates, but only
through virtue of the imagination and memory.
IMAGE SCHEMATA
To further describe the structural aspects of liminal space in conceptual terms, we
must turn to the innovative work regarding “image schemata”
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proposed by George

Lakoff and Mark Johnson (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). I believe these image schemata are
the basic building blocks of the of this liminal space, but before elaborating, I must
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Image schemata cannot be simply defined, but can be generally defined as the symbolic structure of the
language which utilizes the body’s ability to move through the environment. Wikipedia explains, “in
contemporary cognitive linguistics, an image schema is considered an embodied prelinguistic structure of
experience that motivates conceptual metaphor.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image_schema)
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summarize to this point: I have stated that the space between the I and the other, the
space of alterity between the subject and object is a liminal space bounded at either end
by thresholds, beyond which are non-states of chaos and nothingness, the reservoirs for
the overflow of the ego and the bursting totality of being. I have stated that this liminal
space occurs as an intersubjective space, a space that negates concepts of otherness and
sameness where introjection of the other confronts this ego. I have stated that these
thresholds define a container for liminality, and that liminality is a textural space, a space
in which symbolic language turns into mythology, the study of the story of being.
Likewise, I have alluded to the idea that the liminal space is a container, and therefore
must have walls and a floor, and perhaps a ceiling, but regardless, it must have a structure
that supports it as such; a structure that holds up these walls and pushes back against the
implosion of meeting the other.
However, as a container, it is not so much a question of what these memories and
experiences are in- as Lakoff, Johnson, and others primarily argue (Arnheim, 1969)
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) (Johnson, 1987) (Lakoff, 1987) (Mandler, 1992; 2010) and as
a threshold, it is not so much a question of what they are on - as it is a question of where
they are AT 24. AT the threshold, the body falls into a state of asymmetrical stress, a
tension as subject and object merge. The I has an infinite space in which to recede,
whereas the other is confronted by the body, the limit of the other. I see out with limited
perspective, others see me from multi-dimensional, pointed views from all angles. The
mirror is closer to me than it is to the others looking at me, and what I see through is the
mesh and high wired framing of my upbringing and genetic makeup, the schemata
impressed upon my prelinguistic brain.

24

The practice of capitalizing image-schemata is taken from Lakoff and Johnson.
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These image schemata have evolved as emergent structures within the psyche, the
conceptual structure of the mental attributes of the self which develop as preconceptual
frames, “primitives” (Mandler, 1992), (Mandler, 2010) upon which other more concrete
concepts are superimposed (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). As a container, an emergent world,
the liminal space beyond the threshold is what one can be IN, but the threshold is only the
boundary. The psychological evolution of these body-derived image schemata is
delineated in Mandler’s essay (1992), but a thorough analysis of their genetic makeup
posits another more basic morphology, one that is based on our relation to the earth and
the geodetic projections of the world, the limits to which UP/DOWN and IN/OUT
express an attractive dualism which presupposes the relational dynamic. As long as we
use prepositions like IN or ON, we acknowledge the sense of otherness inherent in this
relationship. My definition of threshold, however, comes from the time and place of
where and when we are AT.
Roughly speaking, then, we have defined the image schemata of IN, ON, and AT.
IN and ON define a dualistic relationship: IN/OUT, ON/OFF. There are many others,
however, the threshold seeks a singularity, which I have defined as AT. One cannot be
not-AT because that would still imply an AT. If I am not here, I am there, but that there is
here in relation to wherever I am AT. I offer that the threshold cannot be something that
we are ever ON, as some contemporary colloquialisms might lead us to believe (i.e. on
the threshold of a dream, on the threshold of a new world economy, etc). There is no line
that one dwells ON. One cannot be ON something that is not a surface. A surface is
defined as a colorful plane (Gibson, 1986, p. 33), whether flat or curved, Euclidean or
non-Euclidean, and is something ON which we place things or objects, colors and
textures, thoughts and memories, and even perhaps the notion of the other. Even a plane,
by way of its transparency, does not allow the support of things. On-the-other-hand, these
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image schemata not only support the skeletal aspects of the psyche, but also articulate
these surfaces and define it’s edges. Gibson states,
“Planes are colorless, surfaces are colored. Planes are transparent ghosts, surfaces
are generally opaque and substantial. The intersection of two planes, a line, is not
the same as the junction of two flat surfaces, an edge or corner.” (ibid)
The threshold is a not a line, then, that one crosses OVER. To be AT the threshold
is to be AT an edge - is to have each foot ON two intersecting surfaces. The threshold,
then, is an edge, and to be an edge is to define colliding realities.
We here see our first sense of form and structure in the making of an edge,
perhaps a structuralist or constructionist point of view, but never-the-less, a valid
articulation of the space using the concept of image-schemata as the structural support.
However, this is not to argue with or make the conclusion that perception is indirect and
that these concepts are enhancements to or Gestalten of the original object in reality
(Michaels & Carello, 1981). Their “construction” beyond the direct perception is
reminiscent of the structuralist point of view; however, this study proposes the idea that
these theories are not mutually exclusive. The schema themselves are the pre-verbal
structural backbone of higher level concepts which evolve in early infanthood (Mandler,
1992, Mandler, 2010). This is what Lacan meant in the stage of the Real, whenever
experience left lasting impressions, and what Gibson alluded to by his direct perception.
Direct perception of the environment enters into the mind and triggers these
primitives as the framework for comprehension. This original foundational scheme is
triggered as a direct perception of the object in its most conceptual schematic form, and
thus why Mandler has labeled it as a “primitive”. The concept of DOG is superimposed
upon the concept of ANIMAL, superimposed upon the scheme of ANIMATE OBJECT.
These structural sheaths increasingly detail and enrich our experience of the world and
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bolster and shore higher-level complexities of understanding, such as BROWN LONGHAIRED DACHSHUND (color, texture, type). Further refinement places the object in
context as an operational unit of an inhabitable dynamic environment (e.g. BROWN
LONG-HAIRED DACHSHUND HOPS ACROSS THE LAWN). The intransitive verb
HOPPING releases the object from its static position, its frozen moment, and allows it to
act within the world. Subsequent additions occur in the propositional state of explanation
but in its raw form of the dynamic present, the refinements occur ad infinitum as they are
reality itself. (e.g. The BROWN LONG-HAIRED DACHSHUND RAN ACROSS THE
LAWN ON SATURDAY IN THE MORNING…). The example eludes to the nested
spatial-schemas of ACROSS, ON and IN which represent the conjunctive nature of
embodied image-schemas.
We have mentioned, our first schematic-constructing experiences are prenatal.
They are experiences of the scheme of CONTAINMENT, perhaps as a consequence of
being in the womb. However, though IN implies OUT, there is no notion of OUT in the
prenatal state of the womb, and the fetus’ experience is thus unidimensional; a space it
continues to seek as it develops through the dualistic world of the Lacanian Symbolic
stage and beyond. It only becomes schematized perinatally, at which time the schemes of
IN-OUT and BEFORE-AFTER unfold 25, and at which time the totality of the binary
relationship fully emerges. This seemingly first cause, this scheme of CONTAINMENT,
is made up of three parts: IN and OUT, and a boundary that separates them (Figure 3).
Architecturally, boundary demands an experience of threshold. It is temporal and spatial
continuity that distinguishes an affordance within the environment, the affordance of
25

Not all schemas are both spatial and temporal. This additional layer of meaning confounds the exercise
of reviewing the primitive aspects of schemata and will be examined later in the essay. Once again we use
the schema AT as both a spatial and temporal designation of place.
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passing, the action potential, from the engagement of a schema, and is the key to the
continuity between subject and object, inside and outside.

Figure 3 – Schemata of Container
Our first experiences outside the womb are horizontally situated and nested within
the schemas of other containers (i.e. room, crib, mother’s gaze).

The notion of

VERTICALITY is awkward to an infant. In these first few months, in what Lacan
designated the order of the Real, it is the horizon that orients us, it is the schema of
SURFACE that we are familiar with, and the schema of LEVEL or PARALLEL that we
attend to. In the UP direction, there is no sense of DOWN. We stare at our ceilings and
the mobiles in our crib. We learn the DOWN schema from our parents that look down
UPON us, but only as we develop concepts of otherness. We learn the BEHIND schema
from the weight of our backs upon the SURFACE of the bed or floor.
The nature of most of these Boolean terms (e.g. UP-DOWN, IN-OUT)
immediately identifies them as second tier schema since they require other terms to
define them. We have stated that the term AT is a unitary proposition, one that has no
opposite, which stands in place for the immediate presence we seek in being. As we have
stated, it is the concept of AT, of which there is no oppositional NOT-AT, for we are
always somewhere, and AT becomes the source of our isovistic perception and all other
projected states. AT is the in-between. AT manifests within the liminal space. It is a
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word that stands for itself, a sign that only points to itself. It is in a sense asemic, its
singular state is an undefined script waiting for each of our own individual
interpretations; it is an abstract work of poetry.
Each of us holds an AT within us, not as a self-centered nihilistic hippy
construction, but an absolute center, the center point of our being, the fulcrumatic point
within the asymmetrical forces of here and there. Try to meet yourself at the threshold,
and you will only find a reflection of yourself. From that point the world is measured and
surveyed; all unfolds from this central pivotal point. The world is not perceived from any
other place but HERE, and as AT and not-AT are the same, so is HERE and THERE.
Thus, the statement that “wherever I go there I am”. From this vantage point we can see
the vistas of a distant horizon, both the distorted aspects of the Earth and our inner self,
truncated, collapsed at the poles. Both are measured from their core, the center of mass
and gravity, physical and ephemeral. There are many forces which formed our Earth, the
complexity of which cannot be measured, and within the Earth we hear ourselves in its
language, and see ourselves in its shapes, and touch the falling of shadow on the deep
hewn, worn wooden floor. (Tanizaki, 1977) Thus is the state of transition, through which
this “falling of shadow” provides such intriguing allusions, and it is nowhere more
evident than in cyber space.
THE VIRTUAL SELF
AT is a concept that exists in a familiar unobstructed dimensional world. Such
familiarity inhibits the sense of expansion that Levinasian Infinity provides us. We are
more than ourselves, and beyond is the unimaginable space of pure creativity and endless
form, Bachelard’s source of the poetic image. Between Totality and Infinity, it is difficult
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to determine which he meant to encapsulate which, but this distinction is the essence of
cyber space.
“Whether framed through the more generalized notion of cyberspace, or the more
specific phenomena of the Internet, the World Wide Web, or Virtual Reality, it is
hard to miss the growing debates over the social and geographical significance of
new technologies linked to computer mediated communication. For some, these
technologies are seen as facilitating, if not producing, a qualitatively different
human experience of dwelling in the world, new articulations of near and far,
present and absent, and self and environment ” (Nellis, 2005, p. 8)
The geography of virtual reality, or, in other words, the reality of the virtual
(Zizek, 2003), may provide some illumination on the distinction between the real and
imaginary. According to a blog by Allison Wright of the University of Chicago, “the
virtual is a liminal space that consists only of its becomingness-state, and not an actual
being or object to become.” (Wright, 2012) However, we cannot derive this space in
terms of “sequentiality and directionality”, as confirmed by Ms. Wright, it is not a linear
progression; it spreads in all directions at once. Certainly, as the threshold rises up to
greet us, it is a passage, with “no line of passage”, but we must confer that this space is
outside of time, just as Gilles Deleuze goes on to suggest that the virtual is “always
forthcoming and already past” (Zizek, 2003, p. 9) existing as a “pure state of becoming”
and not existing within the ancillary and subsequent Platonic notion of becoming in and
of itself. (Wright, 2012). This arises as a warning. For instance, according to Deleuze,
the virtual is “pure becoming without being,” (Zizek, 2003, p. 9) and goes on to mention
though sounding vaguely familiar to Buber 26, that existence is that which keeps us from
being (ibid). Existence, then, can be thought of as the world of experience, and as such
meets the criteria for an other relationship. Augmented or mediated reality more formally

