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ABSTRACT
This thesis will examine the works of artists-turned-architects, Arakawa and Gins in light
of current research in the arts and sciences on affect and self-organisation. The aim of their
project is to arrive at a ‘daily research’ in which a person may: 1. observe and learn about
the operations of his or her own perception and action; 2. interact (dismantle and reassemble) the identity boundaries reinforced by the habitual implementation of concept
and category. This thesis takes account of multi-disciplinary and interdisciplinary
approaches to embodiment and engages Arakawa and Gins from a practising artist’s point
of view. Given this practical orientation of the study, the aim is to makes a series of critical
reflections on the work of Arakawa and Gins and demonstrate how such an approach
brings theory and practice together. Exploration of the central aspects of their processes
will prepare a person (researcher or practitioner) to begin a practice that is designed to
combine studies of embodiment with the co-evolving relationship of organisms and their
surroundings, to form the basis of a practice of embodied cognition.

The thesis sets out this investigation into three chapters. In Chapter 1, I propose that the
context for Arakawa and Gins’ work be understood as the result of multidisciplinary
interarticulations and multi-modal approaches to embodied activity. The position they
occupy in relation to disciplinary endeavours such as art, architecture, psychology, biotopology and theoretical physics is a process of constant problematisation, convergence
and repositioning. A survey of key writings on Arakawa and Gins demonstrates the
complexity of their work and the difficulties authors encounter situating them within a
context that adequately addresses the scope of their project.

In Chapter 2, I map a series of activities that accrue to form embodied configurations made
perceptible by Arakawa and Gins’ procedural architecture. These tactics apply to the
observational-heuristic stance they take towards the perceptions and actions that constitute
a person’s identity boundaries as well as the transformational approach they take towards
perceptions and actions that construct the material surrounds. I propose that the movements
initiated by their architectural procedures become the practice of embodied cognition. That
is, the ability to increase awareness and construct the shape of awareness is, at the same
time, the ability to observe and learn about the anatomical, physiological basis of
cognition. Through Æffective readings and embodied engagements I explore how Arakawa
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and Gins propose that the distribution of awareness may reconfigure the relationships
among the organism-person-surround. The practice that repositions a person in relation to
him- or herself, to others, to constructions of knowledge and modes of acquiring
knowledge, questions the autonomy of any construct, especially constructs that are
historically entrenched such as the organism, art, science or agency in general.

In Chapter 3, I argue that by investigating the connection between and across the organism,
person and surround, a person must reconsider activities, such as judgment and Reason, as
ongoing embodied processes. The implication of such a shift impacts upon everyday
practices as well as vocational and professional practices aligned with research and
development.

Throughout this thesis I argue that tactics of Arakawa and Gins’ procedural architecture
and the ethics of their reversible destiny project are the most productive way to approach
the practical and theoretical inquiry into the contributions that humans can make towards
co-constructing the world. The complex and intricate processes that emerge from their
work will enhance the quality of life by allowing persons to apply the benefits of research
in art and science to everyday actions. By devising procedures for re-entering perception
and action, the transition from self-awareness to a practice of embodied cognition acquires
a renewed urgency for daily life.

Further, I have suggested that Arakawa and Gins’ works demonstrates how deliberate
recursive action may become a practice of embodied cognition. This occurs in three ways.
Firstly, any form of deliberate assessment and coordination of top-down conceptualanalytical processing and bottom-up perceptual processing will open the activities of
reasoning, selecting, deciding, and judging to new embodied modes of knowledge
acquisition and therefore to unprecedented configurations of value. Secondly, the
reconfiguration of what counts as knowledge, from an ontological perspective, impacts
upon research processes and the way in which research cultures are situated in relation to
communities. Lastly, the practice of embodied cognition sets a new agenda for convergent
‘daily research’ especially the interaction between art and the ‘outside of art’ and between
third-person science and the science of our own fiction. These practical actions will
counteract our commitment to closure on many fronts, both personal and historical, from
the education of the senses to the construction of social justice.
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CHAPTER 1

1.0 Situating Arakawa and Gins

Context is all, and all contexts lead to the
architectural context, newly conceived.
(Gins and Arakawa 2002: xiv)

Situating the work of Arakawa and Gins is difficult because they have rejected their
individual modes of artistic production to work collaboratively on reversible destiny,
drawing from a diverse range of practical approaches and areas of inquiry. Reversible
destiny is an existential inquiry that builds towards impossible goals (‘We have decided not
to die’ 1997) by constructing possibilities from the as-yet untapped reconfigurative
operations already available within and across the organism-person-surround. Arakawa and
Gins’ work connects research on the human organism with research regarding the
reciprocal relationship between the organism and its surrounding, which is then
compounded by innovative sets of interactions that a ‘person’ or an ‘organism that
persons’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xix) brings to bear.

Given the embodied approach of their project, I have chosen to engage with Arakawa and
Gins as practitioners and theoreticians of practice, and to articulate a theory of practice
through a series of creative engagements/critical reflections. The outcome of this inquiry
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will be the beginning of a practice of embodied cognition, which Arakawa and Gins’ daily
research makes available. By considering modes of engagement surrounding their work as
modes of practice, a review of the literature on Arakawa and Gins becomes a form of
embodied research, the parameters of which are established by its enactment. The unique
way in which Arakawa and Gins connect the history of ideas, contemporary research and
material processes, enable a person to become aware of his or her embodied practices
which has enormous implications for our understanding of embodiment, and its
relationship to the construction of knowledge and the means of knowing.

The premise underpinning the following discussions is how to rethink and enact other
modes of interaction between bodily activities such as thought and feeling, perception and
conceptualisation, abstraction and bodily intelligence. One way to theorise the interaction
of different neuro-physiological systems is through disciplinary research of psychology,
physiology and cognitive science. Another way is to approach each bodily activity, as
Arakawa and Gins propose, as a configuration of concurrent specificities, modes of sensing
and scales of action. Therefore, it is not my intention to argue for one model of cognition
over another, but to argue for a mode of practising cognitive interaction. In other words, it
is vital to come to a practical understanding of the way in which each person configures
top-down conceptual modes of interaction into specific relationships with bottom-up
distributed, configurative modes of perception and action. The process whereby the sites of
these two embodied systems pass through and are articulated by each other requires
coordinological skill and practice. It requires an ‘architectural body’.

Within each mode of engagement Arakawa and Gins are situated on the dividing lines
separating particular modes of bodily activity from specific reservoirs of knowledge. As
practitioners of the reconstruction of knowledge, Arakawa and Gins explore the
complexity of human activity, focusing on reflexive actions that make an individual aware
of the organisation and mechanism of their own perception. Arts practice, particularly as
redefined by Arakawa and Gins as ‘daily research’, consists of tactics for interacting with
the production of subjectivity on personal, communal, cultural, historical and even
evolutionary levels. Their daily research begins with the assessment that the human
situation is untenable (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xii), both historically and in terms of
‘natural’ selection. Arakawa and Gins describe intellectual pursuits ‘thus far’ as defeatist
stopgap measures (2002: xvi), suggesting that the life sciences, for example, try to ‘cure
the human body or figure it out such as they find it, never attempting to reconfigure it
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altogether’ (2002: xvii). Arakawa and Gins emphasise the relationships among bodily
movement, tactically posed constructions and the discursive sequences that best constrain
them.

In order to situate Arakawa and Gins’ work, it would be useful to think of their embodied
explorations as a ‘calculus of indications’ (Spencer-Brown 1979: 11)1 from which a person
may develop the most flexible field of knowing and open the scrutiny of the body to new
criteria. They describe the challenge their approach represents by asking:

What is preventing us from inventing ourselves further? The answer
comes quickly: the species has not learned how to have its members pull
together to work communally at the same time they continue to form
themselves as separate individuals. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xxi).
As an arts practitioner, I feel it is important to bring the connections of theory, research and
practice to the fore as a position from which to speak about Arakawa and Gins. As we will
see from a literature review (below), scholars often experience great difficulty making the
transition from a specialised analysis to a fully embodied, multimodal engagement, or do
not recognise any need to do so.

Because their practice challenges the logic and processes of art and architecture, Arakawa
and Gins’ work may be situated as or considered to be ‘the outside’ of art and architecture.
Arakawa was a protégé of Duchamp. Duchamp’s interest in the role of art in culture has
influenced Arakawa and Gins’ collaborative project. A statement from Duchamp’s
notebooks sets the complex tone of their project: ‘Can one make works that are not works
of “art”?’ (Perloff 2002: 163).2 The meaning and purpose of this statement is manifold,
hinging on the way we understand the first use of the word ‘work’. Does it mean work of
art or any human work? If the former, then after Duchamp’s Fountain, all non-art works
are already works of art. The implication is that to make art that is not art requires making
it re-enter the world of things. But here, too, all ready-made art things were always non-art,
1

Spencer-Brown describes his work as a mathematical treatment of the laws of form that cradle the way we
approach everyday experience. It is the laws of form and not those of logic that he has attempted to record
(1979: xxviii).
2
Duchamp’s logical paradox becomes a challenge to the definitions of life and art in the same way that
Arakawa and Gins’ ‘reversible destiny’ challenges the definitions of self-organisation and compliance to
conceptual limitations. Rosemary Perloff cites Duchamp’s statement (Perloff 2002: 163) to decribe a ‘new
poetics which would include the material manipulations that Duchamp among others initiated and
developed’. The problem for a ‘new’ poetics is that it points to an outside practice, a practice that would not
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ripe for recontextualisation. In this paradoxical universe, all things are art therefore nothing
is art. The only reason to have the distinction is to offer a heuristic, rather than functional,
alternative. The only reason to invoke art is to change the relationships with which we
construct life. This requires breaking with the preciousness of art and with siege mentality
characteristic of disciplinary practices that ‘encompass the world’ within one kind of
world. The danger in this is assigning to imagination the role of representing the body
within the discourse of the mind (Kearney 1998).3 There must be a shift away from such
representations to allow embodied cognition to develop fully. Arakawa and Gins signal
this shift in the transformation of Blanchot’s urgent disciplinary approach, ‘writing so as
not to die’,4 into their transdisciplinary decision, ‘we have decided not to die’. This is the
title of the catalogue for their Guggenheim retrospective (1997). The meaning of this shift
moves the focus away from producing art and literature to producing fully embodied
persons. No single mode of sensing, genre of activity or disciplinary discourse can manage
to enact the claims of art, literature or science.

The upshot is that Arakawa and Gins position themselves precariously within the art world
and the history of art. With equal manoeuvring skill and equal force of conviction, they
also present themselves as architects who are interested in undoing the history of
architecture. As architects, Arakawa and Gins are positioned to agitate the stability of
capital ‘A’ Architecture as an enterprise, because they see architecture to be a tactical
means of interacting with the production of a way of life, changing an ‘organism that
persons’ into an ‘architectural body’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2).

The ‘big guns’ of high-end Architecture, then, often experience discomfort regarding
Arakawa and Gins’ work. This hesitation is well founded since there is a danger in
deciding to structure experience that may lead to undesirable constructions of subjectivity.
Ultimately, the icons of architecture such as Eisenman, Gheary, Tschumi, Koolhaus or
Holl are ‘not interested in persons inventing themselves’ (Knesl 1997: 217). The line
between providing social structures and constructing subjectivities is thin and fraught with

need to remain in poetry. Perloff does not take the new poetics that far and instead closes ranks around an
approach closely aligned to Language poetry.
3
Richard Kearney (1998) discusses the imagination in relation to the process of body and social discourse,
suggesting that the imagination has been the place where the body is represented in the linguistic
discourse/activity of the mind and, as a result, is reduced to characteristics and descriptions expressible
through that activity.
4
In Foucault’s essay ‘Language to Infinity’ (1977b: 53) he uses this description, ‘writing so as not to die’, as
if it is Blanchot’s own, by bringing together Foucault’s own understanding of Blanchot’s work with similar
characterisations that he cites from Françoise Collin (1971).
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responsibilities which are impossible to oblige. Arakawa and Gins address this
responsibility by focusing the subject of the architecture on the development of perceptual
knowing (Gins and Arakawa 2002; 52) and away from the production of consumable
experiences. Whether architecture is proving less accommodating than practices which are
distrustful of the notions of discipline and genre is too early to tell. The source of the rift
between Arakawa and Gins and other architects is the role of architecture in self-invention.

Arakawa and Gins never vilify Architecture or single out any architects for criticism, while
at the same time identifying Architecture with the historical oppression of subjectivity and
education of the senses. The notion of progress is the target of many discourses in Western
thought, and Arakawa and Gins would consider Architecture to be synonymous with the
history of progress in the West. For this reason, their inclusive approach cannot include an
architectural history that aligns itself with the consumption of compliance (architecture
towards commemorating death). Instead, they place their project in terms of redefining and
sustaining life. In any case, their ‘outsider’ status is played out in the way architecture
departments, such as Yale or Columbia, receive their work5. Their proposals produce
extreme responses from enthusiasm to hesitation and outright rejection.6 Poised as they are
on the margins of any one discourse but also in the thick of things, Arakawa and Gins’
challenge has not been received well by the Architectural profession.

Their procedural architecture highlights the bind in which architects find themselves. On
one hand, architects rightfully claim the powerful impact of material spatial organisation
on subjectivity, community and culture, and on the other hand they readily acknowledge
the dangers of architecture participating in social construction of subjectivity. It is a
practical problem for which mastery has been the historical solution.7 Arakawa and Gins

5

Before leaving his post as Dean at Columbia School of Architecture, Bernard Tschumi organised a
conference and published the proceedings of ‘The State of Architecture at the Beginning of the 21st Century’,
held in March of 2003. Although they were not involved in the conference, many of the approaches were
pertinent to ideas expounded by Arakawa and Gins. Mark Taylor and Elizabeth Grosz are notable for the
papers they delivered on the relation of self-organisation to architecture. See also email from Arakawa on the
ill-fated Yale conference in Appendix.
6
Aaron Kunin observes this hesitation at play when Arthur Danto adopts ‘Pascal’s wager’ in dealing with
their work: if they are right he wins; if not he is no worse off. Kunin, however, goes on to say that Arakawa
and Gins are not ‘running that kind of gambling house, they don’t act like deities that require worship and
belief’ (Kunin 2003).
7
Greil Marcus’s (1989) ‘alternative history of the twentieth century’ replaces the search for enduring values
with the production of a constant dérive and détournement (1989: 363) where the creation of situations would
necessitate that poetry be found in the form of cities (1989: 369). The Situationist International referred to
Corbusier’s ‘Radiant City’ and ‘l’Unité d’habitation’ in Marseilles as utopia gone wrong or ‘vertical slums
and apartment-house morgues’ (1989: 372).
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address this ethical and intellectual dilemma with the proposition that: ‘architecture in the
tentative mode can develop and define a flexible field of knowing’ (2002: 70).

Arakawa and Gins’ practice, neither art or architecture, maintains the tone of Duchamplike challenges to culture in the way they counteract historical compliance through: ‘an
ethics that permits no category of event, not even mortality, to be set apart for special
treatment, and that considers there to be nothing more unethical than that we are required
to be mortal shall be called crisis ethics’ (2002: xviii). Perhaps no other statement they
have made so divides opinion about their reversible destiny project. Upping the ante of
Duchamp’s conundrum about art, Arakawa and Gins’ ‘non-ironic irony’ (2003: 20)8
demands that, in order to commit to having no limitations on human thought, we must be
willing to enact the possibility of immortality, which for them is to incorporate its
meaningful consequences into our embodied configuration. And to do this means to take
embodiment seriously, never separated from bodily action, especially when we think we
are only thinking.9

The main point of contention between Arakawa and Gins and architects is that
Architecture has always been considered a formal solution, while Arakawa and Gins
consider it, equally, to be a non-formal process of inquiry.10 While the opportunity to adopt
8

‘Non-ironic irony’ is a term that Arakawa and Gins use in ‘Vital Contextualising Information for Direction
for Architectural Procedure Invention and Assembly’ (2003b: 20). Although the term has appeared recently
in their discourse, it follows quite closely the trajectory of thought that begins with the blank as a reservoir of
possibility. Arakawa and Gins make this into an embodied experience in a panel in The Mechanism of
Meaning, ‘Say One Think Two’. This panel places the embodied person into a quandary by making him or
her aware of the difference between the conceptual paradox, which requires a choice or the embodied irony,
which requires a movement between modes of sensing.
9
In Architecture from the Outside (2001), Elizabeth Grosz explores ‘how the concept of the new and futurity
… may help reconfigure the way bodies, cities and their relations are thought’ (2001: 49). Computerisation,
while transforming the very notion of technology (2001: 51), has not transformed bodies but only the way
that bodies are conceived, their sphere of imaginary and lived representation (2001: 52). Her proposition
concludes with a call for the question of the unthought, the unbuilt, the outside of architecture, to be
addressed in architectural terms whenever the formulaic takes over from experimentation and innovation,
realignment and transformation (2001: 73). Despite the desire to bring disciplinary and discursive knowledge
together, Grosz seems not to realise that this approach is already happening from the outside of architecture,
giving no indication that she is familiar with the work of Arakawa and Gins at the time of her book, which is
unfortunate, but indicative of the disciplinary isolation.
10
Paul Virilio, writing about the short life of the Architecture Principe Groupe, which he founded with
Claude Parent, observes that: ‘The group would have inaugurated a psycho-physiological approach to the
question of the classic postural schema, and its practical possibilities for its surpassing. But history took
another direction’ (Virilio 1997: 13). Writing in April 1966, Claude Parent adopts the tone of a high
modernist manifesto in describing the Group’s notion of ‘potentialism’: ‘For a man to feel concerned, he
must be allowed to feel in the innermost recess of his being the evidence that he is becoming an element of
global architecture. ‘Potential’ is the implementation by creatures of specifically architectural means destined
to organise in man this state of receptivity, of participation, and then finally their adhesion’ (Virilio and
Parent 1997: xi). The Architecture Principe group and their rhetorics exemplify this. Virilio considered the
‘oblique’ as the solution to past architecture’s ‘politically correct orthogonality’ (Virilio and Parent 1997:
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an embodied approach may have been missed by these the architects focused upon formal
solutions, Arakawa and Gins made a commitment to the urgent excavation of the organism
from the rubble of history for re-evaluation. The consequence of focusing upon formal
solutions is that a blind spot emerges, ignoring the ways in which we might participate in
the forming of forms, even culturally shared forms. Thus the connection between the
capacity for change in an organism and the capacity to change material forms provides the
opportunity for Architecture to anticipate bodily responses without ever addressing
anything other than prescribed uses of architecture. Arakawa and Gins point out that this is
all the wrong way around. It is not enough to conceptualise connections and give them
visible form: we must consider how forms work in the process of making connections – for
example between somatic operations of organism and cultural behaviours of person.
Opting for the term ‘organism that persons’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002 1-2), they search to
understand the larger implication of the organism-person-environment.

Arakawa and Gins’ first order of business is to dismantle the systems of architecture that
reinforce habits of perception in order to re-enter the ground zero of being a person. Their
approach immediately brings the personal into relation with the communal environment
through the ‘fiction of place’, which constitutes the fixity of convenient boundaries
between organism and environment (Arakawa and Gins 1987: 6, 22, 26, 38, 60, 76, 86-92,
100-14). For Arakawa and Gins, these boundaries cannot be observed from only one side
of the assigned organism-environment divide, or from one approach to boundary
interaction through art or architecture. They observe that the historical record rarely, if
ever, addresses the sites of the organism-person-surround and suggest that we change the
emphasis from formal solutions that represent the meaning of a work, to the provisions a
work makes that condition what may happen next.

It would be a straightforward task to explicate the considerable contribution that Arakawa
and Gins have made to art and poetry. However, their contribution goes beyond the
innovative production of meaning to challenge the way meaning is produced. Their work
analyses and acts upon the cognitive interactions between conceptual knowledge and
perceptual learning. It is for this reason that I have identified the focus of this thesis as

13). Parent viewed the ‘oblique’ as resistance to ‘rationalisation and functionalism that erects an unscalable
barrier between the past and future’ (1997: 17). Virilio and Parent emphasised the interrelation between
cultural thought, social structures and qualities of life, but approached the solution to these issues through
formal means.
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embodied cognition rather than embodiment. Embodiment, refers to the interdisciplinary
challenge to the mind/body problem and the domain of knowledge arising from that
inquiry, which includes a number of models of mind developed in cognitive science:
cognitivism, a representational approach to cognition modelled on the digital computerbased symbolic processing, parallel processing, and connectionism, also known as
emergence (Varela, Thompson and Rosch 1997: 7-8). Even though these approaches argue
against mind/body separation their conceptualisation of the human organism still requires a
representational processing. These models result from overlaps in the methodological
approaches of cognitive psychology, neuroscience, philosophy and linguistics.

In contrast, an enactive approach emphasises ‘a growing concern that cognition is not the
representation of a pregiven world by a pregiven mind but is rather then enactment of a
world and a mind on the basis of a history of the variety of action that a being in the world
performs’ (Varela, Thompson and Rosch 1997: 9). I have chosen the term embodied
cognition, to identify a more precise site of bodily engagement that would address what is
happening in the body, and most importantly, what is it that can be practised? Embodied
cognition is a model of the nervous system that considers all cognition, conscious and
unconscious, to be distributed throughout the body and extended through changes to action
systems, cross-modal interaction, and haptic perception. I also associate embodied
cognition with the inter-neuron activity that produces awareness of cognition. In his essay
‘An Ecological Approach to Embodiment and Cognition’, Naoya Hirose (2002) argues for
empirical research on embodiment to pay more attention to the acts of embodying rather
than the study of the state of being embodied, suggesting that ‘the idea of the body can
extend beyond the skin’ (Hirose 2002). This can be taken further by arguing that
observation must become enactment in the study of embodiment, it must become what
Arakawa and Gins call ‘daily research’, which I will describe as the practice of embodied
cognition.

Situating Arakawa and Gins, therefore requires an understanding that they are not focused
on describing the conditions of embodiment, but aim to reconfigure ‘organisms that
person’, based on their embodied relation to the world. Consequently, their inquiry is
constantly on the move, prioritising material and practical means of positioning and
repositioning themselves within the ‘daily research’ they are in the process of establishing.
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1.1 Starting Points: Interarticulations

Physical life is neither unity nor multiplicity, it
transcends both the mechanical and intellectual;
mechanism and finalism have meaning only where
there is ‘distinct multiplicity’, ‘spatiality’ and
consequently assemblage of pre-existing parts: ‘real
duration’ signifies both undivided continuity and
creation.
(Bergson 1911/1998: xiv, note 1)

In this section, I will identify the significant starting points for my inquiry, many of which
are themselves the interarticulation of numerous strands of investigation. The term
‘embodiment’ locates a broad concern with the historical characterisation of the
relationship between the structural operations of an organism and its organisational system.
This is an important starting point since any shift in this relationship will transfer and
amplify to our understanding of the production of identify, meaning and value.

‘Embodiment’ stands in opposition to the mind/body split, indicating their material and
organisational inseparability and co-origination. The immediate problem with this
description is a grammatical one, as we are wont to say that ‘some-thing’ is embodied in
another. To say the mind is embodied, or that ‘I’ am embodied, implies a reconciliation of
separate entities, a separation that ‘embodiment’ nullifies. However, the ability to make the
distinction (mind/body) is certainly an aspect of embodied activity, and a historical mode
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of producing subjectivity and the qualities of lived experience. Consequently, there has
been considerable research and effort, from the latter part of the twentieth century to the
present, to put forward the detail of the model of embodiment. In his essay ‘The Ghost of
Embodiment’, Edward S. Casey (1996: 24) observes how phenomenologists focus on
anyone’s ‘lived body’, while feminists discern how this same body is lived differently. His
essay points to the irony that ‘something as seemingly extra-discursive as the lived body
remains a posit, if not an effect, of discourse about this body’ (1996: 24). Casey is quick to
add that notions such as Judith Butler’s ‘performative’ stands in stark contrast to theories
of innate or natural expressions within studies of the habitual formation of behaviours. As
the initial essay in a book on embodiment, it is Casey sets the tone by targeting Descartes.
‘The body,’ he observes, ‘was abandoned and bled out by Descartes not just because he did
not recognise its status as lived, that is, diversely experiential and self-reflexive, but also
because he did not concern himself with its cultural and social dimensions’ (1996: 37).

Inquiries into embodiment cannot afford to inadvertently favour either posited position:
organism or person, mind or body. The starting points for an inquiry into Arakawa and
Gins’ project may be identified from a range of developments in intellectual history, from
cybernetics and the convergence of psychology and physiology in cognitive science, to
theories of affect and subjectivity in the arts and humanities which have given alternative
histories of the dominant misunderstandings of the body and built upon attempts to
intervene in the historical trajectory of disembodiment. Embodied cognition, as I develop it
here, provides the common site for the convergence of contemporary research.