26

Buber states, “Those who experience do not participate in the world. For the experience is ‘in them’ and
not between them and the world.” (Buber, 1970, p.56)
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meets the criteria for being, however it is a being that has been supplemented to become
more than reality. Either way, virtual or augmented, we are able to have real experiences,
but are unable to have relations. In this sense it is how Buber describes experience for
those whom do not live in the world of relations but live in the world of the I-It: “The
world as experience belongs to the basic word I-It. The basic word I-You establishes the
world of relation” (Buber, 1970, p. 56). Buber would likely say that the virtual is a thing
corresponding to the I-It world; however, he could not foresee the virtual anti-experience,
one that can have meaning without form that exists in an intangible space of code and
symbols. In contrast, as I have said, the other is anything that is not I, and thus
corresponds to Buber’s I-It experience. The virtual is not me, but it has the illusion of
being in relation to me. Again, it leaves the world of becoming, with little chance of
entering into being except as an output of solid form. Cyber space, to its credit, does
allow the easy free-flowing manipulation of this formless data (i.e. parametric modeling)
but it only enters into the realm of being once it leaves the virtual world and reenters the
world of objects. (i.e. a building). From the world of ideas (becoming) to the world of
objects and relations (being), it travels through the liminal space, or better, the anti-space
of virtuality. The virtual, then, is in a sense the opposite of the concept of mirror. As the
virtual gives us content with no form, the mirror on the other hand shows us form with no
content. Together these two liminal anomalies give us the sense of coming and going and
meeting ourselves within.
We have thus reviewed the nature of liminality from many perspectives,
concentrating on a somewhat intellectualization of the psychological aspects its
experience. In the closing chapter of Part I, we examine the concepts of liminality in
somewhat of a metaphoric sense illuminating its nature from an outside perspective.
What is it to experience liminality, and how are we exposed to it, not just as an internal
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state, but as an extension of that state in the world? Here we look at the mirror as a
metaphor for the other, and find within it clues to the irregular nature of intrapersonal
relationships. The chapter also examines the oppositional relationship between light and
shadow, and the threshold that is between their pure natures. The chapter then concludes
with an abbreviated examination of the mirror neuron system (MNS) as a possible source
for the manifestation of alterity. It describes a causal relationship occurring in basic
conversation as a consequence of empathic reductionism.
Alan Liu posits the idea that the liminal can exist as a token of a directionless
space. This can be said about the virtual space as well, hence, the immediate similarity
and juxtaposition. Liu identifies an “encounter” of new media between literary and digital
traditions as a reciprocating space, which he notes is a “thick, unpredictable zone of
contact - more borderland than border line,” (Liu, 2007, p. 5) and identifies the pagus, the
defendable rural region around a new developing town, as a similar manifestation of the
liminal in the physical world. It is within the pagus of the country vernacular of written
language that comes to confront the digital era. In that space between the two, the
breakdown in understanding converts to a language of symbolism; it roams around us
inactive and waiting for the portal to open, so that the transitory nature of language can
become stationed in the binary code of the virtual.27 This image of concentric circles
will be repeated as a sign of this tunnel that will reveal itself shortly.
I have suggested the virtual is a liminal space that consists only of its
becomingness-state, and not an actual being or object to become. It is a pure state of
27 In a similar article, we find a discussion on the pagus, and more specifically that the homestead becomes
the center of the family life, rather than any town center. It is the house itself and more specifically within
the entry that St. Augustine, “finds no less than three spirits of the entrance to a house: Forculus, of the
door itself; Limentinus, of the threshold, and Cardea, of the hinges of the door.” (Fowler, 2007) It is this
belief in house deities that perhaps precludes the early myths of liminality and of a third, virtual world
between inside and outside.
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creative potential, “a sudden salience on the surface of the psyche” (Bachelard, 1969, p.
xi) which “places us at the origin of speaking being.” (ibid, p.xix) It is this sudden
appearance of the creative spark that Bachelard suggests to describe the transformation of
chemical into energy, silence into light. The poetic image is born in the liminal state, and
this place of “speaking being” is a Lacanian notion, a pre-linguistic, and therefore a prebeing, state of the Real. (Lacan, 2006) It is language, within language, that we begin to
comprehend cultural and societal influence and significance. It is at this transition from
pre-being to being that also constitutes the bookended reciprocal notion of liminality.
While we are at times entering a pure state of becoming without being, we emerge
through a state of pre-being into being. A fractal-like structure appears, as the liminality
of one space becomes the margin, the edge of another. They are our inner-experience of
it, of the imaginary other, the shadow, like our projections upon the virtual. Virtual in the
sense of our Deleuzian dreams of a world full of apparitional forms - forms without
sound and meaning. It is in the digital age, that our dreams are made virtually real, but it
is in the future that these dreams may begin to become and to illuminate a new spatial
reality.
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Chapter Three – Specularity and the Coupled Self
THE MIRROR
One sees oneself in the mirror and discerns imaginative realities based on hearsay,
based on the I speaking to itself, judging, discriminating, persecuting, and always
pointing out the flaws in the cape that it wears to hide its true self. As I have suggested,
the mirror represents the threshold between the dualism of being and becoming, its
specular nature is in all things to varying degrees as a reflection of our self cast on to the
surface of the world. However, its representational effects are surficial. Wood reflects
differently then glass, the former reflecting inner warmth, the latter transparency. Wood
is also different from bone, though texturally similar, they impart different emotional
value. As an antithesis to the virtual the mirror in history is the antecedent to the notion of
other. It is opposite of the threshold because it is pure reflection, with no actual
liminality. The space between is by nature non-existence. It contains and offers the
illusion of passage but it does not follow through, it does not produce the effect. It is
similar to virtual reality, in that it is form with no or little substance to speak of, except as
a reflection of what it “sees”. What occurs, manifests on its surface and in the imaginary
in-between states on both sides of the glass.
As we have said, the examination of the self in the mirror of the other is an
assumption of what we think others might see. We believe others judge us as we judge
ourselves. It is an ethical conundrum, an artificial reality and begins to elucidate the
relationship between the self and the other within the laws of Levinasian moral otherness
- “do unto others as you would have done to you” is such a motto and depicts a
relationship of reciprocal ethics embedded in the concept of alterity. We are bound to the
notion of putting the other above ourselves. This is why the mirror is such a symbolic
representation of the experience and why it is such an artifact of human vanity. Man has
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always been intrigued with his own image - stealing glances in shiny objects or a pool of
water – and as such is compelled to appreciate the I found in the other. 28 Hurt the other
and one hurts them self, and vice versa. We therefore must look deeper into this notion
of mirror, as it is an obvious doorway into liminality.
Prior to the discovery of the mirror, it can only be imagined, the nascent self knew
of itself only through the extensions of the body. We could see portions of our limbs,
could touch and caress ourselves, but it must have seemed like the rudimentary I was a
fragment of this chaotic mess bound within the skull. The mind could not fathom itself,
and the experience of being inside and outside at the same time would have been
traumatically disconcerting. We only had the preverbal noumena of a subtle recognition
of who and what we were and what we possessed as an encumbrance of being. With this
knowledge of the self came the swift acknowledgement of our place in the world, and the
world itself became the mirror to the self. I believe the world itself interprets who we are,
our actions and feelings, and reflects them back to us in Nature and the materials, texture
and edges of our built environment. The mirror itself is related to otherness; it allows us
to see of ourselves that which is hidden while at the same time making “beautiful that
which is distorted” (Shelley, 1821).

28

Those who lack this capacity are diagnostically anti-social, sociopathic, or psychopathic. A study of
which is outside the scope of this essay.
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Figure 4 – Vietnam Veterans Memorial
The Vietnam War Memorial (Figure 4) appears so polished as to be transparent.
See how space is replicated and expanded - the polished granite was historically a point
of contention with Mia Lin, of which she most undoubtedly won out. The reflected space
appears real and obtainable, but that is the nature of this virtual space. We look into the
specular face of death at the world beyond which is only the reflection of the current
moment, and a state of presence manifests as an introduction into the experience of the
other as the self. We look through the names of the fallen; they become the threshold
between the real-time world, inclusive of all wars, and its direct reflection. The names
make the meaning. They are not ours, but yet there we are gazing back, perhaps to
remind us of our own impermanence. The memorial reminds us that we are ephemeral
and is a statement on liminality
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We have abandoned seeing through what Sabine Melchior-Bonnet terms “the
curious eye” (Melchior-Bonnet, 2001), the inner eye that peeks out to see who is looking
at us, as it no longer holds the cultural and societal significance that it once did. Where
we were once alone with only others to show us who we were, we now had a fair
approximation of the self. Prior to the discovery of the mirror, our sense of boundaries
would have been distorted as we only experienced perspectival portions of our bodies.
Our sense of unity, the enlargement of our world would not be actualized until the mirror
was discovered. It would be millennia before the mirror of modern times was invented,
and it would be centuries before one’s own shadow, would be replaced by a clear image
of the self in a polished glass mirror. She elaborates:
“To see oneself in the mirror, to identify oneself, requires a mental operation by
which the subject is capable of objectifying himself, of separating what is outside
from what is inside. This operation can be successful if the subject recognized the
reflection as his own likeness and can say, ‘I am the other of that other’. The
relationship of self to self and the familiarity of the self cannot be directly
established and remains trapped in the reciprocity of seeing and being seen.”
(ibid, p.4)
In The Republic, Plato contended that reflection is the lowest way of knowing,
even lower than that of painting, suggesting that specular images are insubstantial
doubles with no sense of the reality of being. They are neither here nor there, inside or
outside, they are pure form without meaning given to projection and an awkward sense of
confidence in being. In this way, these images are not unlike the images we perceive in
virtual reality. In both senses, they deprive us of the real, and bring us closer to the
symbolic, where we can glimpse a more powerful relationship between what is I and
what is the other. We experience a doubling which places our noumenal self back into
the ground of the Real, the place which is anecdotal to spectral analysis. Melchoir-Bonnet
elaborates this sense of disconnectedness:
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“[T]he mirror offers an enigmatic and divergent way of knowing. Before it helps
to put the world in order and maintain the conscious self, looking into a mirror
leads one’s gaze on an indirect course marked by echoes and analogies, a course
that seems to attest to an invisible ‘elsewhere’ in the heart of the visible. Form
without substance, subtle and impalpable, the mirror image manifests a
diaphanous purity, a revelation of the divine source, from which all likeness
emanates.” (ibid, p.102)
This “diaphanous purity” allows us passage into this apparitional realm beyond
the surface of the glass, to that place where we “pass from tangible vision to the
contemplation of the invisible” (ibid, p. 108). In the words of Saint James, man “looks at
himself in a mirror, sees himself as he is, and after having looked, goes away and forgets
at once what he is like.” 29 And it is this forgetting in which man finds the threshold to
this other realm of liminal space.

We see the world “through a glass darkly,” 30

unpolished, hierarchical, and ignorant of our soul, and are confronted with our vision of
God, the “unstained mirror,” 31 within which we are able to see our divine nature. Here we
are unencumbered by this concept of God, and experience only the purity of the Real.
The question remains, how is it we are able to navigate the world with only a
vague sense of what others perceive of us, and perhaps an even vaguer sense of how we
see ourselves reflected in them. Alice’s drawing room, though seemingly innocent, is
another artificial reality, a twisted reversal of our world. Once we take a step through the
looking glass across the threshold of our own reflection, the garden “on beyond” (Carroll,
1897) beckons and hints at the potential of the imagination. This specular image is
recognized by the I as an extension of itself, and the I recognizes that more exists beyond.
Though it is the step across the threshold that defines and frames the world beyond, it is
our time AT the threshold that defines us. If we can step across this frozen Ma (Benedikt

29

Gospel of James 1:23
1 Corinthians 13:12
31 Proverbs 7:27
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M. L., 1987), we bring our emotional state, music, art and philosophy, and our experience
and neuropsychology – everything that is I, and not I – along with us.
THE SHADOW
One cannot speak of the self and not-self without speaking of the unseen
antagonist of our psychic world. The Shadow has been viewed as a negative
phenomenon, one of chaos and disorder, of repression and inwardly directed anger. It
has been seen as the darker side of human nature, and alludes to phantasmagoric beings
lurking in dark alleys, under beds, and down deep forest paths. The shadow hides
patiently in the hearts of men and women and is the source of many abnormal behaviors.
Exposing the shadow is the task of psychoanalysis and of some spiritual beliefs. Even in
the Old Testament, Job replies to the tirades of Zophar the Naamathite, “He reveals the
deep things of darkness and brings deep shadows into the light”. 32 This phrase hangs in
the air of Job’s defense of God; it is suspended in the prose as if hidden in the shadow of
the world. Later in Isaiah, it is said “so justice is far from us, and righteousness does not
reach us. We look for light, but all is darkness; for brightness, but we walk in deep
shadows”. 33 What of these “deep shadows”, and why must they be brought into the light?
I have stated that it is through the act of projection that we engage the other as ourselves.
In this act we cast off the shadow, the repressed unconscious onto the surface of the other
which is reflected back to us as a representation of ourselves that we are unable to see
from inside. Jung states that “projections change the world into the replica of one's own
unknown face” (Jung, 1955, p. 17). He says elsewhere:
“To confront a person with his shadow is to show him his own light. Once one
has experienced a few times what it is like to stand judgingly between the
32
33

Job 12:22, NIV 1984
Isaiah 59:9 NIV 1984
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opposites, one begins to understand what is meant by the self. Anyone who
perceives his shadow and his light simultaneously sees himself from two sides
and thus gets in the middle.” (Jung, 1959, p. 872)
For Jung then, the self is also a sort of median between light and shadow. As the
body is a liminal zone between the self and the world, the self in turn is a liminal zone
between the projected self and the light of true being. Because of their universal nature,
Jung’s metaphors of light and shadow can be traced to literal phenomena. All light will
find its way from surface to distant surface disturbed by the texture of surfaces and edges
of objects in its path. The light pausing on the surface of a thing, depending on the
texture, creates a unique spectral space consisting of both light and darkness. Rough
textures keep more light and hold more shadow than polished objects which reflect the
light and leave little trace of its being there. The mixture of light and shadow upon a
building’s walls offers a similar analogy, as character is created in the recesses,
protrusions, and textures of its façade. Most beautiful buildings will have both light and
darkness balanced, as both form and structure are carved by additive and subtractive
principles of sculpture and material use. It is the same way with the relationship of the
self as the intermediary textured solid, the object upon which the light falls and creates
shade and the projection of shadow. From Lacan,
“the image of the other’s form is assumed by the subject. Thanks to this surface,
situated within the subject, what is introduced into human psychology is this
relation between the outside and the inside whereby the subject knows himself,
gets acquainted with himself as body.” (Miller, 1979, p. 170)
The body is also of the world as a limit to the world and is experienced as the
world by the I. This body-as-object has no experience of the I, only of the world through
its senses and acts as an intermediary between the I and the world, as the vehicle through
which the experience of both subject and object pass. As such, the body can be seen as a
liminal space between the I and the world. The body is of both worlds, and as such
61

should be seen as the locus of being, the gateway through which the self experiences
itself and the world, and through which the world enters the self. As an object in the
world, the body too is the receptor of the projected shadow, and is not only the receiver
of the projection but the shadow actually becomes the other.

The object itself is

internalized by the process of introjection whereby its characteristics are unconsciously
taken into the psyche as a contiguous form of apperception (Miller, 1979).
It is the moment that defines the shadow moving across the window pane, and it is
not only the extent of this refracted light stretching upon the sill; it is the absence of light
overcome by the textures and edges of things. Therefore, what is in shadow not only
resides in the physical world, but can be metaphorically construed as existing in the
symbolic world of signs and signifiers. Things flow within this symbolic field, between
the psychic cartilage and bones – artifacts of memory, and traces of the present. I have
said that light proceeds only as far as surface will allow it before it bounces, breaks, and
articulates the nubs and fur on the surface and at the edges of things in its path. We
therefore have control over its projection, and can manipulate shadow and the perception
of darkness by manipulating the form and texture of the casting object.
“Only the subject - the human subject, the subject of the desire that is the essence
of man - is not, unlike the animal, entirely caught up in this imaginary capture. He
maps himself in it. How? In so far as he isolates the function of the screen and
plays with it. Man, in effect, knows how to play with the mask as that beyond
which there is the gaze." (Lacan, 1973, p. 107)
As I have inferred, what occurs to us in the shadow is shared by the other. If we
project our inner fears and desires, and our repressed and unwanted inner self, the shadow
takes in the elements of the ego during introjection, then by accommodation we become
the other and take on its attributes as if they were ours. For Lacan, it is the screen which
mediates this transaction. He goes on to say:
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“If, by being isolated, an effect of lighting dominates us, if, for example, a beam
of light directing our gaze so captivates us that is appears as a milky cone and
prevents us from seeing what illuminates, the mere fact of introducing into this
field a small screen, which cuts into that which is illuminated without being seen,
makes the milky light retreat, as it were, into the shadow, and allows the object it
concealed to emerge.” (ibid, p. 108)
This introjection is an inner assault on the ego by the shadow as it tries to retake a
dominant position in the self. The I thus projects or impels the shadow back into the
world. It then becomes invisible, hidden within the darkness. In this redoubling of the
self, this separating, “the being gives of himself, or receives from the other, something
like a mask, a double, an envelope, a thrown-off skin” (ibid, p.107) perhaps by way of an
impersonation of the self as a warped image of the Real. For Lacan, the journey out of the
Real occurs through the symbolism of language as we begin to develop meaningful
associations between the inside and outside, and the disillusionment of the unified self.
MIRROR NEURONS
Language has manifold meaning. We can presume that the intended meaning of
You may not be the actual meaning but since the intentions of You are not discernible
from the outside, I can only interpret meaning based on my previous associations with
You and with similar circumstances and conditions of interpretation (Gillespie, 2009).
When You speak to Me, I interpret your intentions based on my own internal proclivities.
Listening is a learned experience and requires an active attention to the object of speech.
Listening is also an act of mirroring. The inner dialogue sometimes precedes the actual
reciprocated conversation in a precausal manner, as if the mind of the listener recognizes
and anticipates the statement of the speaker. This occurs back and forth throughout the
conversation, and is similar to how the mind anticipates lyrics and melody in a long
forgotten song, as a trace of memory but also as an experience of expectation.

63

What you say literally echoes within Me. I interpret meaning reflected from the
inside, not from any intention that the object may express, that which is not falsifiable,
but from Me as I reach deeper into the well of the I. In other words, the sign, the word or
utterance, can signify several meanings at once. This event can be described using the
synaptic model. The symbols of language and gesture transfer from You to Me and from
Me to You, just as neurotransmitters travel from the axon to the dendrite across the
electrochemical void of the abysmal glutamate soup. (LeDoux, 2002)

Simply, the

neurotransmitters (words) released from the tail of one neuron (speaker) can only hook
up with receptive sites on the neighboring neuron (listener). These linguistic
neurotransmitters, the phonemes of language and culture, carry meaning from the other to
the I in a recursive reflection of thought and consequential behavior. It is speculated that
this reflective activity is systemic within the brain. The discovery of the mirror neuron
assumes reciprocity, and shared meaning. It is the biological basis of intersubjectivity.
Contemporary neuroscience provides us with clues as to how this countertransference occurs as the brain develops a system of “mirror neurons” that allow us to
understand the actions and emotions of others (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004). These
mirror neurons activate an internal empathic representation coded within the motor
structures of the brain (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2005). Not only are we altruistically
happy when others are happy, we desire for their happiness. It is a selfish desire, as our
happiness corresponds to, and is triggered by, their happiness (ibid). This correspondence
can be seen as significantly Lacanian, as we desire for the acceptance of our self by the
other. Motor neurons of the premotor cortex activate during goal-directed motor acts
such as reaching or grabbing for an object (Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004) which
constitute an internal storage of motor knowledge. Sensory information can thus access
this internal motor knowledge allowing the translation of sensory information into action
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(Fogassi & Ferrari, 2007). Further, Fogassi and Ferrari suggest that “activation of motor
knowledge leads not to an action but to a mental representation of that action,
constituting the basis for the emergence of cognitive properties” (ibid, p.136). This
internal representation binds a perceived action with an intended goal. This action/goal
relationship encodes in the receiver the motor representation of the same gesture and
allows the receiver to understand the gesture or message of the sender. There is a recent
suggestion that mirror mechanisms also have played an evolutionary role in the
development of language. (Fogassi & Ferrari, 2007) It is an interesting argument that this
procedure occurs during the neo-natal stages of a child’s development, too, and thus may
be correlated with Lacan’s psychosexual stages and Mandler’s theory of image-schematic
development discussed previously. It is not unlike the “looking glass self” that Charles
Horton Cooley wrote about decades earlier in which he suggested that the self develops
as a social construct of its interpersonal interactions with and from the perceptions of the
other.
We have talked about how Mead described the self as "taking the role of the
other," the premise for which the self is actualized. Through interaction with others, we
begin to develop an identity about who we are, and through the MNS we begin to
experience empathy for others. In respect to this Cooley said, "The thing that moves us to
pride or shame is not the mere mechanical reflection of ourselves, but an imputed
sentiment, the imagined effect of this reflection upon another's mind." (Cooley, 1902, p.
184) This reflection on the other is no different than their mind reflected upon ours.
Cooley was a contemporary of Mead, who’s theories we have previously discussed. We
are socialized beings, and find no sense of self apart from the other.
“A separate individual is an abstraction unknown to experience, and so likewise is
society when regarded as something apart from individuals. The real human life,
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which may be considered either in an individual aspect or in a social aspect, is
always both individual and general. In other words, society and individuals do not
denote separable phenomena, but are simply collective and distributive aspects of
the same thing.” 34
It would be almost 50 years before Lacan echoed the notion with identification of
the “mirror stage” in psychosexual development. Whereas Freud used the term “other” to
describe another person, or “otherness”, Lacan’s definition of “other” resembled more
closely that of Hegel’s. He differentiated the term “other” from the Other (“the big
Other”), and other as notated herein. 35
“At this point, the subject is deemed to be especially ‘interesting’ for what is in
the image (of his body) more than the (specular) image itself: this is what Lacan
names ‘object α,’ a nonspecularizable remainder, a void (‘hollow’) that resides at
the frontier between the Imaginary and the Real.” (Chiesa, 2007, p. 106)
This void is a portion of liminal space AT the edge of this threshold where the
frontier that Lacan speaks of resides. The “void” is the Symbolic, a lapse in perception
perhaps, and a mythical space between mirrors that falls outside of the image. For Lacan
the specular nature of the Imaginary is ultimately dependent upon a real element which
cannot be specularized. Similar to what Levinas has stated, and according to Chiesa,
Lacan defines the ego as an imaginary function corresponding to the “subject’s
identifying alienation in the imaginary other and, given its narcissistic-specular nature,
should not be confused with the subject of the unconscious.” (ibid, p.7) However, I
question whether this other is imaginary. Perhaps an idea, a concept or an event, it truly
must be otherwise than an illusion. It is borne from a real situation, develops as an
appendage of being, and suffers as if it were truly a wound.
It is only in the mirror, really in the mirror stage, that the subject actually
recognizes himself in the otherness of the specular image; otherwise, the other is other.
34
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Sameness - not as an opposition to diversity, but by cohesiveness and coherency - I
propose is the end of conflict. It is the general pursuit of humankind to reach this stage of
oneness with the other, but we are alienated by the fear of exposure of our true being. In
this alienation of the subject by the ego, as it is based on an alienation of the other, there
is a structural disjunction between the ego and the subject. This specular image that
initiates the subject as the operative ego is the same image that separates the subject from
himself (ibid. p.19), and thus how “the ego is introjected by the subject,” and how “the
ideal ego is in its turn projected by the subject quo ego onto all other subjects as well as
onto all objects.” (ibid)
Such is how the landscape speaks to us.
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PART II