Although Descartes’ method is certainly identifiable as the moment that dissociated the
concept of mind from the materiality of bodies in modernity, his actual approach and
engaged reasoning are exemplary demonstrations of an awareness of embodied cognition.
His purpose remains our purpose: to locate the place where we ‘act on the basis of opinions
that are known to be uncertain as if they were indubitable’ (1999: 24-25). His thought
experiment is given bodily location time and again until he makes the error in analysis that
affects his entire program. Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio believes that Descartes’
statement (‘I think therefore I am’), taken literally, ‘illustrates precisely the opposite of
what I believe to be true about the origins of mind and about the relation between mind and
body’ (Damasio 1996: 248). Damasio takes Descartes figuratively and rhetorically,
proposing that the statement is an acknowledgment of the superiority of conscious feeling
and reasoning without commitment to origin (1996: 249). From a neurological point of
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view, Damasio finds Descartes’ error to be ‘the separation of the most refined operations
of mind from the structure and operations of a biological organism’ (1996: 250), a
separation that the entirety of Damasio’s book has attempted to undo by offering an
‘organismic perspective’ (1996: 252). Nevertheless, Damasio adheres to a representation
model of the embedded structures and feedback systems of interaction. Drawing on
embodiment studies by George Lakoff, Mark Johnson, Eleanor Roach, Francisco Varela
and Gerald Edelman, Damasio singles out Edelman, who shares his view on the neural
basis of a biological self, imbued with value. Whereas Edelman restricts the bio-self to
subcortical homeostatic systems, Damasio incorporates this biological self into the
cortically-based systems that allow their activities to become feelings (1996: 244).

One of the aims of this inquiry is to move the description of a higher order of integration
proposed by Damasio towards a deliberate interaction – a practice that uses the anatomical
and neural basis of integrated activity to enact reconfigurative relationships. Thus not only
would there be a biological, neural self, acknowledged and identifiable, but there would be
a practice of person able to move across the modes of operation and relation that Edelman
and Damasio have found. This point is crucial. My project aims to replace a delimited view
of embodied cognition with a re-modulated view of how we understand the extent of the
site of person through embodied cognition – the process by which we can move from
operating in a pre-given, prefigured space to an emergent and enactive non-prefigured
construction of sites.

The representational model may accurately describe the way embodied cognition functions
but not the way it comes about. In other words, the problems with representation limit the
possible through what is unrepresentable. The unrepresentable, however, can emerge
through asignifying, situated and contingent factors that come from exactly the same place
as Descartes’ ‘as if indubitable’ impressions. Damasio suggests that William James would
be pleased that there are plausible if not proven hypotheses for the neural self (1996: 244).
Damasio attributes to nature a solution whereby ‘representing the outside world in terms of
the modification it causes on the body proper’ (1996: 230) both ensures survival and
‘memory of the possible future’ (1996: 239). Further, he posits that somatic markers,
automated signals that protect against future losses and allow decision making from fewer
alternatives (1996: 173), may operate covertly by utilising an ‘as if’ loop (1996: 174) to
illustrate how cognitive processes and emotional processes are in partnership (1996: 175).
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From an embodied viewpoint, compounded by enactment and emergence models (see
Varela et al. 1997: 8-9) Descartes’ error resides in his inattention to the partnership aspect
of this association among body, brain and mind/self. Descartes locates his doubt external to
the site of his person in relation to the experiences an organism can produce as well as in
relation to the historical construction of his subjectivity, which of course would remain
invisible to him. Considering the lengthy concentration on Descartes’ dismissal of
sensation, the Discourse on Method gives us a conflicted presentation, guarded in terms of
the value of his acquired knowledge, but not hesitant to extol the virtues of experience and
its great necessity in the light of advancing knowledge (1999: 45). Michael O’DonovanAnderson (1996) highlights ‘Descartes’s famous ontological realisation that he is a
thinking thing conditioned and tempered by the epistemological admission that all he had
accepted as most true had come to him through the senses’ (O’Donovan-Anderson 1996:
2). Descartes is at the forefront of defining the mediation between the ‘sensation causing
world and the information processing mind’ by abstracting the mind from the body and
dividing sense from data (O’Donovan-Anderson 1996: 2). Descartes’ error is evident in
this passage:

It seems to me that those who wish to use their imagination to understand
these ideas are doing exactly the same as if they wished to use their eyes
to hear sounds or to smell odours, except for this difference: the sense of
sight is no less convincing about the truth of its objects than smell or
hearing are, whereas neither the imagination nor our senses could ever
convince us of anything if our understanding did not intervene in the
process. (Descartes 1999: 28, my emphasis)
Descartes’ desire for certainty has become our ticklish subject, the founding and persistent
subjective position we inherit and are most comfortable occupying. 11 The blind spot that
both temporality and time represent for Descartes is one of the lessons of history of which
we are acutely aware but are perhaps no more able than he to address adequately. Current
embodiment studies show that one sense can develop to augment, compensate or focus
another sense, as well as combine in novel ways and afford learning, hence eyes that hear
and ears that see. Where contemporary science is in agreement with Descartes concerns the
way in which there is no attention without perception. This means that much of what we
can attend to is pre-established by the history of our perception and precepts derived from
these established cognitive patterns. Descartes privileges understanding over perception
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and assumes that understanding is not an activity that needs to be perceived. His reasoning
emerges as a kind of righteousness, a taste for Reason, rather than an absolute measure
(ratio) for reasonable action. His is a connoisseurship of good reason.
George Spencer-Brown’s discussions in Laws of Form (1979)12 are pertinent to attempts to
reposition, as an embodied process, Descartes’ method of distinguishing body and mind:

We take as given the idea of distinction and the idea of indication, and
that we cannot make an indication without drawing a distinction. We
take, therefore, the form of distinction for the form. (Spencer-Brown
1979: 1)
The confusion Spencer-Brown identifies regarding this most everyday process is twofold.
The first issue is the conflation of an operation with the world – for example, the
experience of language substituted for the experience of being. The second is that the
operation is actual, in the sense that to make, or indicate, a distinction is to interact with the
world, a fact whose effect we diminish for the sake of the task at hand which we deem
separable in space and time from the site of its occurrence. Spencer-Brown’s calculus
(1979: xx, xxi) suggests that logic, however symbolically treated, cannot be confined to
mathematics but must be considered part of a larger ongoing process:

Mathematical treatment is a treatment of the form in which our way of
talking about our ordinary living experience can be seen to be cradled. It
is the laws of this form, rather than those of logic, that I have attempted
to record. (1979: xxviii)
In Spencer-Brown’s symbolic language, this occurs by bracketing: the bracket. ┐ is the
sign for a distinction and ┐┐ is the sign for cancellation of that distinction (1979: 4-5).
The undoing is a doing, an action in the world using the same material processes used to
make the distinction. This system of indication and action is very close to the way that
artists approach drawing and making marks, some poets approach the placement of words,
and some architects approach the positioning of materials. Drawing a line in the sand,
11

Slavoj Žižiek (1999) proposes that, despite the effort to undo, dismantle and resist the dualistic conception
of the Western subject, it is installed and persistently shapes the position from which we operate and from
which we make the observation of the failing of that subjectivity.
12
Not only did Spencer-Brown’s book have a widespread influence on consideration of poetics but it was
also taken up by scientists. In particular, biologist Francisco Varela’s ‘autopoiesis’ owes a considerable debt
to Spencer-Brown’s thinking, in which Varela became so immersed that he even added a sign of self-
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folding a piece of paper, contracting the larynx around a breath, for whatever the many
reasons there are to do so, demonstrate that a minimum of measuring is required to
construct a site where the movements that form a conceptual plan in embodied cognition
are part of the actual site and existential situation under formation. This is what Gins and
Arakawa mean when they discuss logic:

A taking shape of surrounds and bodies and organisms and persons
occurs intermixedly. Logic would want to get in there with a knife and
cut them apart. Although we are utterly dependent upon the force of logic
prior to constructing the surrounds that will test our hypothesis, we will
say no to logic and resist making incision and separating the probably
inseparable. (2002: 4)
Different logics separate and bring together a coherent world. Processes of articulation and
inter-articulation make us aware of not only new objects in the world (various
recombinations), but more importantly the modes of finality that are held in place by the
modes of sensing in which we participate.13 Descartes’ dissatisfaction is with a science that
yields the probable rather than a few hard-won truths (1999: 50). He uses the phrase ‘to act
on the basis of opinions that are known to be uncertain, as if they were indubitable’ (1999:
24, my emphasis). His method aimed to counteract the fact that we act in this way,
assumed that it is necessary to do the exact opposite by concluding that the ‘senses
sometimes deceive us’. Thus he ‘decided to assume that nothing was the way the senses
made us imagine it’ (1999: 24). It is because he realised that we act upon the uncertain ‘as
if’ it were certain, that he decided to adopt a method that inserts doubt. Descartes advises
us about rebuilding the house ‘where one lives’, suggesting that, before beginning,

… it is also necessary to have provided oneself with another house in
which to live comfortably while the rebuilding is taking place. In a

reference to the ‘calculus of indications’ in his essays ‘The Extended Calculus of Indications Interpreted as a
Three-value Logic’ (1975a) and ‘A Calculus for Self-reference’ (1975b).
13
This is Bergson’s point in Creative Evolution (1998) when he draws attention to the different modes of
time – concrete and abstract time – that produce different logics and procedures. Bergson distinguishes
between internal and external finality, anticipating the self-organising principles that became prominent in
the latter part of the twentieth century. He notes that: ‘It forms a single whole, none the less; and we have to
choose between the out-and-out negation of finality and the hypothesis which co-ordinates not only the parts
of an organism with the organism itself, but also each living being with the collective whole of all others’
(1998: 43). For Bergson, the mathematical approach to time that constructed the idea of a moment
immediately before the present moment is a function of abstract time where an instantaneous present is
always being renewed (1998: 22). Bergson notes that ‘such systems are never in that real, concrete duration
in which the past remains bound up with the present’ (1998: 22). This mathematical tendency is static and
calculates the state of a system at a given moment, a ‘world that dies and is reborn at every instant – the
world which Descartes was thinking of when he spoke of continued creation’ (1998: 22).
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similar way, in order to avoid being indecisive about my action during
the interval when I would be forced by reason to be indecisive in making
judgments, and to live as happily as possible during that time, I devised a
provisional morality… (1999: 18-19, my emphasis)
Descartes’ ‘provisional morality’ refers to the interval between the old house of
knowledge, the new house and ‘another house in which to live comfortably while the
rebuilding is taking place’ (1999: 19).14 This is a third house – a house built on the decision
to interpret sensation as representation rather than indication in relation to thought.
Descartes’ third house supplies only standard-issue ethics that are, at best, provisional
certainty inserted from the outside and imposed upon the subject in the same indubitable
manner that founds assertions, including assertions of doubt. The question is: why is he
satisfied with the sensations that arise from doubt? He mistakes his inability to imagine
‘not existing’ as a truth, rather than as a skill he does not possess, in the same way that he
does not suspect his bodiless pretence to be too skilled in inattention. For what is the
background against which his bodilessness is experienced or his non-existence a failure?
What criteria of sensation and/or logic can he distinguish between pretending, imagining
and understanding? 15 Ironically, the concept of substance is used to underwrite Descartes’
abstract method of certainty. Pretending and imagining, central to the process of his
understanding, are positioned outside the thinking substance. He is able to consider the act
of thinking as separate from the content of the thought. And his existence maintains itself
even when he stops thinking as long as, when he resumes, the inability to imagine nonexistence also persists. It is unproductive to hold him accountable for his historically
constructed subjectivity or his inability to imagine historical subjectivity. This is for us to
imagine. O’Donovan-Anderson (1996) provides a way to approach imagining when he
states his aim to:

…detail the emerging focus within cognitive science on ‘situated action’
(as opposed to concept manipulation of information processing) as a
model for and sign of mindedness. According to this approach perception

14

To live provisionally would be to give in to sensation, specifically the sensation of curiosity, a trait
Heidegger defines as ‘never dwelling anywhere’, a distracted mode of being that constantly uproots itself
(1996: 173) – the opposite of authenticity.
15
Descartes comments in full: ‘Then when I was examining what I was, I realised I could pretend that I had
no body, and that there was no world or place in which I was present, but I could not pretend in the same way
that I did not exist. On the contrary, from the very fact that I was thinking of doubting the truth of other
things, it followed very evidently and very certainly that I existed; whereas if I merely ceased to think, even
if all the rest of what I had ever imagined were true, I would have no reason to believe I existed. I knew from
this that I was a substance, the whole essence or nature of which was to think and which, in order to exist, has
no need of any place and does not depend on anything material.’ (1999: 25)

33

is not reception but action, and cognition is an emergent property of this
activity. (1996: 4)
It is around this approach and the ability to make one’s own context perceptible in thought
and feeling that the many starting points of this thesis are accumulated. By shifting
attention to the terms of an encounter between subject and object, foreground and
background, figure and ground, event and context, and organism and environment, it is
possible to become aware of the production of subjectivity, which was invisible to
Descartes. Arakawa and Gins do not plan to make the kind of mistake Descartes did, but
are glad to concede that ‘if bound to error one is, then always choose, when judging what
merits inclusion, to err in the direction of being overly inclusive’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002:
xix). This has prompted Arakawa and Gins never to separate sites and situations from the
study of the organism-environment.

The thorough dismantling and study of the cultural and social dimensions of the body
associated with the last 50 years has, in the last decade, moved towards a more specific
critique of disembodiment trajectories. Current active responses are based upon this
accumulation of work on embodiment. This includes targeting vision as one of the key
intersections of social and physiological habituation of subjectivity (Jay, Brennan, Melville
and Reddings, Hugh Silverman, Kaja Silverman) as well as the investigation of material
practices in sociology and anthropology (Grosz, Probyn, Scarry), from shopping to
subcultures (Morris, Douglas) and virtuality (Haraway, Massumi, Beckmann). Studies in
embodiment have thus become embodiment perspectives, having undergone dispersal into
specific sites and material processes.

Embodiment has been defined from different disciplines and interdisciplinary points of
engagement from feminism to cognitive science. Martin Rosenberg, who writes on the
crossovers between cognitive science and literature, makes a further distinction within
cognitive science. He notes that there are top-down and bottom-up schools of cognitive
science, the former associated with George Lakoff, Mark Johnson and Mark Turner, the
latter with Humberto Maturana and Francesco Varela (Rosenberg 2003: 165). Rosenberg’s
definition of embodiment is ‘how the relationship between the human organism and its
mind becomes constructed and then employed in cognitive science as a foundational
assumption’ (2003: 172). Rosenberg aligns Arakawa and Gins’ ‘architectural body’ with
autopoiesis, the bottom-up model. However, it would perhaps be more accurate to suggest
that Arakawa and Gins’ approach is different because it will not cull any embodied mode
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or model, and therefore uses bottom-up processes to incorporate top-down models of
organisation. Descriptions of cognitive processing as top-down or bottom-up anticipate and
provoke a choice, a confrontation, rather than an opportunity for ‘complexification’ and
what Guattari calls ‘re-singularisation’ (1995: 21), consistent with the pragmatic,
existential and procedural tactics of Arakawa and Gins. Guattari’s less accessible terms
carry with them the collaboration with Deleuze in A Thousand Plateaus (1987) that refuses
any dualism or simple oppositions/syntheses. This approach underpins their principle of
‘inclusive disjunction’ which undoes the either/or of ‘exclusive disjunction’ with ‘and …
and … and …’ the formula or ‘fabric’, of the rhizome (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 24).
Rosenberg uses both affective models and autopoietic models to define biological selforganisation. Rosenberg forsees that Arakawa and Gins’ practice (which observes, studies
and transforms the conditions of embodied cognition) will ‘enable [Arakawa and Gins] to
move beyond cognitive science and philosophy of mind to a profound reconfiguration of
art and ethics’ (Rosenberg 2003: 165).16

Gayle Weiss moves the discussion of embodiment towards intercorporeality, which she
expands upon in Body Image: Embodiment as Intercorporeality (1999b). Her project is to
‘emphasise that the experience of being embodied is never a private affair, but is always
already mediated by our continual interactions with other humans and non-humans’
(1999b: 5). She is still concerned with the construction of a social body, but focuses more
on the intersection of individual affects and social formations, and reiterates the connection
of embodiment studies with phenomenology:

It is not so far-fetched, I believe, to claim that the interlocking influences
of sex, race, gender, and class upon the body image in particular and
embodiment more generally, often surface and are experienced within the
zone of indeterminacy, a zone Husserl identifies as a kind of omnipresent
horizon that situates and grounds all human activity. In fact, Husserl’s
own lifelong project is one that is shared by many feminists, namely to
render that which has remained indeterminate (or even invisible)
determinate as a phenomena in its own right … doing so will invoke a
new zone of indeterminacy. (Weiss 1999b: 41-42)
16

Other extrapolations of embodiment include Elizabeth Grosz’s ‘corporeal feminism’, through which the
psychical topographies in Volatile Bodies (Grosz 1994: 27-61) are investigated, the Mobius strip (1994: 36)
of the subject is posited, and the relationship of psychology and biology contributes to mapping of lived
bodies. Similarly, and without the use of the word ‘embodiment’, Moira Gatens and Genevieve Lloyd (1999)
anticipate the revival of Spinoza in thinking about the importance of processes of body, affect and
imagination to study of embodiment. Thomas Csordas edited a volume of essays, Embodiment and
Experience (1994) that ‘concentrates on the “topical body”, that is, an understanding of the body in relation
to specific domains of cultural activity’ including health, politics, trauma, religion, gender, emotion and
technology (1994: 5).
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Studies in affect, visuality, spatiality, temporality, subjectivity, agency, neurophysiology
and psychic topography all take embodiment as the central premise, and as a concept that
organises the various approaches and provides a focus for interdisciplinary research.

Arakawa and Gins develop these contemporary observations in their work. Effectively, in
their approach to practice, the ‘architectural body’ becomes to embodiment what
embodiment was to the mind/body split. Rather than arguing the case for embodiment,
they begin from the assumption that embodiment (the inseparability of mindbody) is an
accurate but partial description of the ‘organism that persons’. The architectural body
extends embodied cognition by demythologising the fixed boundary between organisms
and the environment, which is never purely physical, social, or historical. Their practice is
unique in the way they pursue an active relation between direct application of research and
‘indirectness’ as an embodied process (Arakawa and Gins 2003b: 20). Arakawa and Gins
have devised a deliberate and conscious strategy for interacting with involuntary actions.
They state in ‘Vital Contextualising Information’ (2003b) that: ‘the more coordinating
skills are mastered, the more complexly can indirect means be put to a direct purpose – the
parlaying of indirectness’ (2003b: 21). At the end of the same text they link indirectness
with the inventing of architectural procedures:17

(b) Directness is always an abstraction/a reduction from indirectness;
(c) Life can only be proven indirectly.
(d) Indirect = procedural. (2003b: 26)
The aim is not to re-program the organism since that is effectively what propaganda, brainwashing and torture techniques do, not to mention ideology and TV. Rather, Arakawa and
Gins indirectly address the ability consciously to perceive the material processes of our
own observation and learning by using the environment tactically to change the

17

Arakawa and Gins are not alone in recognising the value of procedures that subtract/abstract/reduce the
singularity from the ‘indirect’/‘plane of consistency’ in order to identify the possible zones in which action
might have otherwise undetectable potentials. The rhizome ‘constitutes linear multiplicities with n
dimensions having neither subject nor object, which can be laid out on a plane of consistency and from which
the One is always subtracted (n – 1). When a multiplicity of this kind changes dimension, it necessarily
changes in nature as well, undergoes a metamorphosis’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 21). While there is a
striking similarity in discussion and potential of procedures, Arakawa and Gins consider Deleuze and
Guattari’s concepts to be quite different from their sited procedures and procedural architecture, which does
not posit a plane from which the world-as-site is subtracted.
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organism.18 Importantly, their approach focuses on learning about one’s body (literally
bone, blood and nerve) as the mechanism of meaning as well as the informatics specific to
each situated person.

One of the initial prompts for this inquiry is the notion of informatics that Katherine
Hayles (1999) develops, following Donna Haraway: ‘I take informatics to mean the
technologies of information as well as the biological, social, linguistic and cultural changes
that initiate, accompany and complicate their development’ (1999: 29). It is the
inextricable link of information and material instantiation that is pertinent here and
provides a way to think about research as practice and about creative processes as
embodied research. In addition to the historical trajectory towards disembodiment that
Hayles charts through the three stages of cybernetics, she also pays constant attention to
how the ideology of disembodiment enters the body through inscribing and incorporating
practices (1999: 200).19 Hayles stresses that embodiment as theory is not essentialist – it
does not imply an essential self or a unified notion of body, normative to some set of
criteria. Embodiment never coincides with ‘the body’, only with bodies that are ‘at once
excessive and deficient in infinite variations, particularities and abnormalities’ (1999: 19667).

What Hayles’ discussion of embodied practice has made evident is the need to consider not
only the body’s tendencies for habituation that leave it susceptible to the designs of others,
but also the body’s ability to circumvent and intervene in its own systems and processes.
Contemporary researchers, particularly in consciousness studies, call for a compromise

18

Don Byrd’s (2005) unpublished manuscript ‘Abstraction’, considers information as a fundamental form
alongside matter and energy, describing information as the form – for example, a knot, where the rope is the
matter and tying movement is the energy.
19
In contrast to inscriptive practices, ‘incorporated practices are performative and instantiated, they contain
improvisational elements that are context-specific’ (1999: 200) and, I would add, task-specific as well. The
concept of embodiment results in a different mode of learning not connected to analytical understanding and
not necessarily requiring explicit instructions. Hayles cites Dreyfus’s three functions of embodied learning
not present in computer programs – a partly determined, partly open context of anticipation, the global
character of anticipation related to shifting patterns, and transferability of anticipation from one sense
modality to another (1999: 201) – Hayles sees the dangers as well as the benefits of intervention. The dangers
appear when learned and perpetuated sets of dispositions subject to circumstances (Bourdieu’s habitus) are
changed by embodied practice, yet are durable enough to be passed on through generations (1999: 202-203).
She goes on to pinpoint the dangers more specifically: ‘By nature habits do not occupy conscious thought …
This property of the habitual has political implications. When a new regime takes over, it attacks the old
habits vigorously, for this is where the most refractory resistance to change will be met’ (Hayles 1999: 204).
This is precisely the point at which a theory of practice enters into territorial battles over incorporating
practices or embodied action. Hayles cites Bourdieu’s observation on the expressions of habitus in dress,
bearing and manners: ‘principles embodied in this way are placed beyond the grasp of consciousness and
hence cannot be touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation’ (Hayles 1999: 204).
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between social constructivism and physiological reductionism (see, for example, Valerie
Hardcastle, specialist in the philosophy of neuroscience, in Ellis and Newton 2000).
Whereas the explanatory model is shifting to accumulate a more integrated approach, most
people tend to choose one way or another to practise the relationships they think and feel,
by putting – however unwittingly – all their effort into one plan of action modelled on a
constructivist or reductionist viewpoint. Hayles observes that ‘when changes in
incorporating practices take place, they are often linked with new technology that affects
how people use their bodies and experience space and time’ (Hayles 1999: 205). Hayles’
insightful analysis of the tendency to embrace technology as a means of developing an
advanced human requires strategies based on a disembodied model of humanity. Her
correlation of scientific model with literary projection becomes the starting point for a
critique of disembodied practices that leads to an analysis of the materiality of informatics.
This involves the triangulation of ‘incorporation, inscription and technological materiality’
to ‘arrive at a fuller description of these feedback loops than a discursive analysis alone
would yield’ (Hayles 1999: 207). 20

A move out of the enclosure of discourse on discourse is necessitated. Yet it is clear, from
what Hayles says so articulately but does not quite do, that she stays within a delimited
informatic configuration, concentrating on a period when new technology comes into being
and is diffused through the culture. That is, she positions her work as a history even as she
suggests a range of significant insights for how we might work with the present.

The work of Arakawa and Gins allows us to revisit the foundations of understanding, reenter the isolated measures that we correlate, and re-examine the implications of bodywide (embodied) cognition. They declare: ‘Questions need to be asked in a three-hundredand-sixty-degree way’; and ‘Questions and answers are always handled body-wide …’
20

Hayles uses the literary examples of William S. Burroughs and Philip K. Dick to demonstrate how
incorporating practices are changed by inscribing practices based on recursive interactions (1999: 207-21). In
the closing paragraphs of her book, Hayles brings together unlikely bedfellows: It is no accident that the
recursive loops and reflexive strategies figure importantly in these transformations [of bodies into dynamic
interactions], for Burroughs shared with Humberto Maturana and Philip K. Dick an appreciation for how
potently reflexivity can destabilise objectivist assumptions. Whereas Maturana located reflexivity in
biological processes and Dick placed it in psychological dynamics, Burroughs located it in the cybernetic
fusion of language and technology (1999: 220-21). What Hayles does not seem to know is that while
Burroughs was undertaking his experiments with audio-tapes and writing in the 1950s and 1960s, in 1963
Arakawa and Gins began work on The Mechanism of Meaning, which took as its starting point situated
language-environments. The medium, instead of audiotape, was the relation of object-painting-puzzle to the
public space of the gallery, a technology developed by Duchamp. Burroughs’ audiotapes are closer to
advances in informatics than their inscribed descriptions, yet paradoxically Hayles finds the recordings ‘less
forceful as a demonstration of Burroughs’s theories than his writings’ (1999: 216).
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(Gins and Arakawa 2002: xiv-xv). They position their work such that it recapitulates, at
each level of engagement, the research that must be considered and the processes that
demonstrate body-wide configuration. They take knowledge seriously and hold it against
knowing. This is why they do not draw a line between the study and practice of
knowledge, or what traditionally has been scientific method and arts practice:

Research should no longer be done off to one side, in a school, library or
laboratory. Where one lives needs to become a laboratory for
researching, for mapping directly, the living body itself, oneself as a
world-forming inhabitant. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xxi)
One of my goals in focusing on the work of Arakawa and Gins is to demonstrate how the
notion of practice helps to position the engagement and acquisition of knowledge (modes
of knowledge bar none), and to coordinate them to develop embodied cognition. Caught in
ongoing and overlapping culture wars, embodied cognition is often the last front and
frontier to be addressed. It tends to be left to its own devices because it is complicated by
being a product of too many influences both small and large.

There are many researchers, scholars and practitioners who attempt to advance the study of
embodiment and who have been formative in the education of my own senses. The point of
differentiation is that the interarticulations they perform are part of their methodological
study of embodiment and not its enactment in research/practice. Most contemporary artists,
philosophers and researchers participate in a disassembly project: the dismantling of
dualistic,

Western,

logocentric,

phallocentric,

disembodied,

socially

constructed

subjectivity that has preoccupied many thinkers for the past half-century. Many cite the
need for a reintegration of the refocusing, and some offer processes by which it might be
approached.21 However, only Arakawa and Gins bring together practical application with

21

Stelarc’s work, and particularly the way Brian Massumi (2002) engages it, shares many of the same aims
and goals as Arakawa and Gins’ project. Commonalities include the connection of perception and action and
the importance of re-entry or re-infolding (Massumi 2002: 94-95) into one’s own processes. This affective
recursion produces an intensity sufficient to alter the probability of typical informatic interactions. In
Massumi’s analysis, Stelarc proposes a shift from instrumental to operative reason as the process by which
the body (perception, thought and action intensified) suspends utility and turns ideas into materialised
thought (2002: 97). This approach to impulses and sensations produced across imaginary, discursive and
perceptual domains, links Arakawa and Gins’ project to Stelarc’s project and Massumi’s thinking in
important ways that lead to the post- or trans-human. However, in Stelarc’s work there is a gap between what
he makes available to us as concept and what he makes available as experience. Massumi argues that
Stelarc’s suspensions are not shamanistic, mystical or ecstatic (Massumi 2002: 99), yet Stelarc fits this notion
of shaman in two ways. He alone goes to the trans-human suspended state, and he alone experiences the
transmutation of reason and sensation ‘extending intelligence beyond the earth’ (2002: 99), subsequently
returning to the earth and the art world. Massumi notices that Stelarc’s pragmatic exercise is closer to
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discursive sequences to address the much harder question that follows dismantling: how to
proceed to put back together living bodies that do not fall into the same despotic bodies
and intolerable conceptual programs. They are engaged across a wide range of material
sites and use the materiality unique to each site primarily to explore and develop embodied
possibility. They study and interact with the connections of the social body to the organic
body, suggesting that the subject of their research is both heuristic and transformative.
They coordinate activity rather than provide new criteria for measure in an attempt to
democratise our embodied engagements and place the observer in the position of
practitioner.

Arakawa and Gins aim to make their procedural approach available to everyone as daily
research and never prescribe the way research should be shared, only that the life that
emerges from daily research should evade ‘institutional capture … inventing new forms,
affects and intensities’ (Crary 1999: 3). The problem of institutionalising solutions is at the
heart of what it means to think of others and to make things for others. It may be argued
that long ago Donna Haraway had already put us in a position to reconceive our relation to
technology under the now increasingly outdated concept of the cyborg. Her work showed
the extent to which we are implicated in technology and technologies of the self in much
the same ways that we are implicated in language and, according to Arakawa and Gins, in
architecture. These various starting points, have led me to the conculsion that the
convergence required to address embodiment will come from correlating the enactments of
our research. This will require that we practise embodied cognition by permitting the firstperson researcher to commune with the objective observer in an attempt to interarticulate
the sites of living.

intuition or poetry than to reflective thought (2002: 112), which is also the province of the shaman. His is a
singular exploration or uncharted territory for the benefit of the community, the human. Only he is optimally
positioned to experience the body at point zero and, not along for the ride, we only hear the story.
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1.2 Writing Arakawa and Gins

Could one perhaps call your antidestiny architecture
‘antibiography’? ... Would it be futile to build
concepts? Could one write and draw through
encounters, straight from nothingness?
(Lyotard 1997b: 11)

This section will survey the texts produced by Arakawa and Gins, individually and
collaboratively, as well as literature written directly about Arakawa and Gins. Such a
review raises two challenges. There has been no comprehensive account of their work, in
part because no single disciplinary point of view has been able to adequately critique their
findings. Most of the texts produced about them have been, quite literally, encounters – a
meeting and jockeying of theories and knowledge practices, producing a series of
‘readings’ of their projects – and often the encounter is characterised by the disciplinary
base or subject orientation of the writer. This survey will engage works directly linked to
Arakawa and Gins in order to contextualise their project as it is defined by the intersections
with their various commentators.

A different challenge involves familiarity and expertise concerning the diverse research
that informs the work of Arakawa and Gins. The literature that is required to engage with
Arakawa and Gins’ work consists of two strands. One strand includes studies aligned with
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affect from art theory, feminist discourse on subjectivity, affect generally, vision and
visuality, spatiality, and aesthetic experience. The other strand draws upon sources in life
sciences and the study of effects – namely biology, neuroscience, cognitive science,
consciousness studies, experimental psychology, ecological psychology, self-organisation,
autopoiesis and dynamic systems theory. The relationship of these strands will be
addressed throughout the thesis.

The amount of information that Arakawa and Gins assimilate and incorporate into their
research practice requires expert consultation on their part, and in turn, requires from
readers an ability to interact with the logics of diverse knowledge domains. However, this
type of interplay, connectivity and coordination is precisely the point of the exercise. Both
strands of research contribute to Arakawa and Gins’ notion of the ‘architectural body’ and
ways of engaging with its processes. The open question of the organism-person-surround
requires an inclusive attempt to answer problems such as:
•

What is the extent of the site of person?

•

What are the current boundaries of person and how does the practice of perception
determine them?

•

To what extent can perception be reconfigured?

•

What are the historical limits placed upon this investigation and how do they
manifest in material systems?

•

What is the extent of the species’ commitment to closure (whether identity or
homeostasis) and is the inevitability of our destiny reversible?

•

What is the best way to study these conditions?

Arakawa and Gins approach these key issues by working across a range of material sites.
As a survey will show, there is a high degree of continuity in their works, which make
pointed transitions as they move from discursive sequences to built works. Leading up to
their collaborative works, it is important to consider Arakawa’s exhibition record as
publications that trace the evolution of his contribution to the collaboration, so a review of
each of their individual works will precede a discussion of collaborative publications.
Focusing on the separate paths each has taken prior to the collaboration will contextualise
their decision to abandon individual practices for the communal devising. This, in turn,
will underpin discussion of how their collaborative writing interacts with the other material
sites of their project.
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The body of writing about their projects, and the specialised encounters it represents,
provides evidence as to the strong impression Arakawa and Gins’ work has upon
contemporary ideas and research, and accounts for their mixed reception, as outlined
previously in Section 1.1. Many authors focus on the issue of immortality and reversible
destiny, as it is often the first thing to grab attention or be associated with their endeavour.
However, it is the articulation of the slow and rigorous development of their practice –
direct and indirect – towards fully embodied, situated and distributed cognition, revealed
by the writings on their work that will prove most instructive.

Their ‘published’ work began in separate quadrants of the arts: Arakawa as a painter and
Madeline Gins as a poet. Arakawa had been exhibiting in Japan, primarily Tokyo, since
1958, but his first group show in the USA, Boxing Match, was held at the Gordon Gallery,
New York in 1963. His first solo exhibition was Arakawa Diagrams in 1964 at the Dwan
Gallery in Los Angeles (Govan 1997: 317-23). This date corresponds with his first
exhibitions in Germany, and Belgium. His exhibition record is extensive with solo and
group shows in Europe, the USA and Japan until 1971, when the collaborative work with
Madeline Gins, The Mechanism of Meaning, was exhibited in Frankfurter Kunstverein, and
travelled to Hamburg, Berlin, Bern and Munich. This is the first exhibition of the Arakawa
and Gins collaboration and signalled the beginning of the end of their individual outcomes.
Although Arakawa still exhibited prints and paintings until the mid-1980s, the new works
move towards installation and the collaborative works. From 1983-1987 there are only a
few exhibitions of new paintings and there was a clear trend toward exhibiting older
works. The exhibitions during these five years reflected the move towards
multidimensional texture, or what Arakawa and Gins would collaboratively decide is
architecture. Atmospheric Resemblances (The Life of Blank) (1983), The Mistakes of Blank
(Forming Blank) (1985), Paintings to Read (1986), The Fiction of Place (1987) (all at
Ronald Feldman Fine Arts in New York except 1986 at the Contemporary Art Gallery in
Tokyo) are works that contribute to the collaborative thinking published in 1987 as To Not
to Die. In fact, the titles of the exhibitions are the major themes in their first book and
indicate the new direction: both collaborative and communal.

Two back-to-back exhibitions at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts in 1990 marked the final
turning point. Building Sensoriums 1973-90, held in September-October, consisted of
collaborative plans of architectural projects; and Paintings for Closed Eyes held in
October-November represented a deliberate move to the next step of their project. From
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diagram to model, the works of Painting for Closed Eyes included ramps with climbing
ropes in front of each large painting (Feldman Fine Art 2004). The reference to Helen
Keller and the book Gins was writing during this time, Helen Keller or Arakawa (1994),
becomes evident only in retrospect. What was clear was Arakawa’s disinterest in the way
painting was allowed to operate as conduit to the reservoir of possibility. So, already in the
late 1980s, spatial projects and architectural surrounds dominated the exhibition titles,
books and catalogue discourse. Exceptions to this were several exhibitions of prints,
organised by galleries despite the fact that Arakawa was no longer making paintings, prints
or actively exhibiting his own work. Definitively from here on (1987-89), but certainly in
the direction over the decade, work was concentrated on output that reflected the
collaboration. An important exception was Arakawa’s prints for Edgar Allan Poe’s work
Eureka (1991), which sits as a moment of self-reflection and recursion in the collaborative
enterprise and resembling the two dimensional work in Paintings for Closed Eyes. (Eureka
is discussed at length in Section 2.4 Constructing.)

A similar trajectory can be observed by tracking Madeline Gins’ books. Her first book of
poetry, Word Rain or a Discursive Introduction to the Intimate Philosophical
Investigations of G,R,E,T,A G,A,R,B,O, It Says (1969), is a hand-bound, photocopied book
that demonstrates her interest in the real or actual space of the page and the ways in which
diagrammatic strategies impact upon the reader’s domains of knowledge and experience.
Word Rain is literally that, and demonstrates how we organise and interact with such geopsycho-physical weather. The image of a hand holding the book is photocopied on to one
page, text is crossed out and underlined areas imply excluded or unrecovered text similar
to the untranslatable, missing variant and supplied translations of Armand Schwerner’s
fictitious scholar. Gins’ Word Rain was concurrent with Schwerner’s book, The Tablets
(1968), which is the translation of a fictive text of a non-existent civilisation and a
projective archaeology of meaning. The difference is that Gins does not distance us from
the cognitive and sensual operations through a faux scholarly stance as we rally to deal
with the ongoing excavation and recreation of life and thought through language. Nor does
she head down the road of codification and decoding, preferring instead the way voice and
enunciation interplay with syntactic and grammatical formalities. In Word Rain, there are
no direct links to the existing Arakawa and Gins collaboration; it focuses on sensation and
perception and the paradoxes that words create for spatial beings and the tendency towards
diagram set up a foreseeable reciprocity and mutual engagement. As Dagmar Buchwald
acutely observes of Word Rain, there is a liquefaction that occurs through a series of
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negations that are purely linguistic (Buchwald 2003: 255). The strong affinity that both
Gins and Arakawa have for the atmospheric is already evident here in Gins’ micro-fluidity
of dirt, scent, dust and the infiltrating power of all forms of water that triumph over identity
and boundary distinctions between agent and environment.

Her next book, What the President will Say and Do!! was published in 1984, even though
it was written much earlier, directly following on from Word Rain. This work is packed
with predictive intersections of Gins and Arakawa’s common fascinations. For instance,
Gins is using the idea of the president as a person, if ever there was one, who needs to be
fully actualised, fully attuned to the physical, intellectual, historical and social
environment. The president would represent a type of person who is not only a leader who
leads by example, who knows how to understand the difference between listening to what
one says and what one means, but a super-additive and expanded self – a self of many
selves tied into an elaborate configuration that includes the electorate. This can be seen as
the yet unnamed architectural body, which appears here as a would-be scenario that has
historically continued to miss its opportunity. In contrast, there is a section in the book
titled ‘Brief Autobiography of a Non-Existent’ (1984: 113-16). In addition to the Gertrude
Stein reference, the ‘autobiographical’ locates the source of the exercise in the Buddhist
tradition, where each morning the student monk recites all that is not his or her self. It is a
way of understanding how the connections of desires, observations and actions are
configured. This indicates a strong intersection with Eastern practices and the intersection
for working on the blank with Arakawa. Other sections of the book also demonstrate the
strong potential for future collaboration. The section ‘When judging’ has subsection IX,
‘Procedural’, which points to inklings of self-reflexive bodily actions that are explored in
‘Fake walking. Steer marrow’ (1984: 70). In the sections titled ‘Motion’, ‘Feeling’ and
‘Position, Motion and Feeling’ (1984: 117-18), Gins also explores the connection between
thinking, feeling and sensing, and their movable boundaries, that more directly occupies
her later writing.

Intend (1978) was published before, but written after, What the President will Say and
Do!! Again, this book is thoroughly immersed in the poetic production of sense and the
sensation of words. It sets up the connection between purposeful action and tentativeness
that infuses the approach to observation and learning that leads to an architectural body.
Philosopher Hideo Kawamoto outlines the conditions for autopoiesis that pertain to the
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processes of Arakawa and Gins. I will appropriate Kawamoto’s second condition as if it
were a direct description of the connection between Word Rain and Intend:

The elements of a system are produced in a generative process. The
generative process and the elements do not exist in a mutual causal
relation but in different dimensions. The peculiar relation of different
dimensions is termed ‘production’. This situation is evident for example
when fog becomes drops of water. (Kawamoto 2003: 92)
Intend consists of two sentences per page which prefigures the aphoristic presentation in
To Not to Die. Kawamoto’s description connects different modes of sensing as they are
explored and developed in different modes of action (enacted or practised). To think of the
writing as a dimension ‘produced’ (in the autopoietic sense) from built tactical surrounds
and precipitating from their interaction, repositions theoretical texts as ways of ‘forming a
topological space through my [one’s] own movement’ (2003: 91). Arakawa and Gins’
project aims to articulate the organism-person-surround to the point where the cumulative
interaction forms a seemingly atmospheric ‘shape of awareness’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002:
86) that permeates the interconnected sites. The configuration of these sites, consisting of
entirely different elements and conditions, provides a strong predisposition that forms the
basis of their collaboration and mutual interest.22

In 1994, after seven years of writing, Gins’ Helen Keller or Arakawa was published. It is a
significant work on many levels. It addresses the transdisciplinary nature of their
collaborative project, and it demonstrates how writing as a fictive, speculative and
analytical tool may distribute embodied cognition. The book folds in on the collaborative
process, cataloguing the works of Arakawa in the margins as common points, which she
continues to develop in the body of the text. This book also retains the material and sensual
orientation that Gins has towards the physicality of books and the bodily impact that books
can bring to an information environment. In tandem with Arakawa’s prints for Eureka, it
shows the process of discovery and the necessity for research processes to happen in
materially situated sites. Books can be made to demonstrate the fluidity and mobility of
situatedness without disconnecting materiality from body-knowledge domains. (Helen
Keller or Arakawa is discussed at length in 2.4 Constructing.)
22

Madeline Gins has also interviewed Arakawa for articles published in Flash Art (1987) and El Paesanete
(1988), and written short essays on Arakawa in Derriere la Miroir (1977), Drawing (1985) and Flash Art
(1986). These reflect their collaboration and the desire to promote awareness of the issues and scope of their
work. There is an immediacy and directness to this approach, where Gins uses her skills as writer to produce
clear incisive texts.
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Though it is easy to separate Arakawa’s exhibitions and Gins’ books, it becomes clear how
individual output became increasingly directed at collaborative aims and goals. The first
large-scale project on which they collaborated was The Mechanism of Meaning from 1963
to 1973. There were three editions of the book that accompanied the production and
exhibition of the 82 body-sized painting-panels. The first exhibition and edition of the
publication, Mechanismus der Bedeutung, was in Munich (1971), the second edition was
published in New York, France and Nagoya, Japan (1979) and the third edition published
in New York and Tokyo (1988). Although the texts of Arakawa and Gins appear via
documentation of the panels, the publication sits exactly between being a book and a
document. This project represents a working through of the similarities and differences
between painting and poetry, both as modes of expression and as personal orientations.
The panels are organised into sixteen sections and present the intersection (of modes) at the
site of the body as a rigorous approach to perception. Implicit in this investigation of a
body confronting diagrammatic, optical, proprioceptive, cognitive, analytical and
paradoxical stimuli is that we recognise the generic (genre and disciplinary) orientation
that we utilise in understanding the world in even the most basic interactions. While the
work does not ask us to abandon our narrowly constructed affiliations with any system of
meaning production, we are asked to consider, through our disorientation and conflicted
responses, how we are the mechanism of meaning: literally how our bones, flesh and
nerves constitute the way we engage and how we come to know with what we are
engaging. (These issues, and the transition from reading space to embodied information
environments, are dealt with in Chapter 2.)

Near to the end of the work on The Mechanism, in 1971, Arakawa and Gins produced a
film, For Example (A Critique of Never), and in 1974 they produced a book of the same
name. The book consists of stills from the film along with text in English and Italian, and
notations of the music score. The first page states that it is a melodrama derived from The
Mechanism of Meaning. In this earlier version of The Mechanism, three sections differ
from later versions published in the Guggenheim catalogue (Govan 1997). The first two
sections omitted later are: 1. Presentation of bases for selection (irony, ambiguity, paradox,
concrete abstraction, humour, hypnotic illustrations, etc.); 2. List of operating rules
(including analysis of symbols employed) (1974: 5). The first title of these omitted sections
explains an orientation that runs throughout their investigations as strategies to increase the
time between unconscious production of actions and conscious experience of actions. The
other omitted title pertains to the list of operating rules taken out of The Mechanism that
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appear again in their most recent book, Architectural Body, as ‘A Crisis Ethicist’s
Directions for Use’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 97-100). This is a clear indication of the time
they spend working through and presenting ideas. In For Example they film a boy, whose
extreme street-life enables him to reconfigure himself, Alice-in-Wonderland-like,
according to the circumstances. Crucial scenes for later development of the architectural
body are the playground, where ‘spinning’ both disorientates, and allows for, recognition
of habitually ignored relationships: ‘Spinning is essential. All qualms are homogenised.’
And later on the same page:

Viewed another way, it allows for slips,
misfirings.
Covers the ground efficiently.
Reactivates.
Lying down.
Study transition.
Shifts direction, scale, intensity of spin.
Compares. (1974: 54)
These observations deal with the difficult matter of the boy living in squalid and deprived
conditions, but living more fully, more exactly and with more potential for transformation
than warm, comfortable, adjusted human subjects. In a section titled ‘Scrapes’, Arakawa
and Gins indicate the future of their own program, the matter of ‘tentativeness’, and subtly,
the far-reaching implications of what they want to ‘reactivate’:

Perception would have to be exhorted to perform
along new lines.
At worst there would be nothing left to kill.
At best there would be nothing left to kill.
But the difference was enormous. (1974: 82)
Here, the political has fallen into the microevents of perception and the reconfiguration of
boundaries between organism person and surround, but already in 1971 they had roughed
out the vastness of what an architectural body would need to address.

The production of The Mechanism of Meaning, and the excitement and difficulty its
reception produced, prompted Arakawa and Gins to construct a text separate to the objectoriented, enactive learning panels of The Mechanism and to directly theorise the subject
and elements of their project. To Not to Die (1987) was, then, their first attempt to set up a
discourse parallel to their material enactments. The book was published as a limited edition
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with numbers 1-100 signed by the artists. It is on good-quality paper, and the French
translation sits on the right-hand page across from the aphoristic, poem-shaped
propositions in English. In To Not to Die, they try to build a discourse inseparable from
sensation, and especially from the sensation of the ‘blank’ and the ‘forming of blank’. The
blank is the reservoir of possibility. It aligns with eastern notions of sunyata, which
translates misleadingly as emptiness or nothingness (see Nishitani 1983 and Bryson 1988).
Arakawa and Gins consider the blank to be a proto-sense (1987: 44-64) formed by the
coordination of sensing and the specific capacity of cleaving. Of the 58 texts (directly
across from their French translations on 117 pages) the first third deal solely with the
notion of ‘blank’ and its disentanglement from a ‘fiction of place’ (1987: 1-31). The rest of
the texts address the complexity of forming blank, which emerges as a result of
reassembling what is left after the blank is seen to be such a large part of our existence.
Unable to rid ourselves of the fiction of place, since it constitutes the system of our
inhabitable world, the forming of blank constitutes a recursive task. Near the end of the
book they describe a possibility: ‘The texture of distance, space, constructs itself out of the
disparities which arise within the fiction of place as it and blank are engendering each
other’ (1987: 114). And on the last page they give themselves an imperative to build that
possibility: ‘Forming spacetime: of the same thickness as agreeing, as thick as out of room
within a spark, the mote which sees itself*’. The asterisk corresponds to a note at the
bottom of the page, which reads ‘To build this’ (1987: 116). In the course of their work,
the reservoir of possibility from which spacetime emerges (evoked in To Not to Die)
transforms into an investigation of ‘landing sites’, a more precise way to think about
forming blank as cleaving. ‘Cleaving’ is the key activity that threads through Helen Keller
or Arakawa (1994), and Architecture: Sites of Reversible Destiny (1994) to Reversible
Destiny: We Have Decided Not to Die (1997) and their latest text, Architectural Body
(2002).

Invented by Arakawa and Gins, landing sites is a practice of perception that both produces
awareness and maps recognition of how our attention operates. An articulation of landing
sites first appears in Architecture: Sites of Reversible Destiny: Architectural Experiments
after Auschwitz-Hiroshima (1994). In this they publish a notebook on landing sites that
analyses the perception of a room. They then construct that perception out of a series of
built labyrinths that ‘guide perceptions back to themselves or out beyond themselves’
(1994: 34). The labyrinths are heuristic devices to make visible the patterns of our habitual
ways of perceiving. Landing sites at this stage (1994) emerge from observations a person
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makes while righting him/herself after being thrown off balance. They utilise the
composition of the environment to accentuate the imbalance taking place in the embodied
equilibrium, which relies heavily on established and consistent conceptual measures. Once
the body is destabilised, its reactions and actions reveal the nature of the relation of
organism to surround (1994: 18). The labyrinths later give way to the Ubiquitous Site
House, and a tactically posed surround in which to observe the co-construction of landing
site configurations. The guide bars of the labyrinths, which accentuate the limitation of
perception, like training wheels are no longer necessary.

Their recent book, Architectural Body (2002), is the most complete and explicit proposal
and explanation of their reversible destiny project to date. It outlines their theory of
indirectness, and the processes, architectural procedures which produce the purposeful
coordination of action (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xiii, 8, 59, 63); and the key notion of
tentativeness (2002: 29, 40, 47-51, 69, 70, 84). In the course of proposing the best way to
produce ‘sited awareness’ and landing sites, Arakawa and Gins transform function into
procedure (2002: 58); research into practice; and built-environments into architectural
hypotheses, in order for a person to re-invent themselves.