“The frontier, an imaginary line connecting milestones or stakes, is visible – in an
exaggerated fashion – only on maps.” (van Gennup, 1960, p. 18)
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Chapter Four – The Liminal Landscape
THE GEOGRAPHY OF AN ARCHITECTURAL MIND
For the purposes of this essay the subtext is that architecture and geography are
mirrors, just as the other is the mirror to the I. The projections upon our buildings and
landscape are the projections upon the other, which are the introjections upon our self. As
students of architecture and geography, we use phrases such as, “the architecture speaks
of a voluminous state”, or “the mountain replied with a sigh”, poetic statements that
anthropomorphize and humanize our experience of them. But they are more than just
poetry; they characterize an existential state of being, or a hidden anxiety and longing to
unite with the other so that our fears may be suspended, and the coldness of the hollow
halls is lost in the burning of our desire. Louis Kahn asked what is it the brick wants to
be, and by doing so, he invoked presence hidden in the brick. The brick responded as it
will, and began a dialogue that continues to this day. This brick was a subtle symbol, and
is a building block, literally, of language.
Good architecture, like a beautiful landscape, becomes invisible, silent,36
disappearing into the recesses our inner oblivion of Levinasian Infinity. Silence begets
space, and space begets movement. We seek that which moves us as a necessary state of
human being. We do not “see” ourselves move through it, we are awakened to its
presence. It speaks to us incidentally through inspiration as a reflection of who we are at
that moment. On the other hand bad architecture and ugly environments scream out to us
as they are in need of either completion or reparation. Regardless, they speak to us and
call to us from across the threshold. We are one strand on the endless bifurcation as a
species in the evolution of an architectural mind which is able to use the “language of the
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landscape” (Spirn, 1998) to describe and articulate its reality: a reality based on embodied
prehistoric symbols extracted from a dynamic environment. It is the pre-linguistic state of
unrest, of movement and of becoming. When one lingers at the threshold, one
experiences the pre-divided minds of our ancestors, in a world as a representational
whole inclusive of all symbols we have acquired from it and from there cultivated into a
system of sensé and communiqué in order to understand and define the world. We are at
all times connected to our primitive past, perhaps physically through the amygdale, the
ancient reptilian brain, perhaps symbolically as a connection with the collective. But
architecture flows forth as an expression of the morphology of the collective basic need
of shelter. All else is passive articulation and adornment, and an attempt at delineating
correct and ethical aspects of culture.
THE LANGUAGE OF LANDSCAPE
Anne Whiston Spirn begins her book The Language of Landscape with this
statement: “The language of landscape is our native language” (Spirn, 1998, p. 15)
suggesting that all understanding about our place in the world derives from this language.
She states, “to know nature as a set of ideas not a place, and landscape as the expression
of actions and ideas in place not as an abstraction or as mere scenery promotes an
understanding of landscape as a continuum of meaning” (ibid, p. 24). Language as such,
is the intermediary between landscape and self. It is a shared language, a language of
symbols, with its center in the realm of nature. These “expressions of actions and ideas”
are the impressions that affect the self through social interaction. We experience this first
hand in our own backyard – as an extension of ourselves in the potted arrangements and
cultivated gardens of our sculpted yards and patios – in the relationship we have with our
own desire to express. We take care to cultivate these relationships, for somehow we
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instinctively know that by doing so we cultivate ourselves. All buildings should have
careful thought given to this relationship, regardless of whether they are situated in an
urban setting where the garden may be an internal or rooftop element. Perhaps this is not
so apparent in the suburban or rural environments where, to differing degrees, the
landscape is external and surrounds us on all sides. In the city, the landscape comes
inside with us. Each of these situations requires conscious effort, and should be integral
to the design of the building.
In The Morphology of Landscape by Carl O. Sauer (1925) “landscape” is “an area
made up of a distinct association of forms, both physical and cultural.” If we substitute
the term building for landscape we see an immediate implication that satisfies the
requirement that both disciplines study the analysis and delineation of the physical,
cultural, and psychological landscapes of the human experience. We are concerned here
with reciprocal phenomena, and as Sauer goes on to say, that by sifting “culture” through
the natural environment, culture is transformed into the intangible concept of a “cultural
landscape.” (Sauer, 1996) Architects seek to discover the same formula. Nature is the
medium that lifts the agent of humankind into the realm of cultural expression.
If it is out of the natural landscape that man builds his cultural landscape, and as
Ellen C. Semple suggests, it is the environment itself that determines the culture (Semple,
1996), then we have created circular thinking that closes the loop on bio-environmental
determinism and autopoetically defines a container. This container creates a boundary, an
environmental threshold between cultural landscape topography and the conceptual space
of alterity. This is an exclusive arrangement, what is inside being different than what is
outside. However, as we have suggested, it is possible to be both inside and outside at the
same time.
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FITNESS AND HUMAN ECOLOGY
Within the circle all is biologically fit as it has improved itself through the process
of adaptation, through the process of crossing of the threshold. “Fitness” here defined as
an organism being suitably adapted to its environment. It is a measure of scale along a
continuum of evolutionary states. It is human ecology. As man adapts to make himself
more fit, to cross the threshold into fitness, his adaptations are for general good of the
environmental economy, and ultimately are the seeds for a cultural landscape. This
fitness is not a matter of discrimination, and there are those who speak of the “fitness
landscape” (Kauffman, 1995) as a measure of a things ability to accumulate useful
variations, to use “mutation, recombination, and selection,” (ibid, p. 161) in order to
traverse the fitness landscape “to climb the highest peaks of fitness” (ibid). As a function
of its “landscape structure” (ibid) it evolves in accordance with the felicity of its
acquired, or rather, emergent traits. It is the same with culture, as civilizations seek
higher cultural landscapes befitting to their physical environment. This type of fitness
begins to address the type of fitness we are interested in here. Not only do we seek the
definition of the fitness landscape of cultural traits within a community or society at
large, we seek to define the a priori conditions that make it manifest (e.g. we seek to
locate its fitness of purpose).
To address the boundary of our circular reasoning, we must turn to the realm of
ideas. What is inside is only an extension of what is outside, not as a separate thing, but
as a thing which by its formulaic definition is connected at the boundary. It is two sides
of the same evolutionary coin. If the threshold is between ideas that are fit, or “most fit”,
and those that are “less fit” for the environment, or for which the environment is unfit for
their subsistence, we begin to see the manifestation of the hidden form in their
morphology. In essence we begin to see the symbols that are contained within.
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Unfortunately, we are asemically (Figure 5) 37 inclined to fully decipher their code; that is
we are semantically unable to understand the symbols, they are undecipherable maps of
the unconscious landscape. This may be because we are still infants in our genetic
evolution, or it may be because the symbols exist in the unconscious shadows as
precursors of language and meaning. Regardless, they are impenetrable and work on us
silently to navigationally influence our existence.

Figure 5 – Asemic Poetry by Cornelis Vleeskens, Asemic Magazine:2.

37

For more asemic artwork and its application to architecture, I suggest visiting this website: http://sarahschneider.blogspot.com/search/label/architecture. And for further reading, see my article at:
http://www.metaphorms.com/uploads/Nuts_and_Bolts_article_asemic.pdf
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In Design with Nature, Ian McHarg (1969) suggests the concept of fitness can be
applied to the use of tools, tables, and rooms, and streets, neighborhoods, and cities. This
is very similar to Gibson’s concept of concept of “affordance” (1986). Experientially we
apprehend a things purpose by its innateness for providing use, whether functional or
formal, and as Gibson suggests, the “constitution and layout of surfaces constitute what
they afford.” (ibid, p. 127) He goes on to say that if this is true, then we can understand
an objects affordance through its direct perception. “To perceive them is to perceive what
they afford. This is a radical hypothesis, for it implies that the ‘values’ and ‘meanings’ of
things in the environment can be directly perceived.” (ibid) We can begin to ask if these
things are “fit” for their purpose by how well they offer an affordance for their use; an
affordance which does not require a medium for its understanding. So it is with the direct
understanding of the other without the intermediary object. However, based on Gibson’s
definition of direct perception, only the object can be perceived. If only the object can be
perceived, then our experience of the other is not one of perception because the object is
a thing, and the other is an experience. In fact, the object itself becomes the medium for
our experience of the other. This concept is crucial to our understanding of liminality,
because it is the object itself that becomes the threshold between the I and the other.
Without falling into the trap of essentialism, we must conclude that there is a
“something” beyond the object, beyond the thing itself to which our I is attracted. I
believe it is the other as subject that we identify with according to the principles I have
already outlined. But, intrinsically, the object has a surface, and is bounded by edges, and
so allows a space to confine it, a container, and between it and the ground of its
perception is a darkness that consumes. This shadow hides the other.
An understanding of the other I speak of requires a tilting of the head (ibid, p.
126) so that we can look behind the edge of the object to reveal the occluded other. We
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do this through metaphor, myth and in some instances ritual.