The implications of these shifts, and the further directions they invite me to develop, are
the subject of this thesis as well as the difference between their project and any other
contemporary art or research project. Gins and Arakawa suggest that:

Organisms that person need to construct their hypotheses and enter them,
surrounding themselves with ordered presentation of the suppositions.
Our claim: architecture can help a person figure herself out. (2002: 44)
The book presents the articulation of an embodied philosophy, a theory of practice and a
methodology. Direct declarations are intermixed with reflexive and heuristic observations
that comprise their ecology of knowledge. Keenly aware of the complexity of the task they
have set for themselves, they note: ‘Although we are utterly dependent on the force of
logic prior to constructing the surrounds that will test our hypothesis, we will say no to
logic and resist making incisions and separating the probably inseparable’ (2002: 4). One
of the purposes of the book is to set out the basis, elements and processes of their
procedural architecture, and its relation to the steps an ‘organism that persons’ may take on
the path to the ‘architectural body’ (2002: 2).
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They are currently working on a new book, Making Dying Illegal (still unpublished as of
December 2005), which takes as its starting point the ‘Directions for Use’ and ‘Vital
Contextualising Information’ published in INTERFACES: Architecture Against Death
(2003). The book will focus on the communal devising of procedures and attempt to
address the intersubjective aspects of landing site configurations, which arise from the
crisis ethics put forth in the Architectural Body. They pick up on the notion of historical
repression at the end of ‘Vital Contextualising Information’: ‘All human inventions – art,
science, technology, philosophy – surface with great promise but lock us always only into
infinitesimally little hopes that by all rights should be registered as despair’ (2003b: 27).
This observation re-focuses the trajectory of their project and the necessity to unpack and
re-enter the notion of architectural procedure. The proposed structure of the book will
allow them to address the notion of the Law in an advanced society and brings the
challenge that crisis ethics posed to those acquiescing to morality into the realm of civil
ethics and legislation. They provide a ‘Declaration of Right for Persons and Their
Architectural Bodies’, which outlines and connects legal, ethical and bodily conditions to
freedom. They also introduce ‘Elementary Biotopology’ which has grown out of their
interaction with biophysicists, Carey Rudifolkine and Jean Zinovieff and include new
architectural procedures have come about from re-entering The Mechanism of Meaning
and the process of feedback and collaboration with researchers and practitioners
worldwide.

The literature written on Arakawa and Gins is not extensive. Because they do not comply
with an established discipline that can lay claim to the rules of a field of knowledge that
they explore, or the process by which they produce a field of knowing, most of the authors
conduct a contextualising exercise, spending much of their time establishing a point of
entry and/or examining cognate issues. That is, the scholars think through the implications
of Arakawa and Gins’ work for their own areas of interest, and such fragmentary forays
tend not to result in explication regarding their wider undertaking. Many treatments (across
three decades) occupy only one or two pages. Nevertheless, a strong sense of the scope of
Arakawa and Gins’ project is produced by the high-profile researchers and theorists they
attract, which testifies both to the level at which they pitch their project and to the
seriousness of the attention it engenders.23 Numerous short reviews are available only in

23

Lawrence Alloway (1969), Andrew Benjamin (1994), Jerry Bowles (1971), John Byrum (1986), Nicolas
Calas (1971, 1980), Italo Calvino (1985), Arthur Danto (1979, 1985, 1990, 1997), Mary Caws (1995, 1996),
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French, Italian, German or Japanese. For the most part these are associated with the
opening of exhibitions, or publication releases, and thus focused on specific works and/or
concepts.

As noted above, the literature on Arakawa and Gins, whether brief or extended, shares a
common approach. Most of the authors address the problem of context or conversely how
the reversible destiny project provides an important contribution to issues that span
research in the arts and sciences, evidenced by the works selected to correlate with specific
concepts in the history of philosophy. Brevity of engagement, of course, does not preclude
intensity or insight. There are three texts – extremely short, very short and short – which do
operate in instructive and connective ways both intramural and extramural to their own
discourses.

Hans-Georg Gadamer wrote half a page in the catalogue for Arakawa and Gins’ exhibition
at the DAAD centre in Berlin (1990). Despite his stature in philosophy of art and his
corpus of work on the hermeneutic interpretation of art, Gadamer makes no effort to
analyse the work only respond to it. His comments are poetic, interacting with the blurring
of intersubjective positions that emerges from the transformation of space in a ‘strangeenticing game’. He expresses astonishment, and observes that Arakawa’s work ‘prods him
to remember verses of Paul Celan: “There are still songs to sing beyond the human”’
(Gadamer 1990). What is striking about Gadamer’s text is that he responds by displaying
the experience and not the meaning of coordinating activity that Arakawa’s work invites.

Italo Calvino’s article for Artforum, ‘The Arrow in the Mind’ (1985) is a two-page text that
deals with Arakawa’s paintings from 1979-81 and 1984-85. These works are diagrammatic
and infused with arrows that designate problems and paradoxes of body, vision and
spacetime, as well as problems of reference that a viewer experiences when standing in
front of the paintings. Calvino makes a self-conscious recognition of the intersubjective
entreaty offered by the paintings, The Gazing Other (1984-85), Odalisque or Blank
Measure (1984-85) and Topological Bathing or Blank Lines (1979-81). These titles beg the
question of the difference or inseparability of reading and bodily engagement, and invite
experiences of what this thesis refers to as embodied cognition. Calvino observes himself
thinking:

Ed Keller (1996), Robert Creeley (1980), Frank Peter (1975), Kay Itoi (1994), Donald Kuspit (1987), Carter
Ratcliff (1985) and Nicholas Piombino (1995).
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I am not saying that Arakawa’s pictures are “like” a mind, in the sense
that first a mind exists then a picture is painted that represents it, as a
landscape represents a place. Instead, after studying one of Arakawa’s
paintings it is I who begins to feel that my mind is “like” the picture. Not
only that, but I no longer remember what other image I might have
ascribed to my mind before. (1985: 115)
He opens up the idea of what an arrow indicates in terms of origin, movement and
destination, musing that ‘maybe the arrows do not move but show a direction that would
happen to be taken by any thing that happened to pass by – including the arrows
themselves, if they didn’t have to stay still to indicate their own movement’ (1985: 115).
This helps to apprehend the multiple levels or scales of action which Arakawa and Gins
consistently try to evoke. Clearly engaging from a writer’s and reader’s point of view,
Calvino understands the different levels on which the arrows operate and across which
they connect through the body. In the paintings, these are independent of the space at the
disposal of either the arrows or of the ‘mind’ engaging with them:

Arakawa’s paintings are words … compact words that are there like
things. Words that avail themselves of their authority as bearers of
meaning, or of an authority that imposes itself quite independently of any
meaning whatsoever. (1985: 115)
Calvino uses outmoded terms of authority, indulging his love of words, but nevertheless
describes the condition of blank to which the arrows point. He notes the independence and
interdependence of the different registers of reality in Arakawa’s diagrammatic paintings.
He observes that ‘a line will separate two similar but independent universes’ (1985: 115).
In the last paragraph, Calvino turns a writer’s sensibility inside out. He makes the body a
filter for the romanticism of his question ‘is the blank also a colour?’ by developing a
phenomenological observation: ‘The mind has a colour that we never see because some
other colour always passes through our minds and superimposes itself on our gaze’ (1985:
116). In this comment, Calvino acutely identifies the key issue: the relationship of
autonomous agents of action and the co-constructing reciprocal interaction of agents in the
world. He ends the article with the often quoted and provocative statement, ‘the mind can
have no other colour but that of Arakawa’s paintings’ (1985: 116). The project of Arakawa
and Gins is the process of dismantling the superimposed colour they call despair, and
perceiving the tonality that co-originates in the intersubjective sites of organismenvironment, not in the problem of other minds.
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In ‘Reserves of Spatial Events’ (1993), Jean-François Lyotard immediately points to the
notion of otherness as a key issue in art and as an operation that Arakawa and Gins’ work
addresses. Lyotard notes that:

It is a thing that is always our own in the other, that is only at home in the
other. You welcome the other such that he is at home in you. But in his
own home, no one knows him, not even himself. (Lyotard 1993: 52)
Here, the idea that at home we are both a singular, and communally devised, is always
associated with the experience of such identifications. Lyotard views the circuitous route to
the other and indirect route to oneself in Arakawa and Gins as having relation to Duchamp,
and in this he is one of the only commentators on Arakawa and Gins to discuss together
specific works of Duchamp and Arakawa and Gins. He does not mention the direct
personal connection between Duchamp and Arakawa, allowing the work to indicate
commonality. The enigmatic (or indirect) positioning of the work in relation to a viewer,
and the extra-visual sensitivity that the works demand, lead Lyotard to comment that
‘painting immobilises the body, reminds it of the threat exercised on it by brute sensation,
which it eludes by constructing its sphere of actions and perceptions’ (1993: 52). He
echoes Calvino’s insights with a similar discussion of colour, which highlights our
capacity to transform affections into perceptions. In his sustained comparison of
Duchamp’s Etant Donnes and Large Glass with Arakawa and Gins’ Bridge, Tentative
Constructed Plans, the Sites, Envelope Hall and passages from To Not to Die, Lyotard
comes up against the crucial difference. In Etant Donnes one cannot enter and is held by
the view provided. Similarly, in Large Glass the two sections inhabit different dimensions,
in the top part the conventional perspective of three dimensions, in the lower part an ndimensional form. ‘The men thus remain bachelors. The door of Etant Donnes condemns
them in turn to voyeurism’ (1993: 54). In contrast he observes that: ‘In the Arakawa and
Gins installation, the elsewhere is here; the cleavage is imminent; the door is open, we pass
through it, it is the Museum of Modern art in Tokyo’ (1993: 54).

Lyotard provides a number of key insights into the work of Arakawa and Gins, from his
understanding of the moulting that objects undergo through cleaving (1993: 54); to the
elusive temporality of perception (1993: 54); to the reserve of energy that art conceals in
the guise of a sensory object (1993: 57); to the differend Arakawa and Gins explore
between complexity and entropy (1993: 57); to the lack of pathos when moving from the
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appearance of perception to encounter the enigma of apparition (1993: 57). These are
important contributions to understanding Arakawa and Gins’ project and approach.
However, while Lyotard is perhaps one of the most insightful writers on Arakawa and
Gins, he is at the same time the best example of where the engagement falters, or stops.
Lyotard is more comfortable at the door of Etant Donnes, at a critical distance that is still
within the domain of language, analysis and the universe of phrase regimes. He sees and
understands what n-dimensional space means through his thoughts on the internalised
sublime in his essay ‘After the Sublime, the State of Aesthetics’ (Lyotard 1991: 135-44).
He sees, from the door of language, the impact of language on situated bodies and the
production of the world as a set of sites. His books, especially The Différend (1988), The
Inhuman (1994) and Discours/figure (1971) are significant to the line of inquiry in which
this thesis participates. But Lyotard falls back into questions of real versus mental,
imagination versus sensibility, and whether landing sites actually exist (1993: 55). He also
falls back onto reading for symptoms of melancholy endemic in the theory presented in
The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1988). Arakawa and Gins call this
despair, not melancholy, and find it to be the historical source of our current problems of
disembodiment. Melancholy is more insidious because of the soothing and habit-forming
sensation it delivers. Lyotard talks about the way the Arakawa and Gins’ strange use of
space affects a visitor but his discussion leads us to find a viewer that constructs him or
herself by interiorising the historical. The melancholy that appears as the emotional tone of
the postmodern condition manifests itself because of the way incommensurability is
internalised, that is to say, subsumed under an identity, held and expressed in language.
However, it is the incommensurability of the discourse, the experience of being via the
rules of experience, by which discourse operates, that becomes a critical moment in
embodiment studies.

As conventionally understood, language operates to determine experience, organising
understanding of embodied configurations through its rules, forms and systems. The
critical moment involves whether we can conceive of a configuration that permits the
perception of environmental information and embodied cognition that is not organised
solely through the formal systems of language. In relation to this, many scholars,
researchers and practitioners remain at a distance from the work of Arakawa and Gins.
Throughout this thesis, that distance is interpreted as a habitual, and therefore,
reconfigurable orientation to perception, action and an experience that Arakawa and Gins
rigorously critique. The architectural body can only be appropriately studied and developed
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by coming to terms with the issue of the configuration of language within a scholar’s own
modes of embodied engagement. Among the best essays written on Arakawa and Gins,
such as Jean-Jacques Lecercle’s ‘The Tense of Architecture’ (2003), this critical point can
become an obstacle. Robert Verbrugge, however, does have an interest in opening
language, through its indexical aspects, to the extralinguistic. (This will be explored and
developed into proposals for the practice of embodied cognition in Section 2.3
Coordinating.)

Lyotard relies on the heterogeneity of ways of being to deal with the language/experience
problematic and its impact on the configuration of one’s own embodiment. He notes that
‘articulated language and its logic of meaning engenders the melancholy of its separation
from things and the illusion of a meaning that is always eluding it’ (1993: 54). Lyotard
connects the ‘engendered melancholy’ and the illusion, both meaning and its evasion, to
Arakawa and Gins’ notion of cleaving. But he associates cleaving (to separate and to join)
with the awareness of the embodied operation defined by discursive values (of certainty)
rather than by values of dynamic processes. Lyotard’s manoeuvre is, then, quite opposite to
the experience, embodied reading and usefulness of incommensurability that Arakawa and
Gins cultivate in the notion of an architectural body. That is, Lyotard cannot make the
move with Arakawa and Gins to understand the differend as a lived experience and
experiment with the operation of the differend(s) in the production of direct and
paradoxical effects. This would be to address the actuality, actual affects and effects of
representation in the body and require that language be considered a physiological action.
The differend(s) that arise between bodily systems and interactions of organism with
environment are linguistic accounts – and further, Lyotard cannot see how a person might
move between incommensurable regimes in the way that Arakawa and Gins have devised a
practice of inventing architectural procedures to move between modes of sensing and
scales of action. Unfortunately, Lyotard observes best at a distance and does not implicate
bodies, or his body, in the spheres of influence of other practices, outside and alongside
language.

The limits of art that Lyotard observes are precisely why Arakawa and Gins abandoned
painting and poetry. In regard to art’s simultaneous precision and inaccuracy, Lyotard
remarks: ‘art is language phlegmatically experiencing the symptoms of its own separation’
(1993: 55). Arakawa and Gins are not willing to separate their precision and inaccuracy,
not even in the safety net of art. Nor are they willing to call their enterprise anything but
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architecture because it must be placed alongside whatever else is being called
‘A’rchitecture. Their work takes place in the site where living happens, and is judged by
the multidisciplinary and untidy measures still not up to the task. It therefore invites
attention from artists, researchers, scientists and architects attracted to this more complex
research problem (even though the absence of an agreed standard of measure can present
as a disciplinary disadvantage in relation to Architecture).

Three publications comprise the most recent, extended and sustained engagements with
Arakawa and Gins’ work. A special issue of Gendai Shiso/Revue de la pensée
d’aujourd’hui (1996) published in Japan;24 the Guggenheim exhibition catalogue
Reversible Destiny: Arakawa and Gins (1997); and the two-volume issue of INTERFACES
journal (2003). In addition to these three sources, approximately 180 articles and essays
have been written on Arakawa and Gins to date, of which only twelve essays are more than
six pages in length and might constitute a thorough engagement.25

The essays in Reversible Destiny – Arakawa and Gins – We Have Decided Not to Die
(1997) was compiled by Michael Govan and consists of nine essays by linguists, art
theorists and philosophers, a letter from Jean-François Lyotard, as well as illustrations of
all Arakawa and Gins’ projects to that date and significant tracts of writing by Arakawa
and Gins that later became the texts for Architectural Body (Gins and Arakawa 2002).

The aim of the Guggenheim catalogue essays is the issue of contextualisation that is
achieved by the diversity of perspectives. Charles Haxthausen (Govan 1997: 15-37)
provides an introduction which chronologically and conceptually maps 35 years of
Arakawa and Gins’ work. The other contextual maps provided in the Guggenheim
catalogue are pertinent to issues addressed in this thesis. Mark Taylor’s discussion of the
blank in ‘Saving Not’ (in Govan 1997: 124-39) situates Arakawa and Gins in relation to
the negative in philosophy and phenomenology of perception. Taylor observes that
‘Arakawa and Gins radicalise Hegel’s revision of Kant’s architecture of the “I” by
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Mark Taylor’s and Bernhard Waldenfel’s essays from Gendai Shiso/Revue de la pensée d’aujourd’hui
(1996) have been reprinted in Reversible Destiny – Arakawa and Gins – We Have Decided Not to Die (1997).
25
Charles Bernstein (1986), Nicolas Calas (1985), Masato Goda (1996), Dieter Honisch (1967), Carol Plyley
James (1985), Jean-François Lyotard (1987), Johannes Knesl (1996), Junichi Kudo (1983, 1996), Tsutomu
Nagao (1996), Mark C. Taylor (1993) and Bernhard Waldenfels (1996). Five of these essays (Knesl, Kudo,
Nagao, Taylor and Waldenfels) are collected in the Gendai Shiso publication and have not been translated
into English. Taylor and Waldenfels are reprinted in the Guggenheim catalogue along with the
aforementioned Knesl interview with four architects (Govan 1997: 215-21).
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attempting to reverse the destiny of the perceiving subject’ (1997: 131). F. L. Rush maps
out the conceptual and ethical framework of their project, concentrating on ties to Fodor,
Frege and Quine, as well as Wittgenstein and Derrida (in Govan 1997: 42-53). His
discussion revolves around approaches to cognitive transformation. Through Quine he sets
out the tenets for research which Arakawa and Gins meet through an ‘embodied
positivism’ rather than logical positivism: context is crucial, all hypotheses are subject to
revision, available evidence is inadequate, and there can be no pre-given mapping of terms
in one language to those in another. In looking for the constitution of meaning in Arakawa
and Gins’ The Mechanism of Meaning, Rush returns to a notion that all critique is selfcritique, citing the expanded model of critique in the Kantian/Hegelian sense (1997: 45).
Lastly, George Lakoff’s essay ‘Testing the Limits of Brain Plasticity’ (in Govan 1997:
112-23), links the operations realised by The Mechanism of Meaning, Nagi’s Ubiquitous
Site House and the Critical Resemblance Houses to studies in cognitive science and
cognitive linguistics. He finds affinity between Arakawa and Gins’ art of disruption and
the reorganisation of mental image-schemas (1997: 118) encoded in the brain and
grounded in the body (1997: 120). He is intrigued but ultimately sees the disruption as an
aesthetic experience that has a moral force (1997: 120). Lakoff is sceptical about the ability
to change elementary image-schema concepts that persist beyond the death and disruption
of neurons (1997: 121). Arakawa and Gins’ project would seem to work against the way
Lakoff conceptualises embodiment, an issue Martin Rosenberg (2003) explores in his
INTERFACES journal essay. Lakoff, in self-deprecating fashion, finds himself in a Woody
Allen movie (1997: 122-23) instead of in a real-time improvisation of his own making.
Although a diversity of contexts is made available for the Guggenheim catalogue,
however, some of the analyses can prove disorientating or counter-productive.

The most recent set of texts on Arakawa and Gins was collected for a double issue of
INTERFACES journal (2003).26 More focused in its organisation than the Reversible
Destiny exhibition catalogue (1997), it delivers sustained interrogations of Arakawa and
Gins’ text, Architectural Body, through 28 essays, including my own which provided the
basis of Section 2.3 Coordinating.

The same characteristic approach of contextualising Arakawa and Gins’ work also exists in
the INTERFACES: Architecture Against Death double issue, but to a lesser degree. To
26

Published jointly by College of Holy Cross and Paris University 7 - Denis Diderot. The journal bears the
publication date of 2003 but due to a printing strike in France was not finally published until early 2004.
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some extent the issue of language, which Lyotard’s engagement with Arakawa and Gins
highlights, becomes a reflexive aspect of many essays as the authors work through
descriptions, comparisons and analyses. For example, Jean-Jacques Lecercle’s essay ‘The
Tense of Architecture’ (2003: 41-50) suggests that a shift should occur from a language of
grammar to a language of enunciation. He outlines the four linguistic concepts of the body
(2003: 46-47) which Arakawa and Gins’ work helps to dismantle by making the
architectural body a ‘constitutive factor of its own existence’ (2003: 47). Steve McCaffery
(2003: 113-144) makes a more aggressive stand against language. In his conclusion
McCaffery cites the Situationist International, which describe the human as dying twice,
‘ultimately into non-existence but first into language’ (2003: 139) where the ‘child
emerges from an infant corpse’ at ‘the limit of the debt of life to living toward language’
(2003: 139). McCaffery suggests that Arakawa and Gins’ architecture should sustain the
state of infancy that does not allow itself to be written.

The INTERFACES double issue heightens our awareness of the many entry points and
scholarly connections explored, exemplifying the richness of the terrain that opens out
from Arakawa and Gins. The scope and complexity of their knowledge bases invite rigour.
The engagements operate more to define the field of the encounter rather than introduce
Arakawa and Gins to a wider and uninitiated audience. This field takes shape as a result of
addressing the issue of ‘otherness’, of both intra- and inter-subjectivity, afforded by
Arakawa and Gins’ boundary-problematising process (the ‘organism that persons’ and the
organism-person-surround). Ethics, immortality and poiesis are the issues that provide the
most common entry points into this discussion. Finally, an engagement more common
among scientists who write about their project is the relation of procedural architecture to
biological processes of self-organisation, particularly autopoiesis as defined by Maturana
and Varela (1981). In addition to Martin Rosenberg, who directly addresses this issue
(cited above), Shaughan Lavine and Hideo Kawamoto also work through the resemblances
between autopoiesis and reversible destiny through procedural architecture. What is
important to notice in the literature is the lack of engagement with the process, or what
constitutes the practice of the architectural body. The exception is Lavine’s essay in which
he identifies precisely this point:

My description so far has been wholly abstract. What does it mean in
practice? There is an implicit recommendation to philosophers:
Philosophers of mind, of consciousness, of perception, and of allied
studies for the most part only consider how consciousness, as a result of
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perception, is structured by the environment, omitting the other direction:
they omit the ways in which perception and consciousness are active,
transforming activities rather than inert states. (Lavine 2003: 352)
Although the last section of the double issue of INTERFACES, ‘Life on New Terms’,
implies a discussion of practice, the majority of authors confine their observations to
context and extrapolation of ideas. The most significant exception is Kawamoto’s essay,
‘The Mystery of Nagi’s Ryoanji’ (2003: 85-101), where he goes beyond the
correspondence of ideas and begins to carve out the way these ideas participate in the
actualisation process. Using autopoiesis as a model, Kawamoto discusses how an organism
acts in order to produce emergent topological spaces inherent in the combined operation of
cognition and movement. He observes the shortcomings of autopoiesis to be lack of
applicability to other fields, an under-refinement of the process and the lack of information
as to the conditions necessary. By contrast, the major shortcomings of autopoiesis
identified in this thesis, focus primarily on the representational model of biological
description and the dependence of the autonomy of the closed autopoietic system upon the
fictive assertion/operation that allows an organism to interact with internal descriptions as
if they were descriptions of external events (Maturana and Varela 1981: 14). Kawamoto’s
notion of ‘double operation’ (2003: 87, 88) is related to autopoietic ‘structural coupling’,
whereas the double inclusion explored here in Sections 2.4 Constructing and 2.5 Repositioning are related to quality of movement initiated by irony, and Arakawa and Gins’
non-ironic irony.

The exploration of process in this thesis, the practice of embodied cognition, aims to fill in
the gap in the literature on Arakawa and Gins because practice represents an unaddressed
problematic, a blind side, for the research cultures and disciplinary communities concerned
with embodiment. The interarticulation of contemporary research on social construction of
subjectivity and biological principles of self-organisation indicates the poorly defined
terrain of the emerging field in which Arakawa and Gins’ project operates. The research
culture that is in the process of emerging will open the question of what is human and the
extent of person to problematise the presuppositions of every discourse. The next chapter
will engage this new terrain, firstly by addressing the tensions that arise from research
focused upon finding invariance and research aimed at finding difference, and the ways in
which their effects exceed and precede their causes. These research approaches represent
positions held by sciences and the arts and may be described as the search for effect and
the search for affect, respectively. The hypothesis of this thesis is that the field of
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knowledge may be reconstituted by refusing the categorical and conceptual pre-positioning
of embodied interactions by initiating an Æffective approach to observation, learning and
reconfiguration (discussed in Section 2.1 Reading). Chapter 2 will explore a series of
operations that will reconfigure the elements, components and processes involved in the
understanding and development of Arakawa and Gins’ ideas, allowing their complex
interplay to become perceptible.

The problem of finding a transdisciplinary measure by which to evaluate their project
indicates the success of their efforts to reconfigure the subject of inquiry and address that
for which we must account before we account for a subject (subjectivity). To achieve this,
they must confront both observation and learning together – in other words, they must
articulate the practice of embodied cognition as they are studying its construction and
deployment, its implications and consequences. I have therefore decided not to focus on
Arakawa and Gins as artists or architects, and not to suggest that their primary contribution
is the reconstruction, re-evaluation or rethinking of the boundaries of art, architecture,
humanities or sciences, but to consider them as theorists/practitioners of the field of
knowing, newly conceived.

Arakawa and Gins make two key moves in positioning their project. The first is to value
the benefits for realising life over any decision to salvage the continuity of our conceptual,
philosophical and ethical programs. That is to say, to dispel the need to hold onto death as
the idea or invariant value that makes our reason for being function (for example the place
of death in Levinas’s ethics). Such is the logic of remedy and remediation, one that would
require an argument, for example, to retain illness because we have constructed such good
rehabilitation programs. The second move is to never lose sight (site) of the fact that we
must approach the questions of observation, learning and the transformation of subjectivity
from a pre-social perspective. Although we cannot undo the processes of socialisation we
have already undergone or unlearn the bodily rituals that would return us to infancy and
pre-linguistic conditions, we must account for this social position in the way we approach
and engage with the acquisition, study and subsequent construction of knowledge. The
Western researcher is always the doctor and never the patient. Western inquiry has not
been able to access or occupy a position that would avail us of a pre-social understanding
of the ‘organism that persons’ constantly moving between social body, communal devising
and singularity.
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Ultimately, for Arakawa and Gins, there can be no separation of the observer from the
research subject. The ‘organism that persons’ must be the beneficiary of the research he or
she conducts and of the constructions of knowledge attained, which requires an embodied
understanding of heuristics and the different scales of heuristics on which we are capable
of operating. To return to Lyotard, whose work so forcefully parallels in thought what
Arakawa and Gins’ work brings to embodied cognition, it is Lyotard’s discussion of
heuristics that aids the following discussions of the two-way traffic between observer and
observed, and the scales of action that facilitate positions from which to cleave to and reenter transformed relationships of the world.

Lyotard reminds us, in Lessons on the Analytic of the Sublime (1994), of Kant’s notion of
reflection, Überlegung, as ‘that state of mind in which we first set ourselves to discover the
subjective conditions under which we are able to arrive at concepts (Critique of Pure
Reason § 276: 309)’ (1994: 26). Lyotard notes that Kant is attempting to repatriate to
sensibility a certain use of concepts that Leibniz has relegated to understanding alone, and
points out that what is at stake is the domiciliation of the syntheses (1994: 26). In his
discussion of the distinct aspect of reflection that he calls heuristics, Lyotard suggests that
critical thinking has at its disposal a state in which synthesis is not yet assigned, whereby
sensation affects actual thought. This state of embodied awareness is ‘thought feeling itself
thinking and feeling itself thought’ (32). Whereas Lyotard aligns thinking with judging,
Arakawa and Gins align thinking with perceptual learning, thereby moving the discussion
to the practice of body-wide modes of feeling-thinking. Lyotard suggests that critical
thinking escapes the paradox of judging before knowing what judging is:

In this subjective presence of thought to itself there is the domiciling
gesture that sends the spontaneous syntheses (under the “headings”) to
their tutelary faculties thus limiting their use and establishing their
legitimacy. Such is the aspect of reflection that I have called heuristic.
(1994: 32)
While Lyotard considers critical thinking to be an aspect of reflection, Arakawa and Gins
consider reflection and critical thinking to be a historically limited mode of body-wide
perception. For them, the domiciling gesture can be practised otherwise, by allowing a
tentative (rather than synthesised) thought-feeling to enter the domain of other modes of
sensing for coordination (rather than to habituated faculties for legitimation). Feeling is
one form of perceptual learning that inaugurates other scales of heuristics that are usually
studied at the socialised level of person that operates in a linguistic universe of concepts.
62

The trajectory of this thesis will explore the overdetermination of our embodied activities
and enactments due to the failure of the concept which I discuss in Chapter 3. The
conditions that make this failure obvious are the subject of Chapter 2, where all activity is
considered in the body-wide context in which Arakawa and Gins revitalise reflection and
reason through the reconfiguration of both self-reflection and automatic physiological
function to establish a practice of embodied cognition.
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CHAPTER 2

2.0 The Tactics: From Æffect to Embodied Practice

Perception is imagination.
(Arakawa in conversation 22 July 2004)

Participation precedes recognition: being precedes
cognition.
(Massumi 2002: 230)

The sections of this chapter approach the study and enactment of embodied cognition
through different practical entry point into Arakawa and Gins’ reversible destiny project.
These become tactics that keep all the sites of an embodied configuration in close
proximity. My discussions will both engage and enact tactical positions by addressing the
‘site of person’ from physiological, psychological, theoretical, imaginary and pragmatic
modes of action. The sequence of the sections is structured as positions on a loop or
recursive circuit. Each position posits an orienting activity which feeds back into the
projection of a continuously changing whole. The feedback constitutes the quality of
movements generated within movement. I refer to them as positions in order to help
understand the postures, or dispositions of readiness, necessary for taking action and the
role of actions that construct sites within a configuration of sites. These embodied
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positions, and the thesis sections associated with them, are indicated by the use of present
participle verb forms: reading, scaling, coordinating, constructing, repositioning. These
continuous and concurrent engagements will establish what Arakawa and Gins call an
‘architectural body’ but what may also be described as the practice of person or the
practice of embodied cognition.

These active and activating positions reflect orientations toward perception and action,
plan and contingency, durability and flexibility which measure and articulate the
conditions of embodied cognition. I have adopted this sequence to foreground processes of
engagement and allow me to track two movements:
•

the cumulative impetus that shifts all activity to heuristics and all research towards
practice;

•

the different and singular configurations that each position offers regarding the
relationship and interaction between exo-centric and ego-centric points of view, or
the scientific objective observer and the phenomenological affective observer.

Both of these mobilities will underpin the following discussions aimed at carving out a
‘360 degree’ understanding of embodied cognition. This sequence of discussions also
reflects my own orientation as a practitioner, an orientation that begins with one’s own
experience of and ability to enact modes of perception, action and measure. The aim of this
chapter is to arrive at the beginning of embodied practice which must be approached
through consideration of bodies and lived experience.

Æffect is a term I have coined to suggest that linguistic and conceptual activities are
embodied actions and, more importantly, that they are concurrent with perceptual attempts
to specify environmental and phenomenological information. The term is a constant
reminder of the ongoing construction of the observer, specifically the conflicts which arise
when determining the difference between affects and effects both on personal and
disciplinary levels. Arakawa and Gins remind us that embodied activity is singular, and
though perhaps similar between persons, vitally different in the way cognition is organised,
coordinated and enacted. The relationship between conceptual analysis (effects), which
depends upon logic and reason, and perceptual learning (affects), which is tied to the realtime physiology of feedback, is the source of historical conflations and misunderstandings
about ‘the body’ and one’s own body.
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Embodied awareness constructs interaction between the two modalities of embodied
cognition when, for example, a person moves from ‘map-reader’ to ‘way-finder’ mode,
from global conceptualist-at-a-distance to embedded local-in-the-thick-of-things.27
Orientation, crucial in education and developmental learning, links the perceptual sites of
transmission, reception and relay, and therefore can predispose persons to habitual modes
and disciplinary acquisitions of knowledge. Æffect is a term meant to foreground the
relationship of affect and effect in all activity that would increase range of awareness and
develop tendencies rather than let them be reduced to a single measure. Therefore, Æffect
indicates the qualities and nuances of a configuration under consideration. This initial
move impacts upon the model of distributed cognition, a bottom-up model of embodiment
(Rosenberg 2003: 164) to which Arakawa and Gins primarily adhere. Their emphasis on
‘body-wide’ thought-feelings (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xv) foregrounds ‘procedural
knowing’ (2002: 52) and relationship between automatic, unconscious activity and
deliberate conscious practices of knowledge acquisition and construction.

Æffect, as a measure of concurrent specificities, leads to the possibility of making
embodied readings that register, acknowledge and foster the inclusion of non-linguistic, asignifying and sensory engagements. But the proximity and inextricability of effect and
affect that Æffect indicates is not part of our contemporary research culture. Historically,
we may consider the Sciences as the study of effects and the Arts (Art, Humanities and
Social Science) as the study of affects. Disentangling effects from affects impacts on topdown processing and the subsequent totalised concepts, images and plans it produces. The
separation is implemented in the conceptual map and image of bodily activity that plays a
role in the way a person may enter into the embodied practice of producing feedback loops
(recursive neuronal activity that involves sensation, emotion and abstract thought).

28

Science is able to supply transcripts of self-organising systems in action, for example, by

27

From Professor John Urry’s paper on ‘auto mobilities’ at the ‘Site of Cosmopolitianism’ conference at
Griffith University, Brisbane, 6-8 July 2005.
28
Neurones send and receive information concerning the relationship of internal descriptions to external
descriptions while inter-neurones send and receive information regarding internal descriptions of internal
descriptions. This recursive feedback pertains to growth of self-awareness in the same way that neural
‘centres’ grow as the feedback from specific activities, such as playing the piano, increases. The presence and
fluctuation of inter-neurones or ‘interoceptive feedback’ (Faw 2000: 59) implies that awareness of one’s own
perception is an activity that produces overall cognitive change reflected in psycho-physiological growth. In
other words, awareness of one’s own bodily states increases the ways in which a person can directly affect
his or her own body-wide cognition and ‘participate in morphological development of the brain’ (Backhaus
2000: 225). Recent studies of children with ADHD have found that by using external feedback tools to
monitor brainwave activity, particularly the patterns associated with anxious states, children can learn to
interact with and drastically reduce the psycho-physiological factors that contribute to their attention deficit
(ABC News 10 March 2005).
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charting how conscious emotions act as a catalyst for coordinated organismic behaviours
(Newton 2000: 98), but science is unable to find ‘an information state which stands to
internal states as internal states stand to states in the world’ (Evans in Newton 2000: 101).
Arakawa and Gins propose that this ‘information state’ is elusive because it is not a state;
rather it is a site configured and tentatively landed upon continuously by embodied
cognition.

I have designed the term ‘Æffect’ (and its extrapolations: Æffection, Æffective and
Æffectivity) to constantly evoke our bodily experience, firstly through a displacement or
recognition, then as a mild irritant due to its awkward physicality (in pronouncing the
diphthong), and finally as a slight impediment that produces a moment of hesitation when
the embodied acts of reading and comprehension intersect within the conventionally
unbroken and transparent flow of discourse. ‘Æffect’ serves as a reminder of the
conflicting research cultures and tendencies (trends) towards disembodiment within both
the arts and sciences.29 Studies of affect must be correlated and integrated with studies of
effect in order not to overlook the common subject/object of their interests. It is not their
equivalence but their inseparability that the term Æffect is coined to signal.

Using the diphthong Æ ensures that Æffect’s pronunciation receives embodied attention.
This attention lies in the eye’s stumbling over the archaic contraction Æ, appropriated from
obscure and unused terms; the eye-mouth coordination stuttering in uncertainty as to the
pronunciation; the ear’s straining to differentiate the modulation of the single breath shift
from A to E. (Æsthetics has separated into aesthetics or esthetics pronounced by choosing a
short form of a or e respectively.) All of these subtle attentions compound and are
consistent with the embodied situation that the word Æffect indicates. Finally, and most
importantly, Æffect signals an enunciative and embodied orientation to methodology,
particularly in regard to the construction and practice of any systematised, consistently
motivated set of links, concepts, topics, discursive formations, intertextual resonances and
inter-implicated interpretive readings. I have decided to write Æ large, so that it remains
large in the mouth, large to the eye and large in its placement within thought.

29

Katherine Hayles has outlined this trend in the history of cybernetics and cognitive science in How We
Became Posthuman (1999). The arts have also participated in disembodiment trajectories in times when art
looks for an aesthetics aligned with invariance, a universalist aesthetics. In current times, this has occurred in
the absence of beauty as the unifying measure to join with critical theory and the idea of a communicative
social value as the basis of Nicolas Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics (1998). The notion of forms and
practices judged by the way they introduce, induce and invent social relations is only worrisome to the extent
it allows itself to become affiliated with a standard of judgment that requires the good, the right and the just.
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The coinage of a new term is one aspect that will contribute to enacting a shift to bodywide awareness that Arakawa and Gins’ work invites us to practise. This strategy enables a
person to insert his or her methodological orientation into the text as an index, to disrupt
these various certainties, occlusions and omissions by returning us, as outlined earlier, to
embodied attention. It is by way of the body and its existential insistence in the production
of concepts that we can actively forget the hold that language has on cognition by ‘making
language stutter’ as Deleuze famously stated (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 98).30 In ‘He
Stuttered’ (1994), Deleuze observes that ‘if the system appears to be in perpetual
disequilibrium, if the system bifurcates – and has terms each of which traverses a zone of
continuous variation – language itself will begin to vibrate and to stutter, and will not be
confused with speech, which always assumes only one variable position among others and
follows only one direction’ (Deleuze in Boundas and Olkowski 1994: 24). We need to
remember here that ‘bifurcations’ produce not a series of neat binaries but a stuttering
rhizomatic formation – ‘A new form of redundancy. AND…AND…AND’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 1987: 98). Arakawa and Gins also make use of disequilibrium by applying it to the
processes of perception and action. Whereas Deleuze and Guattari make Language stutter,
Arakawa and Gins make the habitual body bifurcate, which allows multiple lines of
embodied action to emerge. This way of indicating the irrepressible becoming of bodies is
evident in Arakawa and Gins’ 1990 collaboration with architect Johannes Knesl on an
installation entitled Stuttering God. In this work the same strategy is used to counteract the
teleological finality inherent in language and thus begin to evoke a ‘reversible destiny’
(Knesl in Govan 1997: 215). For Deleuze and Knesl and for Arakawa and Gins, it is the
body that enunciates its multimodality (configurability) through stuttering. The
tentativeness of situated yet non-prefigured connections inevitably interrupts the
seamlessness and ‘always-already’ of language. Smooth discourse only occurs when one
already knows what one will say or allows Language to say it. Stuttering is the result of
tentative

and

ongoing

configuration

micro-events

that

result

in

unanticipated

differentiation. Although Deleuze concludes that stuttering, which brings language to its
limit, also delivers it to silence (1994: 28), Arakawa and Gins find the stuttering,

30

See Deleuze’s essay, ‘He Stuttered’ in Boundas and Olkowski (1994) as well as the essay ‘November 20,
1923: Postulates of Linguistics’ in Deleuze and Guattari (1987), where they build upon the site where speech
and language intersect in the body and bodily affects which ‘place the public language’s system of variables
in a state of variation’ (1987: 97). They go on to observe that: ‘It’s easy to stammer, but making language
itself stammer is a different affair; it involves placing all linguistic, and even non-linguistic, elements in
variation, both variables of expression and variables of content.’ (1987: 98)
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disequiliberated body does not bring the ruin of the body but delivers the ‘organism that
persons’ to the blank, the reservoir of possibility.

Æffect heightens the proximity of effect and affect and attempts to defuse their conflicting
values (invariance vs. diversity). We are encouraged to take sides and ‘take possession of
reality’ through a ‘war on totality’ that is the result of a histo-chronic melancholy (Lyotard
1988: 82; 1992: 16). War on totality would favour diversity and incommensurable
difference. Naomi Klein (2002) has observed the opposite tendency in what she calls ‘the
war on diversity’, a result of ‘neo-liberal economics biased at every level towards
centralisation, consolidation, homogenisation’ (2002: 245). Rather than characterising the
social, political and figural tendencies as virulent bureaucratic entrenchments in the
administration of being, this thesis argues for the re-singularisation of engagement at the
level of embodied cognition. The war on totality must be fought particularly on the front of
the ‘always already’ most evident in the teleological finality inherent in the
conceptualisation of human systems. It invades language through ‘systems theory’, closing
down the possibility of emergence, whether through the logic of genetics or grammatology
or a collective imaginary, by positing a limit so definitive as to foreclose on anything but
repetition. Repetition and inescapable mimesis in turn become the reasons for a war on
totality because what the systems of production extrude is endless sameness, marketed as
variety. The ‘always already’ is a terrible force of social construction, unrelenting and
impenetrable because it is located in ‘the body’ of our bodies, in the dictionary of our
utterances, in the clothes of our socialisation and the progress of our scientific model of the
universe.
One goal of this thesis is to suggest how we may reconstitute the acquisition and
production of knowledge beginning with more inclusive modes of bodily activity. Reading
is one of the foremost activities of the social landscape. Æffective reading would constitute
an approach that reconnects perceptual learning, as body-environment literacy, to
discursive and linguistically oriented epistemology. More inclusive modes of perceptual
learning ultimately delimit and deregulate modes of embodied cognition and its subsequent
practices. To that end, the conditions of embodied cognition must be investigated from
many points to carve out how ‘never being outside discourse’ can shift to include asignifying dimensions. The space of thought, the space of literature and biotopological
space are all sited, situated and enacted ‘here’ through Æffective reading.
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The six essays in this chapter attempt to work through a further shift from Æffective
reading, still determined to a great extent by discourse, to embodied engagements and a
practice of embodied cognition, where language and discourse are components – albeit key
components – in a more extensive, mobile configuration that Arakawa and Gins call the
‘architectural body’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2). It has never been Arakawa and Gins’
goal to exclude or diminish conceptual or linguistic activities, only to facilitate the
movement between body-wide modes of sensing (2002: 58) and scales of action (2002: 63)
in order to reconfigure the ‘organism that persons’.

Arakawa and Gins distinguish their project from others by emphasising the benefits of their
tactical approach of ‘indirectness’. They link indirectness to ‘non-ironic irony, an
extremely open ended double thinking’, which allows persons to coordinate their skills to
bring about a result indirectly (Arakawa and Gins 2003b: 20). ‘Non-ironic irony’
appropriates one’s own tendency to invert and change positions, by presenting this
tendency to oneself for serious consideration and practical use. The challenge of ‘deciding
not to die’ for example, may be considered the use of indirectness to achieve direct result.
Their claim that the ‘organism that persons’ is the first step on the path to an ‘architectural
body’ implies that an architectural body does not yet exist (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2).
The ‘architectural body’ must be constructed at each scale of action, including the pages of
their texts, by and through acts of reading.

Thus it is the quality of movement (in discursive tactics as well as tactically built
environments) that is important for Arakawa and Gins and for this inquiry. Quality of
movement is not an effect manifested by formal relations but resides in specific and
situated enunciative/performative engagement, valuable because it invites further action.
The entire body must become enunciative in order to begin to explore what the
environment may offer to a body-environment. For me, the key to developing a practice of
embodied cognition is that Æffective readings must always lead to embodied action. In
turn, isolated registers of experience may break down into body-wide practices of attention
and interaction that no longer allow the borders of organism, person and surround to
remain sealed.

Reading is the first step for persons, who are socialised and embedded in discourse, to enter
a field of thinking that accentuates the performative (enunciative body) and creative
capacity that all persons carry. By making a series of Æffective readings that lead to newly
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discovered embodied engagements, I will examine several tactics, embodied modes of
movement and attention, that Arakawa and Gins use to re-enter perception and action and
develop a way to connect the skills that run concurrently and often in isolation from each
other. This approach moves all action towards practice.
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2.1 Reading (Towards Method)

Self-existence is a dense overlaying of systematic
reversals caught or created in a structured system of
parabolic reversals, a labyrinth.
(Barker 1992: 2)

We must begin with a practical consideration of our situation. Anyone writing or reading
about embodied cognition has already formed and maintained an embodied configuration
of activities with specific orientations to information, knowledge and learning. It is from
the social body that we ‘read’ and through reading engage with others, ourselves and
possible worlds. It is therefore realistic and appropriate to begin the sequence of tactical
positionings with this complex activity. I will discuss ‘reading’ as a way of organising
perception though language and image, the concept and the ‘figure’. Contemporary reading
is a mode of engagement at the level of the conceptual and discursive that dominates much
of interpersonal interaction and may be used to standardise the structure of our
understandings of everything from the weather to a soccer match, a film or a written text.

Æffect is useful when examining reading because it keeps top-down precepts in close
relation to bottom-up attentions. With this proximal relation comes the relation of reading
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and methodology, a relationship similar to that of perception and attention. Some theories
of attention argue that attention comes after perception of the whole (that allows an object
to be attended). 31 However, wholeness understood in this way is susceptible to habit and
therefore to conceptual, imaginary, and ideological influence. If, as Mack and Rock (1998)
find, attention can unlock the divide between unconscious and conscious attention, it may
also unlock the divide between effect and affect. Reading becomes the site where the
totalised image of the world maintained by a person encounters information that may or
may not support and sustain that totality. Arakawa and Gins propose:

An organism that persons develops coordinating skills for resisting and
redirecting the urge to go ahead without delay directly to a desired end;
the parlaying of a certain amount of indirectness – that is, the
coordination of a series of actions in which the actions become
beneficiaries of one another – can bring the end into sight … (2003b: 20)
How may ‘reading’ be considered to be indirect? Indirectness ‘dilates time’ so that a
person can re-enter, observe again, unlearn, and re-learn about the modes of sensing being
deployed. Any top-down mode of processing becomes indirect when the effect it has on a
person’s physiology is considered part of the affects it has on a person’s conscious
attention, emotion and motivation. Indirectness will literally transform the person-world
relationship because it changes the object relations dramatically to the point that a person
will no longer be able to constitute that object, environment or him- or herself in the same
way. Reading participates in the top-down construction of concepts and totalised images
but also, often imperceptibly, disrupts our physiological condition through alteration of
tempo, emotional state, sense of place, material texture, mode of presentation and so on.
The opportunity for heuristic awareness occurs at these various intersections of perception

31

A persistent issue for researchers of attention is whether there can be attention without perception or if we
must have a precept for attention to occur. Cognitive scientists Arien Mack and Irvin Rock, while studying
perception under conditions of inattention, coined the term Inattentional Blindness, or IB. Their assumption
was that something had to be perceived without attention (1998: 55). They discovered that if the critical
stimulus in their experiment was presented at fixation point, and an experimental object (a cross) was centred
in a peripheral location previously occupied by the critical stimulus, then the IB of the critical stimulus
dramatically increased. They had actually anticipated the opposite – that transposing the critical stimulus to
the fixation point would eliminate IB, and that the inability to detect it had to be entirely a function of
inattention (1998: 63). The findings from their experiments, however, show that ‘subjects may tacitly learn to
inhibit attention from particular spatial locations which then leads to a significant increase in IB’ (1998: 64).
This implies that, when measuring for effect, you cannot separate out affect, especially attention to content
and context. Mack and Rock conclude that attention provides the key that unlocks the gate dividing
unconscious perception from conscious perception. Without this attentional key, there is simply no awareness
of the stimulus (1998: 71).
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and comprehension. The movements within reading that interest Arakawa and Gins occur
across modes and in both directions of top-down and bottom-up processing.

Re-reading is already contained within reading. The movement of re-entering a text many
times makes it possible to re-enter the acts of embodied cognition that constitute reading.
Reading, as embodied engagement, correlates micro-attention with the global implications
for the person. Guattari, in Chaosmosis (1995), imagines that an ethico-aesthetic paradigm
is made available when ‘formations of sense and states of things are chaotised in the very
movement of the bringing into existence of their complexity’ (1995: 80-81). For Guattari,
‘what distinguishes metamodelisation from modelisation is the way it uses terms to
develop possible openings onto the virtual and onto creative processuality’ (1995: 31).
Arakawa and Gins’ interests are consistent with Guattari’s efforts to make existential and
pathic logic intersect with universes of reference and possibility (Guattari 1995: 4, 26-28).
I find that the terms chaosmosis (Guattari) and the blank (Arakawa and Gins) locate a
common site of emergence and have similar generative qualities. Although from vastly
different linguistic orientations, both terms work toward the revaluation of ‘a-signifying
semiological dimensions that trigger informational sign machines, and function in parallel
or independently of the significations and denotations they produce and thus escape from
strictly linguistic axiomatics’ (Guattari 1995: 4). Guattari proposes that enunciation allows
the non-discursive to emerge as well as the pathic incorporation of vectors of subjectivity,
while Arakawa and Gins emphasise the body-wide, a polyvocality of body, present but
tentative and as neutral as possible when ‘landing as a site’ and co-originating sites with
others. The participation in oscillating movements between chaotic grasping (tentative
landing) and complexions anchored in the world occurs in the blank and chaosmosis,
before time and space, before spatialisation and temporalisation (Guattari 1995: 80). The
aim of practising embodied cognition may be thought in terms of locating ‘nuclei of partial
life, of that which can give enunciative consistency to phenomenal multiplicities [which] is
not a matter of a pure objective description’ (1995: 61). Guattari believes these to be the
conditions made possible in an ethico-aesthetic paradigm:

It’s because, all things considered, worlding a complexion of sense
always involves taking hold of a massive and immediate ensemble of
contextual diversity, a fusion in an undifferentiated, or rather dedifferentiated, whole. A world is only constituted on the condition of
being inhabited by an umbilical point – deconstructive, detotalising, and
deterritorialising – from which a subjective positionality embodies itself.
(Guattari 1995: 80)
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The ‘ensemble of contextual diversity’ and the ‘umbilical point of positionality’ are
descriptions of the way each activity Æffects embodied organisation.

The production of subjectivity has become a crucial aspect of contemporary debates and
Guattari’s ethico-aesthetic approach, itself a creative practice, provides insight into what
arts practitioners can offer to the practice of daily life, since a key aspect of art is its
deliberate recursive process. To reinforce the heterogeneity of components available to
produce subjectivity, the semiological aspects of institutional life must be made to include
‘a-signifying semiological dimensions,’ to break the fixed constellations that currently
swarm around family, education, religion, art and sport constructed by mass media (1995:
4). The a-signifying dimension would emphasise the connection of ideas and sensation via
the aesthetic object and self-organising capacities, opening the way for new modalities of
Æffective reading.