These take what is

perceived and adjust the light so that new meaning and form can be observed. Observing
the structural aspects of liminality are of interest to us here. Symbolically and
metaphorically representational of other categorical domains, thresholds are at once
directly related to, if not born to, the structural mechanisms of the psyche as a
prerequisite of being. They are fastened to our beliefs and rituals; rituals of blessing and
marriage, and warding and exorcism. The preverbal symbolic and mythical structure and
nature of the psyche is innate and it is the skeletal structure of that psyche that grows,
adapts, and transforms as one crosses the liminal into consciousness. What we seek in the
other is beyond, or outside the medium of the world of objects.
VAN GENNEP AND THE RITES OF PASSAGE
As we have stated, geographically, according to Sauer, the natural landscape is a
medium for the conversion of culture into a cultural landscape. Conceptually, we think
of symbols and, as Cassirer pointed out by way of mythology, a medium is a threshold
within which apperception manifests as the integrative experience of perceiving one’s
self during the act of perception. Apperception is thus an accumulation of new
experiences which build on residual experiences to form new inner states of selfconsciousness. (Runes, 1972) Through ritual we become warriors and poets. It is the way
through which we take on new dimensions of consciousness in order to evolve. It is the
turning or tilting of the head that brings about the induced “epistemological rupture” and
it is through ritual that we experience architecture through progression, anticipation and
satisfaction. Ritual brings the architecture of the other into being.
Arnold van Gennep (1873 - 1957), one of the founders of this new anthropology
was able to distinguish uniform patterns of ceremonial rites based on his field work
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throughout Africa and the Far East in the first decade of the 20th Century. He found that
these rites de passage consisted of three distinct stages: preliminal (preparation), liminal
(threshold), and postliminal (union). (van Gennup, 1960) He states that “the door is the
boundary between the foreign and domestic worlds in the case of an ordinary dwelling,
between the profane and sacred worlds in the case of a temple. Therefore to cross the
threshold is to unite one with a new world”. (ibid, p.20) However, he goes on to admit
“the rites of the threshold are therefore not ‘union’ ceremonies, properly speaking, but
rites of preparation for union, themselves preceded by rites of preparation for the
transitional stage.” (ibid) These transitional rites, rites carried out at the threshold, at the
neutral zone between nebulas boundaries, are purification rites, and constitute rites of
separation from previous surroundings and ways of life. Threshold rites consist of the
separation of the initiate from his family and community, a separation of the Me from the
We, and perhaps the Us from the Them. The initiate alone must traverse this neutral
territory, for it is for him/her alone that the ritual is made manifest.
This transition occurs as a dialectic, as a change of scale as “the procedures
discussed apply not only in reference to a country or territory but also in relation to a
village, a town, a section of a town, a temple, or a house. The neutral zone shrinks
progressively till it ceases to exist except as a simple stone, a beam, or a threshold.” (ibid,
p.19). Likewise, the space expands outward. Thus, it is in a constant state of tension
Reemergence as a unified conscious being in the postliminal period cannot occur without
first passing through these various stages and across specific delineated waypoints and
thresholds.
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TURNER AND STRUCTURAL LIMINALITY
Regarding landscapes and liminality, it would be incomplete to not review some
of the works by Victor Turner (1920-1983). In The Ritual Process (1969), working
mostly off of van Gennup’s description of the liminal stage, he discriminated the term
structure from that of anti-structure. The latter he called communitas. Communitas is an
idealized community that has stepped out from under the top-down authoritative structure
of a society to allow the day-to-day affairs to nourish and support the community from a
bottom-up position, thus an anti-structural state. The “rudimentarily structured and
relatively undifferentiated” community “which emerges recognizably in the liminal
period,” (Turner, 1969, p. 96) is integrated from within and supported by the actions of
the members rather than as a reaction to the outside structure. This is similar to how the
creative act manifests from nothingness - the poetic image percolates from the depths of
the psyche (Bachelard, 1969) as does the organization of the foundation of the self. It is
through ritual that a person masses the intensity to burst through into liminality, not the
ritual of blood-letting and incense burning necessarily - though these are certainly paths –
but ritual in the sense of intentionality. “Step on a crack and break your mamma’s back”
was a childhood myth and this endeavor has had lasting impressions throughout my crack
jumping days. This sense of intentionality, focus, and awareness is the ritual that is
required for the proper transition into liminal space. It occurs naturally throughout the
natural and built environments. A window placed right captures a view; a step down into
a room consolidates an experience of place. The doorway is not necessarily required for
a threshold to manifest; the intention of placing objects within the space to cause the
appreciation of edges and surfaces is enough to incite a ritual experience.
Architecture, if not wholly, then partially, is a ritual experience of the physical
and mental environments. The physical and mental, however, cannot be discerned
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separately apart from the experience. It is the experience that binds them, as both are
objects in direct opposition to our understanding of Levinas’s Totality, and as such are
obstacles to our experience of the other. Rituals provide security, reconciliation,
emotional catharsis, and also some sense of transcendence over uncertainty. Within this
liminal state, the individual is granted passage into the “community”; the community of
others. It is through ritual and within communitas that the other dissolves as the I
transcends the limitations of the ego.
“Let us refer to the state and process of midtransition as ‘limanality’ and consider
a few of its very odd properties. Those undergoing it – call them ‘liminaires – are
betwixt and between established states of politico-jural structure. They evade
ordinary cognitive classification, too, for they are not this or that, here or there,
one thing or the other.” (Turner, 1992, p. 49)
It is this anti-structural community, this community of liminal others that supports
the initiate, the passenger, or “liminaire” during the time away while in the liminal state.
This is both a physical and a transcendental experience. The psycho-physical community
arises from an outward projection of an interior state, the inward experience of the
transcendent self as it self-organizes into being. Whether political or psychological in
nature, the community manifests as a state of structure, and as the more symbolic state of
anti-structure. It is a transfer of scale across domains.
As such, we can conceptually address the structure of the liminal space through
the cross-domain mapping of Turner’s theory of sociality onto the equivalent psychic
notion of alterity. Turner’s empirical work establishes a line of discourse that can be
viewed outside of social anthropology as a semantic examination of a more personal
psychological space, a space that we can begin to recognize in our experience of the self
outside of the other. Using Turner’s idea of an anti-structural community, we can begin
to describe the liminal space in terms of architectural metaphors and archetypes, but in
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the way I am describing, it is not a matter of a space with no structure, as might be
concluded by the term anti-structure, it is rather the notion of a space in which the
structure self-assimilates, that is, the structure emerges from within itself as language
emerges from the myriad impulses of an pre-cognitive experience. Adopting the idea that
the space of liminality exists outside the transitive state of everyday experience as an
anti-structural ritual space of transition based on an innate pre-mythical understanding of
the composition of language, we can deduce that its actual structure emerges within a
multi-dimensional schema of relations as exhibited by the theory of image schemata and
the notion of embodied movement within space - both physical and conceptual space. As
such, we can begin to envision the schematic diagram of the space as a geographic
coordinate system, a map in which the I loses itself in the territory of the other.
The geographer Richard Chorley describes the process as a systemic state in
constant flux moving in a constant trajectory.

In his terms, this dynamic equilibrium

defines the median between upper and lower thresholds, a fluctuating rhythm of
continuous movement within the boundaries of normative space. The entrance into
nothingness and chaos occurs at these edges, at the boundary between the physical world
and the world of liminality. The threshold is the boundary, whether upper or lower, at
which ones’ life flow escapes the physical world. It is expedited through the ritual
experience but is not dependent upon it. (Figure 6) In theory, there are two opportunities
for crossing thresholds into liminal space. They can occur anywhere along the upper or
lower threshold as one moves through space and time. Obvious correlations with upper
and lower dominions can be made but I do not believe there is any striking difference in
their quality or characteristics within the liminal space produced by each. One could
make the assumption that the upper threshold corresponds to the Light, while the lower
threshold corresponds to Darkness, but this is not proven, only speculated. One thing to
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note, one can never be in both spaces at the same time, without some form of folding of
the space-time continuum.

Figure 6 – Conceptual Diagram of Liminal Space (Wilbur, 2012)
We must ask, what sets the limits to these threshold boundaries? Higher or lower
settings could fundamentally change the depth and width of the liminal space, as well as
the timeframe within which one travels. But we must remember this liminal space is the
conceptual space within which the object exists as the medium between the I and the
other, and for Turner, “the subject of passage ritual is, in the liminal period, structurally,
if not physically, ‘invisible’” (Turner, 1967, p. 95). The “passenger” is outside the realm
of perception. To address the question of boundary limits, I believe it is a mechanism of
the passenger himself; when the subject disappears, according to Turner, he has achieved
liminality. Turner also refers to the cultural outsiderness of being in ritual as one
progresses through the ritual stages. Psychologically, I believe, he is addressing the
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disillusionment of self within the space as a decomposition of identity, culturally void,
outcast and “invisible”. It is the transformation from I into the other, an asemic condition
of an ephemeral self, in-between, a transcendent sign within a vast milieu of cultural
signifiers, a sign poised to become meaningful, language waiting to be expressed.
“What is interesting about liminal phenomena for our present purposes is the
blend they offer of lowliness and sacredness, of homogeneity and comradeship.
We are presented, in such rites, with a ‘moment in and out of time,’ however
fleetingly, some recognition (in symbol if not always in language) of a
generalized social bond that has ceased to be and has simultaneously yet to be
fragmented into a multiplicity of structural ties.” (Turner, 1969, p. 96)
Just as Turner found that the liminal state occurred as a stage in the transition of
caste, class and rank hierarchies in society, we can infer the same process occurring in the
intersubjective “segmentary” oppositional nature of the self, hence, how it is possible to
superimpose the one process onto the micromedial process of the interrelation of the self
with the other. The analogies are obvious, and as society is to the self, the self is to the
other.
In this state, “betwixt and between” (Turner, 1967), the I itself is beyond
objective identification, and dissolves into emptiness as it passes across the threshold.
The space remains an empty state, and as we had stated, a symbolic state in which
language forms, a “realm of pure possibility whence novel configurations of ideas and
relations may arise” (ibid, p. 97). This realm occurs so that becoming can manifest,
shadow can become light, I can become other. If we can further take Lacan’s statement
that the mind is structured as language, we may be able to extrapolate that through
language - the conversational use of symbols to convey meaning - we are able to decipher
the meaning of the other on a symbolic level, the level beyond the object. The task then
is to translate the symbolism into a meaningful system of communication.
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Chapter Five – On the Way In
JANUS AND THE GATES OF WAR
Mythical symbology is the prevailing system of language within liminal space.
Primary mythical images attract unrelated components of symbolic language to create
stories that embody and express deeper meaning. The total sum of a mythical image
contains the aggregate meanings of its disparate components. We see mythical, and
sometimes physical, signs of the opening into liminal space, of the path and subsequent
passage, and interpret its meaning on an unconscious level. At times we are lost and must
rely on the exegesis of myth to show us the way through as these symbols can be
interpreted as maps to the unconscious.
In the awkward state of preliminality, the threshold shows itself in the repetitive
nature of January, the month of change, of new beginnings, as symbolized by Janus, the
Roman god of gateways with the staff and key - Janus was the spirit of doorways
(januae) and archways (jani). As a result of having eyes in the front and back of his
head, Janus sees those who approach the gate and those who leave by it at the same time.
Closed at times of peace; the gate opened and is the edifice that Roman legions passed
through on their way to war, protected at once by the coming and going watchful eyes of
a god (Figure 7). Its cubicle shape symbolizes the notion of lateral symmetry, and
accentuates universal concepts of specularity, however, we have stated that the
relationship between the I and the other is asymmetrical; we are closer to the other than
we are to the I. even though the I is who we are. The symmetrical gate is a didactic ritual
experience. To see the future and the past at the same time is an inner experience of the
moment, of the experience that can only occur as a real experience, and as a projection of
liminality onto the physical world of matter. In fact, there is no present time because the
moment ceases to exist, and we are left with just presence, and the vague trace of a
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dislocated past and an imaginary future.