‘One creates new modalities of subjectivity in the same way that an artist creates new
forms,’ Guattari argues, going on to name various types of heterogeneous components that
in his experience contribute to the positive evolution in a patient’s therapy (1995: 7). First
on his list is the relationship with architectural space and he concludes that practice, in
general, must ‘take advantage of all occasions opening onto the world; a processual
exploitation of event-centred singularities – everything which can contribute to the creation
of an authentic relation with the other’ (1995: 7). In his desire to shift human and social
science from scientific paradigms to ethico-aesthetic paradigms, Guattari notes that
subjectivity is not a given, and that in the same way there is no such thing as ‘the’ body,
only bodies. We are dealing with what he calls a ‘process of the realisation of autonomy’,
akin to autopoiesis yet in a different sense to Varela’s (1995: 7). Unlike Varela, Guattari is
interested in the ways that non-human and pre-personal parts of subjectivity, through largescale social machines of language and mass media, make an institution of the Unconscious
(1995: 9-10). In the last chapter of Chaosmosis, Guattari notes that ‘The new aesthetic
paradigm’ would search for ways to produce ‘subjective resingularisation’ through bodily,
affective means, by making oneself an aesthetic and molecular war machine (1995: 97).
Guattari’s continual insistence that there must be bodily connections made between and
among thought, sensation, perception and action has influenced contemporary discussions
of ‘the body’. Most notably, Brain Massumi in his edited volume A Shock to Thought
(2002a) and in every aspect of Parables for the Virtual (2002b) discusses how bodily
sensation re-enters the thought of ‘the body’. Massumi continues to develop Deleuze and
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Guattari’s notion of intensity by arguing that affect is pure intensity and is therefore
autonomous. For Massumi this autonomy is the purpose, benefit and operative logic of
affect (Massumi 2002b: 24, 25, 30-33), whereas for Guattari the ‘realisation of autonomy’
is an aspect of a multicomponential cartographic method of producing subjectivity and
taking advantage of any opportunity to stimulate heterogenesis (Guattari 1995: 9-13).
Guattari is anxious to have the discursive practice of exploring potential available in the
material realm of the possible.32

Autonomy and the Æffect of affect are partial outcomes of ‘reading’ as it moves towards
embodied (body-wide) reading. It is therefore appropriate, at this point, to enact Æffective
and embodied readings to demonstrate how embodied cognition can be reconfigured,
starting with this discursive activity and re-entering actions and modes of sensing. Specific
embodied orientations to reading are both expressions of a totalised concept of the world
and at the same time constitutive ongoing constructions of the world. The following
‘readings’ attempt to recast the orientation of reading from top-down processing to bodywide sensing.

The first Æffective readings I will undertake search for the ‘bodily’ in texts. Such
indications would betray the inseparable relation of language and enunciation, of the
concept of speech and the hundreds of muscles that connect into the larynx. The examples
I have found use the performative utterances ‘as if’, which stains written discourse with the
irruptions of the bodily flow. I am not interested nor qualified to comment on the ‘as if’ as
psychoanalytic symptom, nor am I interested in rehearsing the evidence of Language
speaking in the stutter.33 However, the appearance of a-signifying conditions of
embodiment emerging as a bodily act of performative self-reflexivity is useful to my

32

Massumi defines ‘virtual’ as the real but abstract incorporeality of the body (2002b: 21) in contrast to
definitions of the ‘possible’ and ‘potential’. He uses the term ‘emergence’ to indicate the process that results
from potential that arises from a deregulated and non prefigured space. However in The Embodied Mind
(1997), Varela, Thompson and Rosch link emergence (and connectionism) to prefigured space and the
enactive to delimited outcomes (1997: 8-9), or what Massumi is calling potential. In cognitive science
‘emergence’ would be what arises from the possible (possibility).
33
Vaihinger argues for a philosophy of ‘as if’, installing it as an absolute measure and formal mechanism
rather than performative function. Žižek links affective systems and emergent actualities in discussions of
Lacan’s sinthome, seeing the sinthome or symptom as the dimension of enjoyment of the real (Žižek 1994:
85); as the capacity to enjoy the use of signification, the mechanism and the operation. The repressed
communication of the symptom and its masking of emptiness and lack in the other (1994: 84) is shortcircuited by the ‘sinthome’ which points to a practical and astute self-organising embodiment based on taking
pleasure in the symptom. Paul Crowther (1994) observes that: ‘This notion (sinthome) has supreme
philosophical significance. For it suggests that the very capacity to order the world has a necessary
connection to pleasure. Neither Lacan or Žižek develops this beyond the level of a brute affirmation of the
self in a real mode’ (1994: 91).
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concerns regarding auto-affecting systems and the inter-implication of affective and
effective speaking positions. Mapping out the operations of ‘as if’ will provide insights
into the way embodied cognition may be practised and how the enunciative and indexical
aspects of the body within language construct positions for the auto-observer to tactically
occupy.34

In order to unpack the implications of the performative ‘as if’, it is first necessary to
mention the embodied conditions that may account for its unique contemporary usage –
unique in the sense that our utterances, like most of our other bodily activities, participate
in more than one level of abstraction that is made available as contemporary thought
moves to systematicity.35 Poet and theorist Don Byrd (2005) has indicated this shift in the
aphorism: ‘we are now responsible for our feelings the way we were once responsible for
our beliefs.’ This observation highlights the intensification and atomisation of the sites of
intersection between organismic functions of bodies and the socialising function of
collective values. The term ‘fictive certainties’ describes what poet Robert Duncan
considers to be a conscious awareness of the use of certainty where none exists. The
announcement of this awareness reflects a shift in the amount of available abstraction and
our capacity to deploy it. Awareness of the constructed nature of certainty becomes a
poetics which, rather than producing certainty, produces the reality of experience.

For example, Duncan recalls hearing poetry before learning to read, sitting next to his
mother and sister looking at a picture in a book of three men, one of them the poet Basho
who appears to have just awoken:

34

Both Wittgenstein and Heidegger suggest that our encounters with things are characterised by the
hermeneutic ‘as’ which presents the equipmentality of the thing encountered (we know a chair as a thing for
sitting, and further we know that what it is to be a chair is to be a thing for sitting). This relation between
epistemology and ontology is crucial and only if we maintain this relation by denying the gap between the
realms and their results, can we avoid scepticism (O’Donovan-Anderson, 1996: 150). ‘If’ is conditional but
also ties the contingency of ontology to epistemic forms of knowledge. Within ‘as if’ resides the micro-macro
relation, the physio-psycho interaction that constantly produces images of this relation as a fantasy of
frictionless access to reality.
35

Don Byrd’s unpublished manuscript, ‘Abstraction’ (2005), continues the examination of how we produce
levels of dissociation in order to re-enter the other levels with different knowledge and speaking positions. In
The Poetics of Common Knowledge (1994), Byrd tracks the movements from symbolic nature to symbolic
history, to symbolic person, to symbolic symbols – a trajectory he reasserts as orders of abstraction in the
new manuscript. The trajectory is a series of dissociations that begins with the dissociation of the thing for
the idea, continues to the dissociation of the idea of the thing from the set of relations, and finally the
dissociation of the set of relations from systematicity. These levels of abstraction form positions we move
between and utilise for the purposes of re-entering the organisation of the world.
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It is not the poem that comes to mind even as I see the picture. For as I
remember that moment then there is another scene superimposed, a
double exposure in which the plash of a frog into an old pond appears as
if from actual life itself, but this vivid impression belongs to one of the
most famous of Japanese hokkus. (1985: 10, my emphasis)
Thus fictive certainties announce themselves ‘as if from actual life’, which is to say that
Duncan did not actually experience the event but he experienced its integration into his life
(his actuality). Rather than a false memory, this may be understood as the way we make
meaning. The logic of this affect is not contained within the description (as if from actual
life) because the ‘as if’ implies that he knows it is not from actual life but that the scene of
this knowing is from actual life. The use of ‘as if’ announces both the fictive source and
the intention to ignore this fiction with equal force. Perhaps the announcement to ignore
the fictive origin is what may be more pragmatically described as the acceptance of
indirectness as the way to construct oneself as the observer. Fictive certainties are no
longer unconscious ‘received’ truths spoken by Language but can be reappropriated by
self-reflexive action to become a personal generative poetics.

Deploying fictive certainties involves a multitude of tactics by which to both suspend
attention and perception in order to reinforce coherence, and to acknowledge the fiction
drive to build and commit to one example of the world so as to more assuredly interact
with it. Duncan describes this process as mythopoeisis, connecting cosmos to individual
through the practical form of the poem which:

…stirs in every area of my consciousness, for the DNA code it will use
toward its incarnation is a code of resources my life pattern itself carries;
not only thought and feeling but all the nervous and visceral and
muscular intelligences of the body are moved. (1985: 16)
The resulting totalised yet fictive certainty is a pragmatic one and indicates the conviction
with which affect is seen to bear upon actual, if indirect, processes of change.

As a result of understanding Duncan’s ‘fictive certainties’ as a poetics, I began ‘reading’
texts for ‘as if’ statements in search of different modalities of ‘as if’. I have selected a few
passages where, in key instances, the announcement ‘as if’ is not a tactic of reappropriating
the fictive foundation of truth, but a persuasive rhetorical deployment that amplifies as it
insists. It is curious that the ‘as if’ functions as an emphatic tool in discourses that do not
consider themselves to be fictive. A typical metalepsis statement says explicitly what it
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says it will not say. For example, ‘not to mention the trouble involved’. A self-reflexive
version of this metalepsis would be ‘as if not to mention the trouble involved’, which
qualifies the saying of the not-to-be-said with an awareness of its active and activating
presence. The self-reflexive version can be condensed through another ellipsis back to ‘as
if’; a form of double inclusion – as if to say that the ‘as if’ enacts an unconscious belief
while consciously announcing, in a separate register, that all statements are fictive. The use
of ‘as if’ in a statement is an embodied gambit in relation to the liar’s paradox because the
performative announcement allows a thinking-feeling embodied person to experience
effects of belief and the conscious awareness that belief is constructed. This shift to the
modality of cognition occurring in and around language is the first step towards initiating a
practice of embodied cognition.

If we apply Duncan’s poetics of fictive certainty to biological self-organisation, we would
examine autopoietic ‘autonomy’ from the viewpoint that it too resides upon a fictive
premise or creative moment. The key factor, however, is the ability to act on both the
actual benefits of autonomous action and the benefits of acting on the fictive premise,
according to pragmatic necessity. The enunciative ‘as if’ in written texts points to the way
fictive certainty is relied upon in crucial moments of an argument to make a connection
that is not substantive, or as a diversion from the lack of a connecting logic. The use of ‘as
if’ marks a peculiar moment in a text when, despite all efforts to resist, a sleight of hand
assists with descriptions of the world. No matter how rigorous a logic is deployed, we do
not always recognise when A = A might become A = B. In such a case, the use of ‘as if’ is
often remarkably casual. The declaration ‘as if’ in a statement uncovers a blind spot that
announces a paradigm shift, often disguised in a metaphorical construct that the ‘as if’
announces. This ‘sleight of tongue’ covers a multitude of omissions or ellipses where a
substitution passes for an explanation or analysis. Announcing ‘as if’ is not sufficient in
itself to install the transformations promised by metaphoric language.36
Maturana and Varela’s book Autopoiesis and Cognition: the Realisation of the Living
(1980) has impacted upon cybernetics, life science and poetry with the first discussion of
36

The work of Lakoff and Johnson links philosophical inquiry with linguistics, biology and theories of selforganisation. Through the use of linguistic analysis in Metaphors We Live By (1980) and later Philosophy in
the Flesh (1999), they examine the metaphoric basis of our cognition, conscious and unconscious. They
suggest that metaphoric construction in speech demonstrates and determines the way we think and what we
experience. The first book outlines the ontological relation of body to metaphorical language icluding:
orientational metaphors, culturally coherent metaphors, and metaphors based on personification or structures
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autopoiesis. In this book, the authors outline the principles of autopoiesis (biological selforganisation), but in doing so deploy ‘as if’ announcements in their descriptions of
autopoiesis and in the functional structure of autopoiesis. Briefly, they propose that living
systems are self-organising and constantly work towards a certain type of autonomy called
autopoiesis. They state that cognition includes all activity of the nervous system. It is the
function of cognition to produce descriptions that may be defined as relative states of
activity and there is no difference between descriptions of internal and external states
because the content of the description never enters into the selections an organism makes
in order to produce and maintain autopoiesis.37 Finally, they propose that autonomy is a
feature of living systems aided by a meta-cognitive domain that uses a view of the whole
organism as a reference for interaction of the components. The nervous system expands its
cognitive domain by making it possible to interact with ‘pure relations’ or ‘abstract
thought’ (1980: 13). Maturana and Varela describe ‘abstract thinking’ as the inclusion of
cognitive domains within the cognitive domain or the ability to include ‘interactions with
their own internal states as if these were independent states’ (1980: 13). The expansion of
the cognitive domain into the domain of pure relations allows organisms to interact by
orienting each other towards their respective cognitive domains (1980: 14). A paradox is
generated by the organism’s ability to represent its own interaction as if these belonged to
an independent domain. The paradox is resolved in the organism by producing two
activities simultaneously: an observer that remains in a domain larger than that of the
representations, and a self-conscious observer that, in a recursive process, allows us to
interact with descriptions that describe ourselves describing ourselves (1980: 14). The
separation of these domains will become the subject of later discussions, but for the
moment I am concerned only with the movement that achieves actual effects from fictive
affects.

From these observations, Maturana and Varela suggest that the semantic question, ‘How
does the organism obtain information about its environment?’ should be changed to the

of metonymy. The latter book develops the investigation of the body in language but retains a
representationalist approach, where ‘the’ body holds a place in the discursive system.
37
The notion of description characterises the relationship that Maturana and Varela apprehend between the
observer and the organism. Descriptions, coding and discourse in general represent the interaction of the
observer. They note that ‘phenomenologically the linguistic domain and the autopoietic domain are different
domains and although one generates the elements of the other, they do not intersect’ (1980: 120). This
separation also contributes to their description of the autopoiectic systems as purposeless, since ‘purpose or
aims … belong to the domain of our discourse about our actions, that is they belong to the domain of
descriptions, and when applied to a machine, or any system independent from us, they reflect our considering
the machine or system in some encompassing context’ (1980: 85).
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structural question, ‘How does it happen that the organism has the structure that permits it
to operate adequately in the medium in which it exists?’ (1980: xvi)

The difficulty arises from our considering thinking through our
descriptions of it in terms and concepts as if it were peculiar to man and
in some way isomorphic with notions embedded within the description
instead of attending to the functional process that makes description
possible. (Maturana and Varela 1980: 30, my emphasis)
Maturana and Varela’s work – this book in particular – has been influential because it
describes the physical domain that coherently accounts for the structural conditions
necessary for self-organising maintenance of life. Maturana, in the introduction to the book
(1980), states that we cannot describe the substratum where the autopoietic activity occurs
because the logic of the description is the same as the logic of the describing system. He
suggests that therefore it follows that reality is a ‘fiction of the purely descriptive domain’
(1980: 52). Rather than fall into solipsism or resort to metaphysics, the domain of reality as
a descriptive domain gives foundation to deterministic and predictive logics, valid only
inside the isomorphism between description and describing system (1980: 53). ‘Fictive
certainties’ work against the strict separation of organism and observer by considering the
possibility that embodied activity has included in its operations the observer’s awareness
that descriptions may be devised to Æffect the organism. The announcement of ‘as if’
suggests that the speaking subject knows an encompassing fiction is in place and knows
how automatic functions in the body respond to the non-representational conditions that
descriptions present. ‘As if’ points to a change of scale in the encompassing fiction, a
heuristic move on the part of the observer, which results in a different set of perturbations
linked to descriptions of reality.

I have selected a few paragraphs that exemplify the strange position that the use of ‘as if’
occupies in the construction of meaning. In the following instances, the ‘as if’ operates
differently to that of Duncan’s ‘fictive certainties’. The ‘as if’ retains the position of
observer, external to the phenomena it observes. Here are three examples where ‘as if’ is
announced within declarative, analytical statements.

From Freud:
When a hypercathexis of the process of thinking takes place, thoughts are
actually perceived – as if they came from without – and are consequently
held to be true. (Freud 1923: 23 cited in Grosz 1994: 34, my emphasis)
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From Lacan:
The extraordinary compliance, which is the outward sign of this
imaginary anatomy, is only shown within certain limits … It all happens
as if the body-image had an autonomous existence of its own, and by
autonomous I mean here independent of objective structure. (Lacan
1953: 13 cited in Grosz 1994: 40, my emphasis)
From Maturana:
… there are organisms that include as a subset of their possible
interactions, interactions with their own internal states (as states resulting
from external and internal interactions) as if these were independent
entities, generating the apparent paradox of including their cognitive
domain within their cognitive domain. In us this paradox is resolved by
what we call ‘abstract thinking’, another expansion of the cognitive
domain. (Maturana and Varela 1980: 13, my emphasis)
None of the texts cited here offers an explanation regarding how the ‘as if’ functions, or
how it succeeds, or how a person might bring about the ‘as if’ scenario, which through its
enunciation would significantly change the current state of affairs. The ‘as if’ thus
represents a blind spot, even though it addresses a similar type of operation in each of the
quotes. In Freud it produces a truth effect; in Lacan it underwrites the imaginary anatomy
with an equally non-objective autonomy; and in Maturana it creates an independent entity
where none exists, to ensure self-organisation and affect change. Despite the speculative
nature of both Freud’s and Lacan’s work, they are making observations and analyses of
what they consider to be actual (factual) forces and structures. Even though many would
agree with the description of Freud as a severe poet,38 his own fictive certainty hinged on
the conviction that he was not a poet but a man of science.

Duncan refers to the seven realms of reality described by William James in The Principles
of Psychology, in which the fifth realm is fiction. Duncan focuses the point through James’
radical empiricism, through his argument that:

… the worlds of deliberate fable may be ranked with the worlds of faith –
the supernatural worlds, Christian worlds of heaven and hell, Hindoo
Mythology are on a par with the Illiad, King Lear and Pickwick Papers.
(James 1950, cited in Duncan 1985: 9)

38

See Harold Bloom’s essay (1978) ‘Freud and the Poetic Sublime’ and also Malcolm Bowie (1987) Freud,
Proust, Lacan: Theory as Fiction for discussions of the practice of theory and the repositioning particularly
of theoretical writing. Bowie asks the question ‘In what way do passions and hypotheses order and disorder
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Today, we would rank all stories alongside each other – from a treatise on quantum physics
to a poem – as descriptions that configure affects and effects into the stories’ structures and
tellings. This insight, which Richard Rorty announced later in the twentieth century, was
already evident in James’ work at the beginning of the century. Harry Heft (2001) charts
the relation of James’ work to contemporary ecological psychology, particularly the work
of James J. Gibson. Robert Duncan would belong to the other line of inquiry that James
initiates through Gertrude Stein, equally empiricist but experimental in observation of
affect. James’ radical empiricism still provides the basis from which to respond to
Maturana and Varela’s (1980) closed autopoietic system. Arakawa and Gins join the
chorus with James, Stein, Gibson, and Duncan in pursuing research by presupposing
fictive certainty as an embodied tactic and looking for the site of conscious interaction with
one’s organism, not in the representational model of description but in the sensory
experience where entities and their relation are found in immediate experience. Selectivity
begins in perception and in the ‘apportioning out’ of undifferentiated experience in which
relations between the knower and the known are also part of that immediate experience
(Heft 2001: 36-37). This becomes the basis of the Gibsonist’s investigation into direct
perception, which is developed by Arakawa and Gins’ investigations into ‘perceptual
knowing’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 52) and the recursive acts that make perception
perceivable. The initial differentiation happens as the perceiving process. It is direct, with
no intermediaries. Only in reflection, only after the fact, does both the naming of an object
and an experiencing of it take shape.

Convergence did not begin with the current wave of interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
efforts: the impulse to correlate registers of understanding appeared in the work of
Aristotle, Lucretius, Augustine, Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, Berkeley, Hume and
Bergson, each of whom has contributed to the ways in which convergence is imagined and
implemented. The separation and attempts to reconnect affect and effect have, to varying
degrees, pitted the logic of sense against the logic of sensation.39 We are left to sort out
‘the culture wars of evolution’. We can no longer be satisfied with the search for invariant
laws, and instead must find the basis of connections at work across the organism-

one another? What happens to a “scientific” text when it becomes the zone of interference between facts and
wishes?’ (1987:11).
39
Deleuze, in The Logic of Sense (1990) and later in Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation (2002), plays
out the convergence and divergence of totalised and atomised perception. Although it is a chicken and egg
problem, this does not deter the deliberate building and recombining of the way we practise sense and
sensation. In some ways the formal character of Deleuze’s notion of logic gives us the conceptual power to
amplify whatever version of systematicity we currently support.
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environment divide. To give the sense of the world a sense of direction40 is to inflect the
way our world is realised. Fictive certainty shifts the relation of idea to structure from fixed
states to processes of becoming and practices of auto-affection.41

Whereas the conceptual separation of measures (represented by affect and effect), may be
useful for the identification of an object of study, it is detrimental to research that enacts
modes of knowledge. Arakawa and Gins practise what Basarab Nicolescu describes as the
distinguishing feature of transdisciplinarity, which ‘concerns the dynamics engendered by
the action of several levels of Reality at once’, in contrast to disciplinary research which is
concerned with one and the same level of ‘Reality’ (Nicolescu 1997).

Hideo Kawamoto recalls Neils Bohr’s famous declaration regarding the indeterminability
of reality (Kawamoto 2003: 85). Bohr’s argument is that all facts and phenomena become
reduced under the logical possibility that another reality exists. Consciousness proceeds
through this process of reduction. Therefore, in principle, once a phenomenological
reduction has been performed, reality has been excluded (2003: 85). Arakawa and Gins
take issue with the supposition that consciousness cannot be practised any other way than
through reduction. The study of affect and effect intersect when the arts and sciences focus
on the level of reality produced through perception and attention. It is also at this juncture
that Arakawa and Gins’ research on landing sites intersects with the larger scales of
activity involved in the invention of architectural procedures and the co-construction of the
environment. The points of contact between scales of action are also the sites where it is
possible to observe how micro-events impact upon the figural and global scale of the
imaginary, and how the contour of the imaginary defines the research cultures that
construct disciplinary knowledge. In order for Æffective readings to begin to construct a
new ‘shape of awareness’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 86), the domains that shape
knowledge must touch upon what is outside them.

If it is possible to turn ‘oppositions back into differences’ (Bennington 1988: 75), the first
step is to recognise that opposing terms, such as affect and effect, often do not constitute a
40

See Jean-Luc Nancy (1997) The Sense of the World for a discussion of liminal sites, the praxis of non-selfsufficiency, relative absolutism, absolute relativism and the exchange between wholeness and fragmentation
made concrete at the level of the aesthetic by the tension between myth and nihilism.
41
See Paul Redding (1999) The Logic of Affect for a history and critical investigation of the shift in the way
affect is viewed. Redding's inquiry takes a Jamesian approach where consciousness is considered a function
whose connections may be traced in different directions. He supplies support for my treatment of affect and
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duality, a doubling, or two sides of the same coin. In fact, the seeming opposition may
represent distinct systems taking shape on different scales of action. A conflation results
from over-investment in systems that address only one scale or one mode of sensing. By
ignoring each mode or scale of knowledge, these systems create blind spots not represented
in the other system’s measure. Typically, as Foucault noticed in his essay on ‘Las
Meninas’, the site that goes unnoticed (doubly invisible) is not only under our noses and
outside the space of representation, but is the body connected to the nose at the very site of
the perceiving (1973: 4).

At this juncture, it is important to correlate the way (embodied) attention has been dealt
with in the arts and sciences in an attempt to move to an examination of discursive study of
affect and effect that characterises the ‘figural’ (socialised) scale of reading. If we can
already see the micro-events of reading break down into embodied and distributed
activities, then we should be able to begin to dissolve the resoluteness and resolve of
disciplinary knowledges to consider their embodied orientations. The self-reflexive
announcement ‘as if’ indicates the impact of bottom-up processing as it breaks into the
discursive, descriptive scale of action. Likewise the movements of Æffect can be traced
from the top-down, from disciplinary organisation of the field of knowledge to nonaffiliated modes of attention, and events, fact and the uses of the fictive that depend upon
contingent factors, not predicative models. Only persons within discourse can recognise
the relationship of their embodied orientation to their disciplinary orientation in order to
construct reading positions that think and feel Æffectively and enact transdisciplinary
criteria.

In Consciousness and the World (2002), philosopher of science Brian O’Shaughnessy
undertakes an analytical inquiry into consciousness and its close ties to perception. He
brings together many strands of contemporary scientific and philosophical inquiry, but
ultimately concurs with ecological principles – the search for how the (embodied) mind
opens out onto its environment. In the concluding pages, he makes observations that
resonate with Arakawa and Gins’ ‘procedures’ published in the same year in Architectural
Body (2002). In a discussion of the seeming self-sufficiency of visual experience,
O’Shaughnessy comments that vision and touch are what instruct us:

auto-affective practices: ‘Like the dream, we look to the feeling’s consequences for the real world.’ (1999:
36)
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It is not just that they underscore the situatedness of perception: they
bring to light a further dimension of this phenomenon, concealed by the
highly interpretational visual accomplishments of the instant. Namely,
the existence of something one could call the perceptual constituting of
the material object out of situated momentary experiences … (2002: 693)
This comes very close to one of Arakawa and Gins’ procedures: ‘tentative constructing
towards a holding in place’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 49). This procedure is the result of
awarenesses called ‘landing sites’ which designate ‘anything whatsoever, including even
the most fleeting sensations … a neural marker, a simple taking note of, nothing more’
(2002: 6). Arakawa and Gins state:

The body is sited. As that which initiates pointing, selecting, electing,
determining and considering, it may be said to originate (read cooriginate) all sites. Organism-person-environment consists of sites and
would-be sites. An organism-person, a sited body, lives as one site that is
composed of many sites. (2002: 5)
From here, ‘the world one finds in place lends itself to being mapped by means of a
multiple, complex siting process or procedure’ (2002: 7). Their notion of landing sites
integrates detection, projection and imagination in a world undergoing constant
transformation.