These traces symbolize the reciprocal

introjection of the other upon our self.

Figure 7 – Arch of Janus, Rome, ca. 4th Century
Whenever one crosses into liminal space, we can only imagine that the gateway
appears, and with it the manifestation of Janus and the notion of specularity. When does
this crossing begin as it touches the body as the body confronts the world, and when does
it end as it leaves us as I? For the initiate, the experience of liminality occurs both as a
renouncement and a residual manifestation into a new state. Prior to this manifestation,
one experiences, in essence, a profound loss. For Turner, this is a temporary loss of
structure, the structure of society, its norms, laws, and ultimately its ethics as one loses
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his place within the hierarchy of the social construct, or in psychological terms, one
losses the subjectivity of self.
NO EXIT
In this loss of subjectivity, we expose the gist of the essay. In the classic
Existentialist short play No Exit by Jean-Paul Sartre, Estelle, locked for eternity into an
empty room with two people she loathes, tells her cellmate Inez “when I can't see myself
I begin to wonder if I really and truly exist. I pat myself just to make sure, but it doesn't
help much.” Inez tries to console her, “You're lucky. I'm always conscious of myself - in
my mind. Painfully conscious.” What could be this self that Inez is so clearly aware of,
that Estelle finds “so vague” and “makes one want to sleep?” (Sarte, 1944, pp. 18-19)
Estelle goes on,
“I've six big mirrors in my bedroom. There they are. I can see them. But they
don't see me. They're reflecting the carpet, the settee, the window - but how empty it is, a
glass in which I'm absent! When I talked to people I always made sure there was one
nearby in which I could see myself. I watched myself talking. And somehow it kept me
alert, seeing myself as the others saw me.” (ibid, p.19)
Estelle’s sins are not necessarily caused by her trivial self-centered vanity,
however. Her deep implications of narcissism are less damning than her inability to be
there emotionally for other people (Lacan’s big Other), and to see others as they see
themselves. Not only is it that she cannot empathize with others, it is her inability to see
herself as others see her that causes the rift in her relationships. There is a sense of
arrogance in her self-obsession, that her sense of self is more important than that of
others. Levinas would find this to be a collapse from the ethical responsibility we have
towards the “Other.” What we see of the Other is their body, we see the other of their
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own self, but we also see ourselves through their eyes and their actions towards us. It is
these bodies, through their eyes, we think, that see us more deeply than we can see
ourselves.
Inez, on the other hand, maintains a modicum of selflessness, but her agenda is
also just as lascivious, she has desire for Estelle, and ultimately seals her fate as an
example of one of the other deadly sins, lust. Inez goes on, “suppose I try to be your
glass?”, “Come look into my eyes, what do you see?” And utterly Estelle, the core of the
conversation manifests, “oh, I'm there! But so tiny I can't see myself properly” (ibid).
This vignette describes the lack of clarity of self we are able to acquire using our
own faculties, and why we must look to the other for definition and validation. It is
examined graphically in Part III of this essay.

Estelle’s lack of awareness of her

predicament is shadowed only by her apparent vanity; she is unable to see beyond the
surface of the looking glass. I am aware of a similar feeling, a feeling of vague emptiness,
between mirror images, mirrors in which we see each other as a mirror.
THE TUNNEL
If we are truly mirrors of one another as I have suggested and testified as
discernible empirical fact, then what is it that we actually see when we gaze into the face
of the other? We see our self, yes, but we see our self duplicated a thousand fold, as our
reflection recedes into infinity. Two mirrors placed in front of each other have the
multiplicitous effect of inducing a trance-like state, a state of dynamic equilibrium,
confusing, surreal, and dizzying, but the mirror innocently clarifies, and expresses
nothing but the reflection in it. It is our perception that distorts the mirror.
These exponentially doubled images mark the passage into the realm of symbols,
and these symbols, whether words or deeds or illusive mysteries, fasten the psychic
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structure together mechanically. These symbols are way-signs, symbols of our ancestral
encounter with the world. They occur through intentional, ritual passage and as Turner
describes them, they occur through “tunnels” (Turner, 1969); tunnels evolving from the
skeletal manifestation of their own structure. Again, the structure becomes the path, and
the path opens up as we furrow into ether. The mirrors when aligned produce this effect
of creating a tunnel, and the tunnel regresses in both directions from the point of view of
the locus eye.
Both structure and anti-structure, in Turner’s terms, can be observed in this
recursive state – the image provides the structure, the politics and social order, and the
liminal space between images, the metrical distance between the object and the mirror
doubled as a consequence of reflectivity provides the anti-structure, the state in which the
structure is embedded, a collapse of the order, a breakdown of surface and edge. Together
they create Levinas’s state of Totality. As I have stated, scale can be isolated and
observed through lens and filers, but scale can also be blended across domains within the
object of language. It is an extraordinary thing about language and sentence structure and
allows us to pack superimposed disparate meaning into singular concepts.
But to close the loop, the gap between the structure of the tunnel and the antistructure of body-derived image schemata will require some mental gymnastics. This
gap, not unlike the “explanatory gap” between that which we perceive and that which can
be known through the senses, cannot be written away using language skill and smoke and
mirrors (pun not intended). Simply, the body moves. This fact is an affordance of time
and space. We must accept that the body moves, it is the vehicle for our self. The world
moves but we move through the moving world around us. As I have stated, AT defines a
moment, a Tuanian place outside of time, it is a pause in-between moments, that can be
less than a blink or as long as an eternity. This is an example of anti-structure, in the
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sense that I am using it, and the schema is embodied in that pause, it is embodied in the
anticipation, expectation, and intentionality of the passenger. We move, the world moves
with us, and the angles of perception, the isovists, move to meet us, and to expose more
of the structure embedded in the liminal space between things. But, the tunnel structure
is not based on where we are AT as potentially kinetic; it is based on the dynamic
emergence of recessive thresholds, the body’s actual and apparent movement through the
space. This is explained through the use of symbolic language and metaphor and thus
defines the structural schema of liminal space, an endless succession of thresholds
aligned in vectored motion. A tilting of the mirror or a shift in triangulation, and the
tunnel recedes accordingly, but it maintains both structure and anti-structure as it bends.
These journeys and junctures are not all spiritual or metaphysical, are not all
scientific or binary, between here and there, but they have that aspect, that character
about them that of existing along a linear continuum, “[b]ut the most characteristic
midliminal symbolism is that of paradox, of being both this and that.” (Turner, 1992, p.
49)
EMERGENCE
Though not geometric space, I have stated the threshold reflects itself back and
forth in a state of dynamic equilibrium; its trajectory in sequence with our movement in
the world. This pattern repeats itself into Infinity, and can be seen in the facing mirrors,
the poems of Rilke, the geometry of Alberti’s squared circle, and again in Cassirer,
“The whole does not ‘become’ by growing genetically from its elements
accordingly to a determinate rule; we find rather a purely static relationship of
inherence. Regardless of how far we divide, we find in each part the form, the
structure, of the whole. This form is not, as in the mathematical analysis of space,
broken down into homogenous and therefore formless elements; on the contrary,
it endures as such, unaffected by any division.” (Cassirer, 1955, pp. 88-89)
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The underlying message is clear, at least according to Cassirer. The structure of
the psyche does not grow sequentially along any linear progression; it evolves and
manifests as a process of unfolding and emerging, a nesting of structure within structure
that is self-similar and self-replicating, fractal - classic signs of complex adaptive
systems. These fractal patterns have been used in architecture recently now that they can
be expressed parametrically with the use of computers. Surfaces bend and fold and
become fractured edges as rectilinear lines stretch and twist into curvilinear shapes.
Motif is expressed at every scale. Geometry of stasis has been replaced with the dynamic
stacking of apparent motion. This new language is expressed as form without meaning, a
state of liminality and asemia. The threshold then stands at the edge of chaos. The edges
of the psyche are delineated by this organic structure, and what is outside the limits of the
image, outside the threshold AT which we peer into the shadow, is a directly proportional
to our feeling of fear. Fear in the sense that it is that emotion, that primary emotion that
inhibits and taints all other actions and attitudes. “Move, but don’t move the way fear
makes you move.” (Rumi, 1995)
This essay has attempted to objectively amplify and illuminate another plane of
existence, the transpersonal domain of the I, the mind as a source of other, the
euphemistic “you”. When telling stories about which we feel anxiety, we say things like,
“I went to the store the other night, and you know how you feel afraid of walking alone in
the dark…” The “you” as the object is really the subject speaking about itself. The “you”
becomes a symbol for an assumption by the speaker that all other “yous” feel the same
way. It is the “you” speaking to the I. However, we substitute the word “you” for our
own inability to internalize our negative feelings. This is an obvious projection, and is
the impetus of this essay. We feel less afraid when we substitute the other for our self. It
is not so personal, so intimate. The phenomenon is ubiquitous. Listen for the “you” next
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time you talk to someone, and ask yourself, “are they talking about me or about
themselves?” This is a tangible expression of their repressed fear or anxiety. It does not
occur when they are comfortable with what they are talking about, and then it is an
accomplishment worthy of boasting about. But what of this internal golem that speaks to
itself? Where in the mind, in the self, is this character hidden? Is it in the shadow, or is it
the shadow itself? It is what has been called the “alter ego”, but not as a dissociative
disorder, but as Cicero described it in the first Century A.D. as a “trusted friend.” 38
This phenomenon can be seen as a legitimate artifact of brain dysfunction, but it
is in defense of the fragile ego, the ego that cannot bare its own insecurities and
inadequacies. These faults are pathways carved in our neuro-anatomy; reflexive
emotional channels, ruts, habits, and in some cases a complete breakdown of chemiconeuronal structure. We cannot see the difference between the I and the other, and as I
have suggested, the I is subsumed by the object, and the dysfunction arises as a result of
our introjections, the ego’s attack on itself, its assumptions about the other that it takes on
as fragment of itself, a violation on the ego’s perceived purity. Our behavior, our
insights, our perceptions are tainted by these faulty neuronal pathways. These pathways
establish our personalities, our character. Generally, from these tattered pathways,
consciousness emerges as the sum of our memories, experiences, and genetic
endowments. Consciousness as such can be seen causally as an irreducible function of the
neuro-anatomical structure, an examination of which is outside the scope of this essay.
(Hasker, 1999) (Searle, 2004) However, for our purpose, the body can be seen as other
by the mind, so too the mind can be seen as other by the I, as the mind is perceived as an

38

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alter_ego
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emergent extension of the body. In this circular sense, if emotions are of the body, then
they are also alien structures within the psyche - they subsist as another other to the I.
We have examined this concept previously and have come to regard this
phenomenon as an experience of sociality, and the other’s influence upon us as a mirror
image of our self regressing infinitely into space. But reciprocally, it is the body that
contains the brain which contains the operations of the mind and the location of its
manifestation as a place of experience. But it is not the mind that we are truly and solely
interested in, it is the realm of ideas and the plausibility of an emergent state of
liminality; that portion of the mind in which ideas manifest, the membrane through which
we travel from myth to the world outside, the apparent world of the other.
What is between becoming and being, then? I have suggested that it is the liminal,
the expansive space of threshold, the tunnel between here and infinity. It is in this
passage through the threshold that the virtual becomes symbolic to us, and as Lacan
might suggest, the Symbolic realm is a state of pre-linguistic transformation, an
awareness of an asemic, meaningless, but forthcoming, symbology, just as the Symbolic
stage is what connects the Mirror stage with the Real, and its lack of reality suggests it
may be an area of becoming through which we pass in order to interpret the symbols
derived in language. I have suggested that the structure of the liminal space is language,
specifically the language of direct embodied image schemata. But, what does that space
look like in actual built form?
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Chapter Six - Architectural Examples
Words lose meaning on the threshold of being, but intersubjectivity and liminality
are so tightly enmeshed that it is difficult to separate them. The degree at which one
becomes the other is indiscernible, however there are traces of the threshold across which
we know we pass and at which time we know we are no longer either there, or there, we
are only and always only here.
Architecture is filled with similar deictic transitions: in and out, here and there,
light and dark, visible and invisible. They are associated by contiguity as well as
intersubjectivity. We live in an uncertain environment regarding where we are when we
are there. It can be a complex environment fraught with strange angles and ideas,
deflecting vertices, surfaces, edges, and apparent motion. We are almost always on the
threshold, or, as it has been explained, AT the threshold. Phenomenologically, it is
possible to be outside of one threshold, but logically, we seem to be on the cusp of
passing through one at all times. We move towards a destination, an end, whether
physically, visually, or mentally throughout our day. Along the way we pass through
many moments, each a threshold towards the future, but a stolen moment when past and
future disappear. The stride across the sill, the gaze from a window, the unconscious
glance at a watch, each is a passage beyond the now, a pilgrimage into the next step or
the next thought. The thousand mile journey did not begin with one step, the journey was
the step. The different “worlds”, the different landscapes seem more or less the same seen
from different vantage points. They are all part of the environment both internal and
external to Me. I have described it as a space of emptiness, but its landscape is that of a
rich symbolic flowing field.

91

By way of example, let us look at several real spaces, real urban landscapes; three
that exemplify this state of threshold and alterity. Take a look at Sou Fujimoto‘s House N
in Oita, Japan (Figure 8). There are strong boundaries, set with hard white plaster and
gypsum, and yet the boundaries are fuzzy, they are nested and dissolve into each other,
which allow the spaces to intertwine and to disappear and reappear beyond. In its urban
context, it does not wall itself off to the public domain, but invites it into the interior
garden, the threshold into the private domains. No doorsill need be provided, for space
itself acts as the transition, and at this meeting of space, is the binary threshold from 0 to
1, from inside to outside, and from “nest” to “cave”. 39 The emergence of one from the
other is an exaggeration beyond its means, the evolution of the language of space,
language as space, and ultimately space as language. These ideas morph into being
through the act of linguistic thought, which is an attenuation of symbolic language
spoken by the other within us. Just as space can be inside and outside simultaneously,
ideas are beyond and here too. However, at all times they possess an absolute location;
they are AT, wherever that is. But, to us it is always relative, we remain here, AT this
location, and the idea moves towards it. Between the two is the threshold…in concept.

39

http://www.sou-fujimoto.net
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Figure 8 – House N. Sou Fujimoto. Photo by Iwan Baan, 2008
Even more so with Sou’s House NA in Tokyo (Figure 9) where we find that
inside is outside and outside in. The house is built like the branching of a tree, its levels
extending to form a “unity of separation and coherence.”

40

The entire space is both a

system of parts and a whole, and yet it transcends these diagnostics and sweeps the
outside in. It is a model of the psyche, of the branching bifurcation of thought and
memory. Its naked exhibitionism emphasizes our own vulnerability as humans, as others
to the other. Its modern connection with the outside alludes to the privatization of the
work as a symbolic gesture hidden in language itself. The world outside, seen through the
steel and glass becomes the extended self, the overflowing of Levinas’s Totality into his
state of Infinity.

40
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93

Figure 9 – House NA. Sou Fujimoto. Photo by Iwan Baan, 2010
Now contrast this with another house in Hiroshima by UID Architects (Figure
10). We begin to recognize a similar inspiration, a desire to bring the light of the other
into inner realms, into the more private domains of our own inhabitation. The spaces
flow, bridging across each other in multi-dimensional expressions of floating, elements
anchored vertically by nature from both inside and outside challenge our notion of
privacy, and perhaps allude to the transparency of our own being.

Others see us

differently then we see our self. In each of these cases, the built landscape mimics the
psychological forces of the earth and begins to speak to us in its own language, as a
language of the landscape. It becomes difficult to describe the difference between the
different layers, the distinct stratification of domains becomes diluted, and the alterity of
form coalesces with our own inner shadow and sense of self.
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Figure 10 – Machi House. UID Architects. Photo by Hiroshi Ueda, 2011.
With these couple of examples we experience the notion of self and other as the
other becomes exposed and find ourselves just another being, another subject amongst
subjects. This is not just an allusion to transparency, though it is important, as it is in the
Farnsworth’s house, but it is an expression of the inside through the opacity of veils, of
mirrors, and other hidden dimensions.
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PART III

“The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but
rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.” (Gibran, 1923, p. 56)
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Chapter Seven - A Waiting Room to Sartre’s Hell
INTRODUCTION TO DESIGN COMPONENT
Form is amorphous. It is ruled by inspiration and need. Form provokes, and yet
responds to other forms. It provokes movement, and the inspiration for more form.
Location and direction are by-products of the environment. Other forms need their space
too, and together they create a vast web of relationships. These relationships are based on
the embedment of need reflected and reciprocated within each one. This structure allows
ambulation in the liminal space between.
Material relates to form, but only as the giver of form’s life. Material covers form
and becomes form, taken in to become the shadow maker. Light is the giver of meaning
to materialized form. It touches material and scatters upon the texture and surface. Form
without material hides in a word, a metaphor: round, or breezy, square, or jagged, or
broken.
The darkness hidden behind form is in opposition to the array of ambient light,
perhaps better called lightlessness, it waits to become light and to bring matter into form.
Together, along with material on form, light and darkness make up the entire visual
world: the darkness and crackling of fire, itself a form of light and a harbinger of form,
the translucent sparkling water bending light as it recedes into the depth; it is emissive
and reflective. I speak of language, but as form we must speak of gesture, sweeping astral
gesture. It is not until form meets material that language is born, and it is through
language that meaning manifests.
SUBPART I – THE CONTEXT
The design takes place in the ante room prior to the entrance into Hell. Not just
any Hell, but the Hell as described by Jean-Paul Sartre in his famous play “No Exit.”
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Sartre’s Hell for the characters is a mirror-less room. This room is meant for these
particular people, the three of which are meant to demonstrate Sartre’s position that “Hell
is other people.”
Outside, the dark alley collapses in on its inhabitants, a shadowy underworld
littered with the scourge of poverty and helplessness. The storefront is placed as an
investigation of isovists as one walks past the room. Views are choreographed to expose
hidden information as one passes the successive forms and amenities within the space –
the round brick and concrete spaces, the waterfall and pool of water, the tree, and the
swirling forms of plaster, glass, stone and wood – all create varying scenes depending on
the location, speed, and distance of the viewer. The theme is an abstracted, satiristic
metaphor for earth, and the lost sensations of a sensual existence bound to nature. The
theme progresses as a final preternatural torment, the cutting of ties to the world behind
them, and the crossing over into nothingness and memory. The place acts as a ritual
space, a place of transition, a threshold.
It is of paramount importance to study these isovistic scenes as one progresses
through the space itself. What is around the next corner, the next plane, the next edge and
surface?

Material reveals itself beyond the edge, and the space between forms is

endowed with this unfolding information. The ultimate knowledge of the universe is held
between the surfaces, just beyond that edge.
SUBPART II – THE CHARACTERS
The four characters wait in oblivious self-absorption, as each engages in their own
vanity, lust and hatred. The valet, a taciturn representative of the devil, points towards
the hallway that leads to their eternal assignment. His lack of eyelids makes him appear
mysterious, and he is predominately cloaked in shadow. In the original playwright, the
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valet is not well described, so I have interpreted his character as a somewhat translucent
shadow figure born of a fire that emits no light.
Estelle stares pithily at herself in the mirror; the last mirror she will ever gaze
upon, it is her precondition to her final torment, to be alone with others with no assurance
of how she looks from the outside. In Hell, she uses Inez’s eyes as a mirror. It is Sartre’s
way of identifying the Other as a mirror to one’s self. In the model, she is seduced by her
own image in the Second-Empire framed mirror, perhaps the mirror that matches the
furniture in the Hell room.
Garcin, the cowardly journalist from Rio would prefer to remain silent and
isolated from the others, but in the model he has chosen a space that has only one view,
the view of the Other, Inez, the one he will eventually lust after, on constant
conversation. For Inez, she finds him disgusting, she herself lusts after Estelle. The scene
is caught in a frozen moment as Garcin pleads for Inez’s love.
The triangular relationship begins here as they unknowingly await their eternity
together.
Outside, the characters exist as backdrop, as a idealized world of degradation.
The prostitute, pimp, drug dealers and drunks correspond to different aspects of our
shadow. They represent the antisocial, anti-establishment, aspects of our psychic world.
They intrigue us, yet frighten us, as they are the underbelly of our dreams.
SUBPART III - THE DESIGN
Though the project is small, it is complex in its efficiency. Small designs required
decision making just as large ones; maybe more so per unit. Each stroke of the keyboard
requires a decision when drawing a line; length, width, heights, radius, intersection. Each
plane requires the same decisions, along with tilt and depth. Surfaces require texture and
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color. Decisions concerning shape can be guttural or contingent, meaning they are a
combination of intuitive design and corresponding geometry. Each shape affects adjacent
shapes, but these decisions are not made haphazardly they are intellectualized in terms of
meaning and expression. Location, adjacent distance, tributary and residual space,
material, and light provide the context for an exchange of ideas, of which become
embedded in the narrative, the expression of the object upon the self.
The city is Anywhere. The decision for placing the waiting room on a corner of an
alley and a major downtown street evolved from the idea that the space exists between
two worlds just as the entry on the street side and the storefront on the alley side resolves
the conflict between light and dark. The room itself is a threshold, and within it a set of
subsystems of carefully placed thresholds that create the progression from life to eternal
death, a metaphor for our transition from ordinary life into the space of liminality and
alterity and beyond to Infinity.
The progression begins at the street itself, perhaps even beyond, as one descends
the steps to the battered front door. Alley and street of cobblestone, tells us of a postindustrial age, perhaps ballast laid from the European ships set sail for the Americas to
trade in cotton and steel. Street lights of a decadent past bring form out of the shadows of
the cloistered alleyway; an alleyway too tight for automobiles, once tattered with hoof
drawn carriages, now grows dormant in the evening hush as the dirge of a degraded
society shuffle out of the darkness.
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Figure 11 – Exterior Section Perspective
The door itself is a threshold, as are all doors. This one however is aged and
worn, its wood dark and splintered, and it swings inward on dry rusted hinges. It has
only a gate latch and padlock on the inside. Obviously this is a one way route. The stoop
out front is typical of a brownstone of this age. Recessed below the street, is access to the
lower levels, the descendant itself a threshold through space. The step across this
threshold brings one into the foyer of the space, onto cracked wooden plank flooring,
reclaimed from the plains outside Mordor, remnants of the Black Gate itself. The battered
boards recall one of the primary materials: wood, stone, glass, concrete and metal; the
materials predominantly used in the design. The exposed concrete is spalling showing
signs of degradation and ruin, and exposes the steel reinforcing. It is reminiscent of post101

war Europe, perhaps a gun turret or bunker, signs of war. Concrete made from molten
silica sand reminds us of the earth, and the ashes to which we become.