The relation of landing sites to the body is consistent with O’Shaughnessy’s connection of
the purposes of attention in consciousness. At the beginning of his chapter on attention, he
comments that attention has been ‘insufficiently studied by philosophers’ (O’Shaughnessy
2002: 275). His discussion of the non-cognitive function of attention parallels Arakawa
and Gins’ notion of ‘landing’ as a neutral marker. They also ask: ‘if persons are sited, why
do philosophers inquiring into what constitutes a person or, for that matter, into the nature
of mind, rarely, if ever, factor this in?’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 5). Here, philosophers
take the blame because they have staked claim on both knowledge and how it is
produced.42

42

There is a trend in the arts that surfaced in the 1990s which argues the importance, for art practice and art
theory, of the physiology of emotion and embodiment in relation to cultural processes. This was perhaps
begun by Edelman’s essay for the Whitney Biennale in 1995 and reiterated by Isabel Carlos, the curator of
the Sydney Biennale 2004, through her interest in Damasio’s ideas on emotion (Fenner 2004). The discourse
on affect in the arts is focused on emotion, which is inadequate alone to address the physiological basis of
change.
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Attention, as an aspect of affect, is an undervalued and neglected area of study by artists
and philosophers and serves as the most obvious common point of interest for scientists
and artists. O’Shaughnessy observes that the special character of perceptual imagining
allows us to unravel the

… measure of dependence of one psychological phenomenon upon
another. For example, intention guarantees the identity of act-intentions
but imagining fails to guarantee identity for visual imaginings.
(O’Shaughnessy 2002: 271)
Arakawa and Gins’ version of attention breaks it into three ways to land as a site: imaging,
perceptual and dimensionalising landing sites (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 5-22). Perceptual
landing sites are immediate and direct while imaging landing sites may be said to fill in the
gaps between perceptual landing sites. Because imaging landing sites are involved in
forming the way we perceive and therefore construct the world, it cannot be said that they
use the world to fill in what is missing from it, but use prior knowledge combined with
untested approximations to ‘land upon’ sites in the world that cannot be perceived directly.
Dimensionalising landing sites combine the previous two, ‘coupling and coordinating
direct responses with indirect ones, the formed with the formless’ (2002: 7, 8). (Landing
sites will be discussed at length in Section 2.2 Scaling.)

While O’Shaughnessy and Arakawa and Gins appear to concur on many points, they
present their research on the body and consciousness from two very different discursive
positions

corresponding

to

measures

valuing

effect

and

affect,

respectively.

O’Shaughnessy’s text is analytical, filled with formulae, and is comprehensive in its survey
of current medical and scientific research as well as philosophical discussion. He interprets
and extrapolates the philosophical implications of the ideas and findings he surveys to
produce an effective argument. In contrast, Arakawa and Gins put forward no formulae,
only obliquely reference current information, and produce an affective argument that
purposely leaves behind a tyrannical and oppressive set of disciplinary histories. Their
affective engagement is not an emotional plea, but a reasoned and rigorous petition for
attentiveness. In keeping with their poetic and artistic backgrounds, they avoid the
legitimation game by cultivating suspicions of the architecture of knowledge that
permeates our habits, bodies and surroundings. Configurations of landing sites operate
tentatively and provisionally because they are perceptual tools designed to help a person
avoid generalisations and prefabricated categories of site and experience.
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As mentioned above, one of the starting points to establish a way of researching concurrent
measures (affect and effect) may be found in the work of William James. His radical
empiricism and analysis of direct psychological experience are found in the concrete
interactions of everyday life. Two distinct lines of investigation split off from James’
clarity and his obviously charismatic classroom. The arts lineage that can be traced through
Gertrude Stein splinters into many directions, evident in the diverse works of poetry
influenced by Wittgenstein, conceptual art of the 1960s and 1970s, and currently in the
experiential art of installation and new media. The other line runs through Holt and the
philosophical behaviourism of the new realists. Holt was also a student of James, and a
teacher of James J. Gibson (Heft 2001: 59).

James forged the way for two measures to emerge and erroneously develop into two
conflicting methods. This relatively recent history charts the relation between our modes of
attention and the specific context of attention. The key to establishing any sense measure
that might accommodate different and conflicting values may be mapped in the discourse
on attention, a history parallel to the story of ill-will between effect and affect. Montague,
one of the new realists of 1912, outlined an ecological perspective that Gibson maintained
until his death in the 1980s. For Montague, ‘things are not dependent upon the fact that
anybody experiences it’ (Heft 2001: 73). In other words, the world is not occurring for
humans alone. It is within this context that the neutrality of attention was formulated. Both
James and Holt thought that the knower’s perception intersects with the manifold of the
environment at the experience, which belongs to the realm of objects in the world. This
was to be accentuated in Gibson’s search for an immediate and unmediated direct
perception.

The different directions or tendencies developed by Stein and Holt of the activities implied
by radical empiricism, underpin the debates that re-emerged on the pages of Leonardo
magazine between Gibson and art historian E.H. Gombrich during the 1970s. Though the
debates centred on Gibson’s picture theory, the stakes were characterised by the difference
between theories based upon direct perception and those that include indirect perception.
Gibson’s notions of direct perception and ‘affordances’43 – the perceived utility of objects

43

Gibson coined the term affordance ‘to characterise the animal-referent description of objects and events
(Warren and Shaw 1985: 11). Shaw was among many not satisfied with the exclusion of the perceiver in
Gibson’s suggestion that affordances, as environmental information, were available to be perceived directly
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– was confronted by Gombrich’s suggestion that we can attend to imaginary objects.
Ultimately, the contention for Gombrich, as well as for artists today, has to do with
different scales of Gibson’s affordance – for example, whether the object in an
environment holds certain perceivable potential or whether the context itself can be
perceived to hold different potentials, and where each potential exhibits a new range of
affordances. Shifts in scale bring new levels of abstraction into play. This complication
opens the discussion to the movement of attention across direct and indirect consequences.
(The importance of scale is the subject of the next section.)

For Gibson, perception is attention; more precisely, attention tied directly to available
information in the environment. Gombrich notes that ‘perception in this sense is
inseparable from what Gibson calls proprioception’ (1989: 14). He challenges the notion of
affordances by suggesting that we also perceive potential usefulness. The linking of
affordance with foreseeable consequences, on the other hand, keeps imagination and its
relation to memory at bay. Gibson states explicitly that perception should not be confused
with imagination, hallucination or dreaming (1989: 15). Not only is this at the heart of the
Gibson and Gombrich debate, it points to wider contention as to whether we can and do
attend to our imagination, our illusions, attunements in dreams and therefore works of art,
literature and architecture (1989: 15). Arakawa and Gins propose that perception, to a great
extent, is imagination. For artists, the different modes of perception and attention, direct
and indirect, do not cancel each other out because we have learned how to switch between
these two modes pragmatically, as specific situations require.44

by all perceiving agents, not just humans. Affordances are different from physical properties because they are
measured relationally, with respect to intentional acts (1985: 11). Shaw’s notion of ‘effectivities’ (Turvey and
Shaw 1979) emphasises the perceiver-specific capabilities that activate the category of potential encounters
that an affordance names (Warren and Shaw 1985: 12). Warren and Shaw remark, ‘in sum, every disposition
of an animal for some action coimplicates a disposition of some environmental structure to support that
action’ (1985: 12). Robert E. Shaw and William Mace (2003), prominent ecological psychologists, describe
Gibson’s key notion of affordance as invariant environmental properties that provide specific causal
informational support for a potential goal directed activity. To explain an agent’s interaction with invariant
properties, they suggest that control-relevant task-constraints, or effectivities, must match the environmental
affordances (2003: 202).
44
Philosopher of science Gary Hatfield, in ‘Attention in Early Scientific Psychology’, tracks the trajectory of
research on attention, indicating the variegated phenomenological descriptions which include narrowing,
active directing, clarity, fixation over time, effector sensitivity and motivational aspects. He adds involuntary
shifts, which are not a phenomenological category to the list, as he moves through the litany of descriptions
that weld attention to intention and deliberate self-affecting action; it is the inclusion of involuntary shifts that
is pertinent to this inquiry. He cites Augustine on the tendency for attention to be drawn involuntarily to
objects of sensory pleasure and cognitive interest (1998: 8). He does not develop this idea in his survey,
unlike arts practitioners (also influenced by Augustine) who have explored ways that a person may
deliberately provoke involuntary responses. Children know this game well. Post-structuralists raised this
strategy, under the banner of ‘play’, to the critical engagement called deconstruction. In the context of arts
practice, artworks are regarded as objects and events that make involuntary functions visible.
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Arakawa and Gins’ approach is consistent with these findings on attention and its
deployment as a selective mechanism and as a process of resource allocation. Further, I
suggest that attention is the mechanism that connects automatic functions to deliberate
activity. Although Arakawa and Gins clearly see more potential for auto-affection through
the practice of fine-grained spatial and temporal character of attention and involuntary
processing, the inconclusiveness of scientific findings does not deter scientists and artists
from practising self-devised systems of attention, which mostly go unrecorded.

For practitioners who would be emerging ‘architectural bodies’, this is an opportunity to
make observations across the effect/affect divide. New forms of observation require new
forms of attention.45 The construct of ‘person’ straddles the organism and the environment,
allowing directed attention to re-enter the large-scale process of selection. The ‘person as
artist’ is one kind of historical structure that negotiates between organism and
environment. Current conditions make new forms of person imaginable that are no longer
obedient to the rule of form follows function and may now operate by architectural
procedures. The critical difference is that function provides extension and amplification of
the senses while procedures enable movement between modes of sensing (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 58).

Towards Method

If method is to become a process other than a task-constraint that produces reality, its
deployment must resolve the practicality of constraint with the necessity for openness and
inclusion. When the subject of the inquiry focuses on the impact of reductive reason that

45

In Suspensions of Perception (1999), art theorist Jonathan Crary comments that ‘attention, as a series of
texts and practices, is much more than a question of the gaze, of looking, of the subject as spectator’ (1999:
3). Too often, the visual has been studied solely as an effect of power relations. In an attempt to keep
attention from being hijacked in any one direction, Crary discusses vision as ‘only one layer of a body that
could be captured, shaped and controlled by a range of external techniques; at the same time vision is one
part of a body capable of evading institutional capture and of inventing new forms, affects and intensities’.
He adds that the mixed modalities of perception have received little or no analysis in visual studies (1999: 3).
Crary links the idea of specific historical models of behaviour with bodily activity such as vision, perception
and attention. It is not the history of the historical model that is important here, but the suggestion that in
various historical periods multimodality is directed differently, and thus configures attention and perception
in organism-environments differently.
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occurs in formalising the ‘hunt for clarity’ (Gibson 1966: 271), the question of method
attains an experimental character.

Above, I have outlined my embodied approach to methodology:
•

enunciative self-reflexive use of ‘as if’ that becomes a ‘biology of as if’;

•

opening discourse to embodied orientations and engagement begins from Æffective
readings or inclusive approaches that counteract the historical separation of affect
and effect.

Embodied, Æffective readings provide a way to engage with a range of discursive practices
in the humanities such as art, literature, cultural studies, social sciences and psychoanalysis
that deal with affect, subjectivity, self, agency and the phenomenology of self-organisation,
and also correlate, cross-reference and integrate findings with discourses from the natural
sciences,

including

physics,

biology,

psychology,

physiology,

neurology,

and

biochemistry. Studies about the way ‘the’ body is working and has been working need to
account for studies that enact the ways ‘a’ body may work.

My approach to the study of Arakawa and Gins’ echoes the experimental nature of their
tactical practice. Arakawa and Gins have tied the future of humans to a process of daily
research. It includes a movement through the boundaries of the organism-personenvironment, as well as the insular identities needed to protect both artist and art. Arakawa
and Gins observe how the large and small movements, both internal and external to our
designated boundaries, contribute to historical inhibition which translates to personal
inhibition.46 In an essay about their work, Andrew Benjamin observes: ‘The experiments
taking place are not intended to be just another variant of the same in which the differences
vanish in the weave of variety and diversity – the liberal fantasy – but rather are to have an
actual concrete presence.’ (Benjamin, 1997: 6)

46

Katherine Hayles identifies a source of inhibition located in the spectre of the humanist liberal subject
hanging over cognitive science (1995: 5). It is the same spectre that appears in Varela, Thompson and
Rosch’s history of the field. The significance of this ghost in the machine as a model of disembodied
subjectivity chosen by cognitive science is that it produces the direction of research, policy, identity and
personal interaction consistent with the separation of mind and matter, or information and pattern. In an
attempt to counteract the large-scale structure and momentum of inhibition, Hayles argues that narratives
intervene in meta-narrative constructions built from historical models of liberal humanist subjectivity. Her
‘reading’ and subsequent analysis lead to ethical action when she states: ‘I view the present moment as a
critical juncture when interventions might be made to keep disembodiment from being rewritten, once again,
into prevailing concepts of subjectivity’ (Hayles 1999: 5).
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Reading can become a site of embodied experimentation located not in the formal
conventions (not, that is, in experimental writing), but in tactical approaches that bring
information to bear upon the measures, criteria and actions appropriate to deciding what
sites and discursive sequences best connect living bodies and concepts.47 The architectural
body represents sited and situated approach to cognition which we have severely limited,
ritualised and habituated. The work of Arakawa and Gins and the engagements their work
instigates may be considered, on one scale, to be a reconstitution of method and in turn the
acquisition and construction of knowledge and lived experience. The question of method
underpins each discussion in this thesis. Research method begins with reading, which may
be approached as an embodied and Æffective activity, shifted towards experimental
processes, performative reasoning and the biology of ‘as if’.48 Experimentation, too, must
expand to include the bodily affects of discursive effects. Whether one is learning a task or
learning how one learns or learning how to engage with learning, experimental methods
are differential and stand in contrast to organising knowledge through an existing
methodology.
Æffective readings allow a complex differential measure to emerge. 49 The architectural
body is a process that primes and attunes a person to his or her own modes of perception.
In Arakawa and Gins’ tactically posed surrounds, the too small or too big or too slow or

47

In the exhibition catalogue for the Guggenheim show (Govan 1997), Arakawa and Gins set out the
formula: body proper + architectural surround = architectural body (1997: 13). The term body proper is
problematic and value laden under normal circumstances. In their subsequent book The Architectural Body
(2002), they adopt the term ‘organism that persons’ to refer to both the literalness of body made of blood,
bone, nerve and tissue as well as the movements that organise its function. They consider the following terms
are synonymous: ‘body, body-proper, human being, organism, organism-person, person’ (Gins and Arakawa
2002: 2).
48
Sloterdijk, in Critique of Cynical Reason (1987), argues throughout that scepticism continually keeps the
body out of the picture, and that we must also be careful to include the way the body affects itself. In
discussing the defamation of the sensual he draws our attention to the psychosomatic management of the
body (1987: 139-54) and art that tries to ‘embody the rights to existence of the excluded low elements with
body and soul – beyond the boundaries of illusion. That is one of the reasons why art has its eye on “life” so
much; it is its kynical impulse that wants fiction to jump into reality. Aesthetic amoralism is only a prelude to
life demanding its sensual rights practically.’ (1987: 108) The kynical impulse, kynicism or dog philosophy,
is Sloterdijk’s method of reinstating a (Æffective) speaking body in Western culture’s various modalities of
constructing subjectivity, which include well-being, health, self-assertion and self-realisation.
49
Andrew Benjamin in The Plural Event (1993) outlines a differential ontology that would chart the changes
to conception, repetition, event and ultimately judgement, to the extent that philosophy recognises itself as
event and mode of presentation requiring a reformulation of the temporality of relation. This reformulation
would be an enactment that would also account for singular events that stand in non-relation to others
because they are unique occurrences as well as plural events. It would attend to the singular that is plural that
is achieved when the movement presupposed to exist between two given unities is considered to be
constitutive of identity.(1993:124). Such an approach is consistent with the complex interaction of scales of
action signalled in Arakawa and Gins’ work. Further, Benjamin links the temporality necessary for a
differential ontology to the spacing of judgement which is itself a spacing within and thus held by ontology
(15).
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too fast are made perceptible. The deregulated practice of perception and attention sets the
stage for an experimental mode of questioning. The actual activity of reading influences
the construction of our methodological claims. By reintroducing affect into methodology a
researcher may re-enter the search for knowledge in a way that considers the pre-social site
of embodied cognition – in the form of attention and affect – differently from how it
considers the social body and discursive intervention into the Social. Deleuze, Guattari and
in turn Massumi are in part responsible for the affective turn in art, literature, philosophy
and social science. Such a reanimation of singular bodies as discursive forces increases the
likelihood that new processes will appear.

The way to make Æffective reading useful to embodied practices is to recognise that,
although we may be used to cross-referencing domains of information when our hold on
knowledge is destabilised, we are often less skilled at untangling the ways in which our
body physically adjusts to the new and unrecognised cognitive events that transpire. It is of
no use to reconfigure reading without the goal of rigorous re-entry into embodied cognition
and the production of informed embodied practices.

In order to avoid becoming a fantasy of access, research must be considered to impact at
discursive and organismic levels. If only a fantasy of access is possible, as Maturana and
Varela’s autopoietic model suggests, then we still participate in a world-view that separates
mind and body. For Arakawa and Gins, the most crucial site for research is at the threshold
between imagined possibility and fantasy, or between the possible and the virtual. At the
scale of embodied action the threshold is a moveable feast, the site of ongoing negotiations
between suggestions that persons can make to themselves which have ‘anatomical basis’
and those which do not (Maturana and Varela 1980: 20).

Byrd (2005) notes that ‘the classical mode of engagement was mimetic, the modernist
mode was methodological’, to which I would add that the contemporary mode would be
coordinological. ‘Not a series of actions taken on this scale of action or that but the
coordinating of several scales of action makes a person able to construct a world’ (Gins
and Arakawa 2002: 63). In their ‘Notes for an Architectural Body’ (2002: 63-72), Arakawa
and Gins observe, at the most practical level of activity, that ‘architectural bodies have
everything to do with what a person makes of the fact, the soft but sure-enough fact, that
she perceptually subtends, and as-if palpates, architectural surrounds as wholes’ (2002:
63).
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Method and methodology (from hodos meaning ‘the way’) is the construction of a site of
judgment, which sets the measure and criteria for selection that produce a world-view.
Methodology represents a social contract for which the terms of agreement have already
been satisfied. Methodologies, in an age of overthrown grand narratives, no longer ensure
the agreement nor sustain a unified world-view. As a result, they become fictive
certainties, still available as topoi, and valuable because of their pragmatic application. The
irony of contemporary pragmatics, once opened to the operations of embodied cognition, is
that despite operational uncertainty, we maintain a Weltanschauung on the side.

Arakawa and Gins’ notion of ‘coordinating several scales of action’, or coordinology
(2002: 63) is a more appropriate description of a moving process in contrast to
methodology, which tries to establish a fixed point or position from which to observe the
flow of information. Practitioners tend to include their bodies as a factor in research
processes; a position flush with the continual present of the organism-environment.
Coordinology, or proceduralism, promotes modes of action that address the filigreed
connections of daily activities to bloody and violent historical change that cannot be
disengaged from the soft tissue and molecular rate of changes in perception. Methodology
is always a ‘practice of person’ and it is the ‘person’ that is a methodological construct,
caught in the middle between the interests of the organism and the environment. The
methodology required for a practice of person would emphasise the sites and situations of
embodied configuration as it specifies indirectly and directly, the selection of types and
rates of change.

When studying what goes on between the body-proper [nerve, tissue,
bone and blood] and the surroundings, it will be necessary to consider the
extent to which persons are behavioral subsets of the organisms from
which they emanate and out of which they compose themselves as agents
of action. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2, my insertion)
Method is often situated in a meta-discursive position designed to produce a logic of
connection, engagement and interpretation that informs a person’s research activity. In the
case of an enactive approach, such as that of Arakawa and Gins, perceptions and actions
constitute the purposeful structure of methodology. Not distanced behind a protective glass
and exempt from influencing the results, enactive research investigates the situatedness of
this dynamic system.
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Jed Rasula’s doctoral dissertation (1989) has contributed enormously to what might
constitute a methodology in regard to the study of embodiment. His interpretation and
articulation of issues in cultural geography, the ecology of literature and theory of
exceptions emphasise the uniqueness and singular occasions of enactment. Rasula’s
dissertation stays within the confines of discursive formations of the social body and
poetics, which constitute these formations. It does not break the skin of the embodied
activities to suggest a physiological aspect to poetics. He continually points out the impact
and correlation of the body to poetics and to the social construction of bodies. I aim to
continue the investigation begun in Rasula’s thesis and develop his theoretical insights into
non-literary domains on increasingly larger and smaller scales of events. One of these
shifts involves interarticulation of the logic of sense (where metaphysics is transformed
into a logic and subsequently into a logic of sense) with a logic of sensation (where the
synthesis that affords a logic of sense is threatened by the logic of sensation). In this
transition, the surface of representation actively passes through the Scylla and Charybdis of
embodied processes, contingent and historical, that smash the conventions and the
convenience of forms into the elemental processes of breathing and sensing. Thus method
as discursive positioning becomes embodied manoeuvres.

Rasula’s methodological position considers that the person is what restores the proportion
suitable for the study of life on earth. Dubious in relation to science and appeals to reason
as verification, his ‘renegade use of materials from distinct disciplines relies upon a
different pragmatics and principle of evaluation’ (1989: 28). He looks for the excess or
quirk in a discourse that yields more that what it offers (directly). Suggesting that he is not
an expert able to challenge the truth content of work in the fields being read, he positions
himself instead as a reader sensitive to the uses of language, valuing resonant metaphors,
or tactics of a particular indirection (1989: 28). He argues against an idea of scholarship
that addresses questions one by one until none remains, urging to notice that it is a mistake
for any method to think through a position that assumes that there is some independent
vantage point outside of (ongoing) experience that would allow a researcher to distinguish
between discovery and transformation (O’Donovan-Anderson 1996: 140).

Rasula’s dissertation remains a significant attempt to explain ‘thinking through the body’
(Gallop 1990) in relation to constructing our being in language (poetics). While he
continually ties the outside of discourse to the poetics he practises through the materiality
and ‘sensual making’ of language (Rasula 1989: 53), his embodied reading is constituted
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solely through literature to rectify that ‘we have neglected to notice that the right to
language secures bodily freedom’ (1989: 20). His engagement from a literary orientation
(1989: 32) is as a ‘reader alert to the use of language and capable of valuing a resonant
metaphor or the tactic of particular syntactic indirection’ (1989: 28). He picks up on the
notion of ‘chreod’, a canalised trajectory which acts as an attractor for nearby trajectories,
dislodging it from biology and applying it to literary theory where it supplies a way to
examine the ‘persistence of generic specifications as canonical norms’ (1989: 28). While
he is interested in overflows, they are interdiscursive overflows, which are never brought
to the physiological level of the body except in their leakage, seepage and ‘satellite’
gravitational pull on actual bodies.

Rasula’s descriptions make poetics into methodology and reading into a life of research.
The binding of theory to poetics comes about because he takes theory as poetics (1989:
31), stating that theory is a ‘mobile provocation to witness, to behold, I have found in it
permission to locate myself as an embodied psyche in the 20th century’ (1989: 30). His
rewriting of Jameson’s ‘always historicise’ into ‘always poeticise’ (1989: 34) brings the
body paradoxically out of historical time and into continuous present, the time of making.
Poetry, as indirect history, indicates the spirit of its time and brings the tools of selfconstitution in language to the fore, as enactments of embodied consciousness in time,
instead of descriptions of persons and events. In this way, the performative aspect of
poetics concretises the body in language, ironically finding a place in language via diexis
and index. Index implies a material connectedness (see discussions of Verbrugge in
Section 2.3 Coordinating) and diexis implies a yet-to-be determined (as opposed to an
indeterminable) site.