Figure 12 – Interior Perspective at Entry
We step down from the wooden entry floor onto a stone path that curves around to the
right past the concrete bunker past an oriental rug hanging on the wall to our left. It is the
stair runner from the war throne of the Persian invader Xerxes absconded from shores
outside of Thermopylae. Further on we pass an interior landscape vignette, a last aide
memoire of the natural world before one steps past the gateway of stone and falling water
into the space of fire. From here we get a final glimpse past the soft blue lace curtain of
the world outside beyond the material confines of the metal storefront glazing. The
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curtain reminds us that we see the world through a veil and beyond it the shadows of the
lingering world outside and the one source of (un) natural light within the space, the final
blow against the ego stronghold and a mockery of mental health and an eternity of
suffering. The light blue lace gives the space a hazy blue air. This process is known as the
Tyndall Effect, and it occurs from the differing frequencies of light passing through the
atmosphere along the blue spectrum.

Figure 13 –Interior Perspective Corner View
This nesting of interior landscape with the exterior real world is meant to create
tension between the inner world of the self and the outer world of the other. It calls upon
our intersubjectivity, our reminder that we are a product of the world around us as society
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is juxtaposed upon our projected self. In this way, the curtain and the window become
mirrors to what we are and what we have become, so too are they metaphors for our false
sense of identity and the mask we wear to hid our true nature.
Some ground cover and flooring materials afford and require a slow gait, an
ambling – sand, river rock, and stepping stones – to varying degrees. With this in mind, I
chose stepping stones as they recall the ancient Chinese belief in the power of Ma, or
emptiness; literally the grass between stepping stones, another layer of meaning within
the design. Each step, literally, is a crossing through emptiness, a certain silence, a
membrane through which we move into the future. The stone path affords us the ability to
stroll slowly as each step become purposeful. As we wander around the reflecting pool
we must be careful to stay on the path, so as to not step off into Ma. The shallow water
also falls across a vanishing edge into a watery abyss below. It is believed in some
religions that God’s throne sits upon a pool of water that cascades into seven waterfalls
before it become light in this earthly realm. The pool and the waterfall reflect this notion
of divine light and transition. It is across this pool that we must step into a relationship
with the other and our self. Furthermore, the water symbolizes one of the four elementals
that are portrayed in the design: water, air, fire and earth. Of these, water nourishes and
tempers us before the fire.
With each step as we wind around the central walled space opens up new
dimensional vistas as more information is revealed around its edge. Within several steps,
the entire room is available for comprehension. It is subtle and almost instantaneous as
surface becomes edge and the room becomes exposed. After being shuttled along the
curving stone path we come to the heavy stone gateway. Here we meet Janus, the god of
gateways who sees both forward and behind simultaneously, a metaphor for the notion of
transition through ritual space and is represented as a cruciform gateway between fire and
104

water, earth and air. We are at once looking into the future and looking back into the past
as the self shifts into its new paradigm.

Carved upon the stone threshold, worn away

through the erosion of time, is Dante’s inscription, which still reads:
Through me the way to the suffering city
Through me the way to eternal pain
Through me the way that runs among the lost
Justice urged on my high artificer
my maker was divine authority
the highest wisdom, and the primal love
Before me, nothing but eternal things were made
and I endure eternally
Abandon all hope, who enter here.
With these warning words, we step off the well worn path onto the stone and ashen floor.
Somewhere in-between, light meets the heat of fire and the two merge into one.
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Figure 14 – Dante’s Inscription
There is a threshold where light meets light. The intent of this design is to use
natural light, flame and fire, to illuminate one portion of the room, and artificial light to
illuminate the other. Where they meet is a transition space, a threshold, one of quality
and ambience. One moves from the artificial light of the real world to the natural light
beyond. Not only does the quality of light change, but the quality of the air changes too.
The effect caused by the moist humid landscape meeting the warm dry air of the
firescape recalls Zumthor’s essay on temperature expressed so beautifully in
Atmospheres. (Zumthor, 2006)
At the stone threshold, to the left is an abandoned boiler transformed into a fire
pit. It’s symbolism as a source of fire is obvious, however, it also represents the previous
age of industry. The brick wraps around it as if the tank was growing a skin. Sand,
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representative of an unprocessed state of glass, spreads around the base of the boiler tank.
It also hides the bones upon which the industrial age was built upon. The valet stands
holding a rusty lantern gesturing towards the spiral staircase. On the back wall, as a
representation of the grinding gears of time, are the inner gears of a rusted watchtower
clock taken from the citadel at Atlanta after Sherman’s march towards the sea.
The staircase itself wraps around a single pillar of ruined concrete. The column is
capless and extends through the ceiling. Light from above drapes down over the column
as if the column were holding the sky, in which we are reminded of the Axel Schultes’
crematorium in Berlin. 41 This represents the singular connection between Heaven and
Hell, the white light above, the red light, presumably from the burning embers below,
crawls up the column from beneath.

41

Schultes Frank Arkitekten: www.schultesfrankarchitekten.de/
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Figure 15 – Threshold Between Fire and Water, Earth and Air
To the right of the staircase, Estelle stands in front of the mirror. She represents
the narcissistic aspects of each of us - the vain attempts to control time, to engulf our self
in the objectification by the other. She also stands at the threshold between light and
dark, between the artificial light and the natural light of the fire and flames. This
represents the duality of subject and object within each of us. In Estelle, the ability to
empathize has been lost. Throughout the essay, I have reinforced the notion of
intersubjectivity, which as an object of the other we come to know our self. The mirror
represents this reflection of our self in the other. Psychologically, the ego confronts itself
in the shadow, its repressed character, which is projected onto the other. The other in
turn takes on these aspects and mirrors them back to us. We do the same for others, just
as Inez and Garcin sit in limbo face to face in the central walled chamber. It is a room
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within a room, and it represents the communion of this intersubjective relationship, and
the fractal nature of experience. Estelle stands alone with herself as Inez and Garcin sit
alone together. They exist within a complex emergent self, a self greater than the sum of
all of them, nested within the fluid dynamics of a space partially out of balance.

Figure 16 – Reverse Interior Perspective
This is most notable in the spiraling curvature of the plaster ceiling: a raging
torrent above. The selection of colors in any design has become a lost art. Color, as well
as material and texture, are powerful influences upon our behavior. They represent the
difficulty in tempering a moment. As such, their choice must be made with much
consideration. I have chosen an appropriate palette of three shady tones for the curving
soffits: saddle brown, midnight blue, and black orchid. The main high ceiling is
109

decorative brass tiles stained from years of black smoke and soot. The interior walls are
clad with an antique clinker brick containing high sand-content that eroded over the
years; the grout appears to crumble as if it were made of pulverized bone. The back wall
is the exposed concrete foundation of the building; it reaches out to another time and
place, and reminds me of the walls of an ancient subterranean tunnel, perhaps even a
subway or a portion of an underground catacomb. The wall is marvelously stained and
cracked and holds its own beauty as it reflects the natural process of time. Upon is it a
tapestry which depicts the struggle between good and evil that fight for the control over
our souls. Hung and hinged in several locations are the decorative glass panels placed
appropriately to allow some visual penetration of space but to inhibit physical movement.
They become glass tapestries and provide coherence in the motif as it is reflected in the
wall sconce.
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Figure 17 – Close-up Interior Composition
The central walled space, the inner chamber, as it turns out, contains the only two
seats in the design, two thrones carved from white marble.

The floor is austere, clean

polished magnesium-rich concrete, a testament to human prosperity; the concrete is
meant to extract carbon-dioxide from the air. The chamber appears to float upon the pool
of water, accessed by a round tread of concrete hovering between the ashen tiled floor
and the pristine chamber. Inez and Garcin sit upon the marble thrones, confronting each
other as their other. The space is circular to suggest the reciprocal nature of this I-other
relationship. As Estelle stars blithely at herself in the looking glass, the two other lost
souls sit gazing at each other, oblivious to the nature of their predicament. Soon, they
will lose all memory of their condition as they all are led one-by-one down the spiral
stairway to their awaiting Hell.
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Figure 18 – Plan Section in Perspective
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Conclusion
It has been proposed that the liminal space is an expansive, though ephemeral
place of transition, bounded on both sides by zero-limit thresholds, the subject and the
object. This place is hidden behind the sharp edges and surfaces of things. In the space
behind edges there occurs a kaleidoscope of objects, and a mental stillness of nothingness
and silence lays beyond as an experience of the other. In it is union, but we are fooled by
the objects behind which the other emerges. Rays of light cannot penetrate the solidity of
substance and allows shadow to encompass all that we cannot perceive behind the
occluded edge. Only ambient light, the specularized light from the surface of neighboring
objects casts light into the darkness and exposes the form and shape of things within it.
The liminal is the place between the self and the other; the place where the
subject and object confront each other. The other is the mirror in which the subject
perceives itself. Within the liminal space, the subject projects its aggrandized self-image
onto the world, internalizing its reflection from the other. It begins to take on the
characteristics of the other in an act of intersubjectivity wherein the object subsumes the
subject and replaces it with a false identity which is used by the self as the face that it
shares directly with the world as a phenomenological experience of being. Behind the
object, the other waits in a state of becoming, or being without meaning.
The signposts and the way signs into this territory have been theoretically mapped
using the language of ritual and myth. We have surveyed this place and discovered
symbolic language georeferenced onto the structure of the mind. We have reviewed
possible origins of these symbols and found original schemata that support the structural
foundation and superstructure of the psyche and have suggested a possible explanation
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for the development of these structural systems and how they support the notion of
alterity.
These theories have been articulated in built form, though the architecture of
Fujimoto and others. I have also applied them to a theory of architectural design which
results have been include; a design that uses color and material to texturize surfaces and
define edges, and to imbue the space with “thick” air. Hypothetically, I have created an
asemic language – form eaiting for meaning, meaning which is in the act of becoming as
a state of transition through threshold being. The forms, defined by the surfaces and
edges, and their placement explain how to use the space. They allow for the affordance of
movement, while always reminding us of where we are AT and who we are, they create
the structure of the vocabulary. The colors and textures explain how to feel within the
space; the juxtaposition of natural and manmade elements creates the sensual and
perceptual phrasing, the lexicon upon which we can add meaning. Every person can have
their own meaning which both enlivens and expands the myths within them. To create a
unique dialogue without the use of cliché is a difficult design task. One must introduce a
system of linguistic markers using the tools of architecture, but which direct us outside
and inside to other domains. These domains offer us a combined experience of Totality,
an all encompassing movement towards an unmediated experience of the other; an other
that offers itself only in specular glances. These theories are cross-referential; they exist
on many planes and in many forms. Together they offer a potential for a sustainable
quality of life, an evolution of humanity, and the emergence of a new being.
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