This thesis accepts Rasula’s methodological propositions and their implication, but
attempts to extend them to other forms of bodily activity, whether genres of artistic
production or everyday practices. These activities stand in relation to, but cannot be
entirely correlated with, any single activity or attractor – even one as encompassing as
language. Thus Rasula’s exceptions (logical, conceptual, paradoxical) must now include
physical anomalies, bodily manifestations (reconfigurations) where the staining power of
language is only one of the ways cognition has been funnelled. A new more inclusive
process is needed. As a result, I am compelled to rewrite and reimagine Rasula’s ‘always
poeticise’ with Arakawa and Gins’ ‘always coordinate’, or to replace Ezra Pound’s dictum,
‘nothing matters but the quality of affection’, with ‘nothing matters but the quality of
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Æffection’. These reimaginings are a way of mobilising how we witness, what we take to
be seen, and questioning the assumptions of habituated looking, seeing and the reading.
This is also the way in which embodied reading becomes writing and writing becomes
body-wide (embodied) action and interaction. Proposing a practice beyond ‘theory as
poetics’ and ‘poetics as witnessing’ is a difficult task and will require a significant
transition period (Rasula 1987: 31, 30). The argument needs to be made for embodied
practice as the subject and process of research capable of producing rigour comparable to
discursive modes of investigation. ‘Doing theory’, in Lotringer’s sense, is permission to
‘do otherwise’ (2001: 125-62), which always runs a risk of losing the body again under
descriptions of the body or discursive representations.

In fact, Arakawa and Gins step over this problem of the outcast body extremely elegantly
by no longer preoccupying themselves with it as a salient issue. Theories of Everything
and the encounter with the impossible never seem to generate enough energy to break the
gravitational field of discourse, which is why other tactics need to be employed. The
organism-person-surround avoids the wrangle about consciousness, body, language,
theology, philosophy, psychoanalytics, what theory is or isn’t, or what practice is or isn’t,
or whether they are or are not the same thing. This is their contribution: to find ways to
enact organism-person-surround and not get lost in the contemplation of binaries, a
contemplation that almost inevitably results in the discursive reenactment of binaries in
one way or another even as it tries to undo binaries. In The Future of Theory (2002), JeanMichel Rabaté’s theorising of theory unfolds by bringing the notion of theory closer to
practice and therefore to bodily activity as an applied methodology, but does so at the
expense of the body rather than in the service of it.50 The critique that he pursues under his
50

Rabaté’s engagements with the concepts of hysteria and heresy through Lacan’s connections to surrealism,
catholic trinitarian structure and literature, are telling examples of the ongoing struggle to position the body
in discourse, and the way in which these efforts can also reinforce the problem they try to dismantle. Efforts
that move towards ‘thinking through the body’ (Gallop 1990) remain marginalised or return to a state of
affairs where thinking ‘threw’ the body. More often than not, as seen in Rabaté’s repositioning of theory
closer to concerns of practice, the discourse that signals and sets the theoretical frameworks for this move is
cloaked in terminology where the body is the devalued term in a binary. The hysteric and the heretic are two
instances of the rebellious body, outside its own best interests, represented through terms that it has to
wrench from discursive context and appropriated by the disenfranchised. Rabaté proposes that ‘theory’
should be aligned with the discourse of the Hysteric, one of Lacan’s four sites of agency from the 1969-70
seminars: ‘The Master, the Hysteric, the Psychoanalyst and the University’ (Rabaté 2002: 14). Despite the
laudable efforts to take account of the body by moving ‘Theory’ beyond the reactive position of proving
other theories as wrong or lacking, to a position where theory is acts of thinking/writing that are at once
theoretical and applied, he still remains within the old concept of the body. What Rabaté outlines is precisely
what the whole project has been about for a wide range of scholars/practitioners at least since Foucault.
While the impulse to find the body’s pleasure in discourse is found in theory’s reabsorption of the body, it is
made to seem as selfish, sinful, even perverse and unsanctioned. In prosecuting (in 2002) a ‘new’ way of
thinking/doing theory, Rabaté occludes myriad other ‘new’ ways that have been going on since before
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rubrics of hysteria and heresy, although consistent with the imperative to acknowledge the
lived body, remains lodged in language that devalues embodiment and lived experience.
Reappropriation of the language of disenfranchisement is an excellent political strategy of
resistance and culture jamming, but the language that denies the body its intelligence is
ingrained below the social and political content of language. The danger of the microfascism that Guattari too warned us against (1996: 11) means that micro-events and microattentions are equally, if not more susceptible to prescriptive, addictive and ideological
programs producing habits to which we conform our attentions, motivations and emotions.
Subjectivity is often the result of aligning the education of the senses with conceptual maps
of embodied experience.

Arakawa and Gins address this addiction to prescriptive programs, and our contemporary
taste for theory, through the tactics of tentativeness that breaks with a closed figural
definition of autonomy that proceeds through usurpation. They work towards the
transformation of ‘otherness’ into an ecological process of the organism-person-surround.
A person may configure ‘reading’ in order to void the tacit agreement that perpetuates
received knowledge while ‘enjoying the symptoms’51 of dissolving identity boundaries to
become a method that supports embodied engagement. To this end, I would concur with
the methodological approach of David Michael Levin:

écriture feminine and certainly since it. And at the same time, Rabaté discursively continues a binary between
theory and practice in order to articulate that position. ‘Heresy’ (like ‘hysteria’) only exists as part of an
oppressive binary in which the privileged term is ‘orthodoxy’, and the outcomes for heretics who stand
outside of orthodoxy are horrendously oppressive (from the Inquisition to Salem, but also currently evident in
Bush’s USA and Howard’s Australia). It is played out on real bodies in death, torture, social vilification,
politics of fear. It cannot be appropriated and recast in a ‘neutral’ position, as if lodging these terms as
privileged concepts in his theory of theorising somehow removes its discursive and embodied baggage.
Despite the description of the operations constantly pointing beyond the problem, this approach, in my view,
is a re-binarising that is very problematic. ‘Heresy’ and ‘hysteria’ foreground the role of the body defined
from a debased and devalued position. In both cases, the body and the position of the individual are placed on
the firing line – the value at stake in the ontological, and metaphysical stance. In hysteria, the body will not
be denied, its surface will not be suppressed by other considerations, nor its demands postponed. The body
speaks through the only means it has available, its dis-ease and discontent with the status quo and the design
of homeostasis with which it must comply. Heresy puts the body in the line of fire, literally in theological
terms, erasing the distanced position that God takes beyond the horizon, and displacing Him to ‘here where I
am’ or, as Melville suggested ‘take god out of the dictionary and put him on the street’. This inversion of the
horizon of creation and the location of the divine in the world constitutes the breach of separation between
divine and human orders. In the Lacanian universe, heresy brings the body into the picture through the
sinthome, which is the gaze of the Real as the enjoyment of the symptom. These two terms, sinthome and
symptom, are pronounced almost the same in French and Lacan uses this to pun on Joyce as the Sinthome, a
literary saint, saint homme (Rabaté 2001: 160-61). These manoeuvres may be seen as revolutionary, in the
modernist sense, because they engage with the rules of the universe they overthrow. Arakawa and Gins do
not overthrow the order of things, and therefore are not advocating a revolution that installs a new set of
rules.
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… to examine thinkers and practitioners who have made or attempted to
make, some kind of difference in the history of the embodied person
(vision), exposing our habits, dispositions, practices and institutions to an
array of (discursive) contestations (Levin 1997: 21).
This, of course, positions reading as an embodied activity, not as a concept or engagement,
and as the crucial methodological component that organises and links research, discussion,
insight, and plans of action. Similar to the homeopathy of Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy
(2001) updated with autopoietic terminology, the uses and abuses of discourse aid the
production of internal descriptions (of ‘pure and abstract relations’) that help realise and
maintain an organism’s fictive sense of autonomous agency. Of course, the lived
experience of reading in relation to method creates a tension. In the case of reading, the
search for opacity is primary since a thing or symbol must offer resistance to be processed
and received, while in the case of method, the production of transparency is foremost in
order to maintain the coherence which an ahistorical distance provides.

Ralph Ellis (2000: 3-27) points to the relationship between phenomenological experiencing
of affect and correlated biological processes. He suggests that we need to bring together
strands of self-organisation and biochemistry with philosophy, psychology and
neuroscience to understand how these relationships are enactive. The outcome of this
approach has been named ‘first-person science’ by focus-oriented psychotherapist Eugene
Gendlin, who proposes a new science akin to ecology and suggests that the study of
complex processes must interconnect a science of subjective experiences with third-person
science (2000: 109-19).

For Arakawa and Gins, reading is infrathin doing. It both is and is not like doing what you
are reading. They state in their manuscript, Making Dying Illegal (2005), ‘How like and
unlike a medical procedure an architectural procedure is’(2005: 53). They quite
deliberately wrestle language into positions that straddle zones of activity, which allows
reading to become action and prepare a person to ‘counteract to some extent one’s own
automaticity’, ‘augment one’s own body’ and ‘consider more than one solution to a
problem’ (2003: 20). When I read Architectural Body or To Not to Die, or Helen Keller or
Arakawa, I have two sets of thoughts. One set perturbs my body and the other does not.
The set that does not perturb my body establishes a position from which the perturbations

51

Žižek in (1992) Enjoy Your Symptom and (2000) ‘The Enlightenment in Laibach’ provides many examples
of Lacan’s sinthome, or the jouissance that occurs when one enjoys his or her own symptom.
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take on specific value. A person might interpret the discrepancy between the two sets as
being a split; however, an embodied reading of this difference indicates that two modes of
sensing are operating. The resulting thought-feelings are very close to the sensation one
experiences in Arakawa and Gins’ built works, where all thoughts are bodily thoughts.

Two of Arakawa’s exhibitions, Painting for Closed Eyes (1990) at Ronald Feldman Fine
Arts in New York and Constructing the Perceiver (1991) at the National Museum of
Modern Art in Tokyo, demonstrate how reading and visually engaging with paintings may
be opened outwards through the body and into the surrounds. These are the last solo works
before Arakawa devotes himself entirely to the already established collaborative practice
of inventing and assembling architectural procedures towards an architectural body.

Figure 1. ‘Abrupt Resemblances’ in Paintings for Closed Eyes

The diagrammatic strategies of Arakawa’s paintings had pushed the inherent problem of
reading as far as paintings can before the limitation on size prevent them from becoming
environments. Conversely, when reading a verbal text one rarely thinks to measure how
big it is. Such textual information does not draw attention to its size. The exceptions would
be eye tests and on occasion sky writing. Otherwise written texts are cloud size – that is,
one is never in a position from which to judge a text’s size. Printed texts, like clouds,
construct the perceiver by making him or her understand (by standing away from one’s
own size) when a text is ‘writ large’ or in ‘fine print’. The perceiver cannot triangulate the
size of writing, cannot measure the dimension but can only apportion out a scale that seems
adequate to the encounter.
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At the end of Architectural Body, Arakawa and Gins comment that ‘the reading process is
a coordinating skill’ but that it ‘removes more critical dimensions that it preserves’ (Gins
and Arakawa 2002: 87) because it does not typically invite us to engage ‘procedural
knowing’ (2002: 52). At this point in the text they take readers through an experiment that
makes them aware of the page of the book as part of the space of the surround. Using
breath as the operation that coincides with embodied thought (remember William James’
desire to replace ‘I think’ with ‘I breathe’) they conduct expansions of the 8 x 11 inch page
of the book to the height of the tallest tree and then to the size of the reader’s room where:

The characters spread straight out the back of the virtual sheet of paper
and straight out in front of it as well. But this last bit of the
dimensionalising needed for the description we are striving to assemble
jointly might be effected through a different image (202: 89).
Arakawa and Gins provide the image of a hula hoop and then the labyrinth to reconnect the
perceptual to the conceptual, which allows the book space and the virtual spaces contained
therein to flow across the actual space of the body. This is the outcome that scaling,
coordinating and constructing tactically aim to achieve.

The subject of the next section is the way in which we apportion the world through the act
of scaling that links ‘reading’ to scales of action and modes of sensing involved in
perceptual learning and procedural knowing. By investigating these links, it is possible to
study the resourcefulness of the ‘organism that persons’ attempting to hold a constructed
world in place.
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2.2 Scaling

The way that the body holds itself, the many ways it
holds itself, on many different scales of action, and the
way it holds the world is cumulative. All the holdings
you have experienced, all the holding of you and by
you, moves within and through your holding of yourself
and has a part in your holding onto something.
(Gins and Arakawa 2002: 83)

Towards the end of Architectural Body (2002), Arakawa and Gins discuss how ‘a tactically
posed surround can be built in which the holding of scale, itself surely basic to all holding in
place, doesn’t hold’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 76). This is achieved by re-entering the site
where reading and perception intersect, which has the Æffect of holding things, and
relationships between things, in place. They cite a passage from Gulliver’s Travels where
the Lilliputian metropolis Mildendo is given dimensions (2002: 78-79) to demonstrate how
apportioning, through landing site dispersals and scaling, through a system of reference,
makes perception and measure tentative. ‘When scale loses traction on sited awareness, the
tentativeness of the forming moment – raw process, the raw process of venturing forth as
existing all up in the air within nearground, middleground, and farground simultaneously –
will be seen, heard and smelled to as-if flutter in the breeze’ (2002: 76). Scaling is one
aspect of critical holding, while ‘reading can of course have no self-critical dimension; when
it tries to read itself it vanishes’ (2002: 87). Investigating the coordination of reading with
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scaling will make the invention of Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures more
evident. The aim of this section is to link the benefits of Æffective and embodied reading to
the attempts of an ‘organism that persons’ to hold the relationships that define it for
perception and understanding within a single scale of action. The link between reading and
scaling is the embodied activity of apportioning, for which ‘landing sites’ is the practice. At
the beginning of the second Chapter of Architectural Body, a series of orienting statements
are made:

Were nothing being apportioned out, no world could form. What is being
apportioned out, no one is able to say. That which is being apportioned out
is in the process of landing. To be apportioned out involves being
cognizant of sites. To be cognizant of a site amounts to having greeted it in
some manner or to having in some way landed on it. There is that which
gets apportioned out as the world. There is apportioning out that can
register and an apportioning out that happens more indeterminately. A
systematic approximating of how things are apportioned out should be
possible. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 5)
In this section I will discuss landing sites as they are distributed across scales of action in the
construction of measure. The aim is to establish body-wide coordinating skills. Reading is a
form of measure and measure is a system of relation that both contributes to the way a
person scales him- or herself into, or apportions out, the world. Measure as a mode of
interaction and self-reflexivity presupposes relations between the situation and the system of
measurement. Reading tends to ignore the situatedness of the reader and the reader’s body
by emphasising instead the system of conceptual correspondence and transmission that skim
across individual modes of activity in search of resemblances.

If it is possible to scale a text to diminish its separation from the surrounds then it is also
possible to reread the world in such a way as to diminish the separation of body-wide
sensing from knowledge. The combined activity of reading and scaling works in both
directions of cognitive processing. Scale is a system of connectibility, while the embodied
approaches to reading and scaling are the resources for connecting. In Helen Keller or
Arakawa (1994), Gins writes in a poem prompted by Helen Keller’s observation, ‘it is not
the stone wall that makes it [the temple or church] large or small, but the brave soul’s light
shining round about’ (1994: 240). The poem is titled ‘Position through Positionality to
Position’, which works on the notion that ‘the underlying basis for seeing … would be
detachable from the actual seeing of things’ (1994: 12) in conjunction with limitations on
scale that thinking and perceiving impose. The last chapter of Helen Keller or Arakawa is
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‘critical beach’, the site from which a sentient atmospheric condition speaks, recounting and
performing the textures, sensings, and co-extensives involved in ‘ongoing enveloping’
(1994: 296). The last words that Helen Keller or Arakawa or Madeline Gins says are: ‘Oh
how I love to feel the click, click, clicking down where so many of the larger envelopes have
their beginning and their end points’ (1994: 302).

Arakawa and Gins’ ‘architectural body’ is a paradoxical process that uses the body’s
organismic pragmatism against its own programmatic agendas. Even though it has always
seemed logical not to question destiny or finality, especially when it comes to our own
bodies, Arakawa and Gins suggest that the only way to arrive at a sustainable body is to
interact with the very processes that establish our place in the world by producing meaning
and value. We would much rather think around our bodies than think through them in the
organism’s own terms (operations). Arakawa and Gins recognise the irony and devastating
effects implicit in this logic. This is the impetus behind the paradoxical term ‘reversible
destiny’ and the non-ironic irony of the challenge it sets up. The idea of ‘deciding not to die’
presents a person with a moral dilemma, especially a person who enacts Æffective and
embodied reading of that phrase. The dilemma arises as one immediately understands that to
accept the idea of dying is to participate in dying. If death is a final value that gives life
meaning, and death is preserved in order to maintain the values of the life it qualifies, the
moral dilemma also becomes a logical paradox. The ‘organism that persons’ must live
through the experience of dilemmas and paradox because abstract thought, the thought of
time outside of history, of elsewhere beyond existence, of non-objective reality, of bodiless
existence, Æffects a person in the bodily present. There is no ‘elsewhere’ for the continuous
present of the organism or the ongoing process of the ‘organism that persons’.

Their project, which includes discursive and built works, is aimed at audiences in Western
and Eastern industrialised countries and cultures. The overly inclusive use of ‘we’ and
‘species’ is problematic in a different way to terms such as ‘organism’, and ‘body-proper’
which have overt reference to historical scientific discourse. They note:

We have adopted the admittedly clumsy term of ‘organism that persons’
because it portrays persons as being intermittent and transitory outcomes
of coordinated forming rather than honest-to-goodness-entities; now that
we have launched the term, we use the following less cumbersome terms
synonymously with it: body, body-proper, human being, organism,
organism-person, person. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2)
105

The problem in reading their work becomes locating to whom ‘we’ refers, when throughout
their discourse they use it in contexts such as ‘we may not know how we are connected to
the world, but we do know that we are’ (2002: 6). Similarly, they use ‘the species’ in
statements such as ‘the species has not yet learned how to have its members pull together to
work communally at the same time they continue to form themselves as separate
individuals’ (2002: xxi). Statements such as these locate their discourse within WesternEastern industrial culture that is still suffering from the mind/body split. ‘We’ and ‘species’
do not seem to take into account Indigenous cultures of remote and urban spaces because
they assume that the same modes of construction produce similar shortcomings in terms of
sited awareness and understanding of the organism-person-surround. Arakawa and Gins
would not disagree that what any culture perceives in or about nature is surely governed by
how that culture perceives the idea of nature in the first place. In this lie the differences, for
instance, between cultural practices that involve mimicry, mimesis or metamorphosis. Yet it
seems to me that the very differences between how different cultures in ‘the species’ have
taken very different approaches to their relationships with and in nature have much to offer
the project. It must be remembered that Arakawa and Gins do not claim to be designing a
solution to the problem that they have identified in ‘crisis ethics’ or in the historical
construction of subjectivity. They are constructing a way of approaching daily research that
recognises both the force of social construction and biological structure. They also propose
that: ‘underlying all cultures, in East and West alike, is this assumption or attitudinal stance:
we – each and every one of us – must die’ (2002: xiv). Here, ‘we’ would operate quite
accurately without exception.

Arakawa and Gins strongly advocate the necessity of interaction with any individual or
group researching the ‘extent of the site of person’ and invite ‘other’ insights. ‘There needs
to be communal devising, selecting and combining of techniques that will strengthen
organism-persons and help them to regenerate themselves; results need to be pooled and
compared’ (2002: xxi). I would argue that any culture might benefit from and contribute to a
perceptual way of knowing and learning. In fact, Indigenous cultures would have much to
offer to the construction of the architectural bodies that as yet do not exist. The ‘architectural
body’, therefore, must be understood as a research question, an invitation to conduct
research and a hypothesis on how persons reading this discourse, a discourse embedded
within arts and science research cultures, might proceed in realising living.
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The problem of the inclusive ‘we’ has everything to do with the scale of Arakawa and Gins’
argument. They are confronting events specific to a Western-Eastern ‘modern’ ontology. It
is not that the argument does not hold in relation to Western-Eastern industrialised cultural
engagements with the body, culture, evolution, environment, etc. It is that it cannot
unproblematically be extended to ‘the species’ or ‘we’ when that pertains to significantly
non-Westernised and non-Easternised cultures, which quite explicitly have not enacted the
same identity borders between organism, person and surrounds, and construct these
interactions through other configurations of perception and action. Use of the term ‘the
species’ aligns with the scientific scale of Arakawa and Gins’ project while the use of the
term ‘we’ aligns with the scale of social application to which their heuristic approach
aspires. The connection between these two domains is the subject of their work.

The crucial point is Arakawa and Gins’ implementation of the heuristic, which enacts a
deliberate appropriation of bodily activity in order to re-enter the site of person defined by
identity borders that ‘organisms that person’ co-select. These include large-scale territories
of the cultural and natural and small-scale applications based upon fictive certainty
regarding invariance or difference. The practice of this heuristic form of repetition has been
moved from the site of art and applied to the site of self-invention. In the opening pages of
Architectural Body, they ask ‘Who or what are we as this species?’ (2002: xii). These
problematic terms may in fact signal a change of scale that occurs when the biological term
and the social term change places: from persons and their organisms to the ‘organism that
persons’. This relation implies that individual activity cannot be formed without reference to
and reciprocity with communal activity.

Throughout their written discourse, Arakawa and Gins use ‘she’ to indicate all singular
pronouns of unknown persons. The undifferentiated ‘we’ is problematic from the viewpoint
of contemporary theories of cultural difference, while the specificity of ‘she’ is also
problematic because it over-differentiates, but I am inclined to read it as a gesture indicating
the non-separation of observer and observed, theorist and theorized. ‘We’, in addition to
including the male, female, East, West, poet, painter qualities associated with their
collaboration, locates all addressees within the community under the threat that extinction
and the extinguishing of life represent. As a comparative reader of Arakawa and Gins, ‘we’
remains problematic if one remains external to the field of knowledge that their texts unfold.
If, however, a person enters the text, ‘we’ becomes porous, a speculative fiction of Helen
Keller or Arakawa that Madeline Gins weaves around the potential expanses of person,
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enveloping these three configurations of ‘person’ in the book. The fragility and tentativeness
of ‘we’ becomes more and more evident to the degree that perceptual learning helps to
establish who and what ‘we’ are in changing and reconfigured contexts.

To know who ‘we’ are presupposes knowing oneself and the extent of the sites and
relationships among the organism-person-surround. To know oneself as an ‘organism that
persons’ requires that a person who reads becomes aware of an organism-person that scales.
Scaling and reading are two domains or configurations of embodied awareness. Reading is
the activity that establishes the correspondence of relationships that become a system of
measure, whether absolute or tentative. Scaling is the activity that establishes the
correspondence between systems of measure and the image of totality operating through
fictive certainty as the world. However, reading and scaling are not confined to a single
scale. One can extrapolate any number of different combinations. It is because each
combination enacts different embodied configurations of activity that we must understand
the importance of ‘scales of action’ and ‘scales of events’ for this inquiry into Arakawa and
Gins project.

‘Scales of action’ refers to the totalised images that are constructed to hold in place the
objects and relationships of the ‘world’. ‘Scales of events’ refers to encounters with a world
in which other agents and patterns of material organisation are occurring and co-evolving.
An ‘organism that persons’ partakes and participates in forming the world, but cannot
control or determine the symmetries or reciprocal interactions that co-construct an
environment. Actions have drastically different Æffects when enacted on different scales
and actions initiated on one scale often impact upon other scales to a greater extent than the
scale of origin. It is for this reason that ‘coordinating that goes across a variety of scales of
action, a criss-crossing between different world-sizes, continues within and as a part of what
goes on as basic human-scale coordination’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 63). (Coordinating is
the subject of the next section.) How these scales are enacted and held in place is my present
concern. The task of setting scales of actions in place indicates the core value used to
measure relationships, which Lyotard has called the ‘figural’ in Discours/figure (1971).

The figural, as set out by Lyotard and explored by Rodowick, is ‘the force that erodes the
distinction between letter and line, open possibility and denotative meaning (Rodowick
2001: 1-2). The figural is a level of engagement that produces our habitual scale of
perception by settling upon a set of invariant features. The figural is behind representation,
108

making representation possible, the ‘fugitive at the heart of discourse and perception, as that
which troubles them’ (Lyotard 1971: 135 in Rodowick 2001: 8). It is because the effort to
reinforce the world at the figural scale is so great that we deny or ignore that the ‘blinding
energy of desire flows’ (Rodowick 2001: 8-9). The self-enclosed system of the figural, is the
source of beauty as well as desperation because it is a false contour, costly in human terms.
The figural is the scale on which representation relies because it provides a recognisable
limit because the imaginary can only combine that which is made visible on the figural
scale. Therefore despite the claims of representation to go beyond itself, the imaginary
constantly confronts and fails to circumvent that which it uses to form meaning.

Rodowick makes a sharp distinction between figure (the figurative) and the figural. A figure
is a form that implies relation, which Rodowick associates with the Newtonian mechanics
under which semiotics operates. He suggests it be replaced by a ‘becoming’ which he
associates with the figural (2001: 46).52 Lyotard’s term links the separation of figure from
ground to his efforts to reap the benefits of interaction with the formless, which must also be
measured in terms of the human-scale and scaling of sensation, sense and nonsense.53

Geoffrey Bennington (1988) explains how the figural depends on a notion of transgression
intensified by re-entry into affect. He augments Lyotard’s argument: ‘the figure transgresses
the law of discourse, refuses to respect the invariant spacing and rules of substitution which
define the system of langue’ (1988: 91). It is particularly relevant to this inquiry where
Bennington notes that the figural deploys visibility to support its disruptive effect on the
‘flat space of discourse’ (1988: 91) and relies upon phenomenological descriptions that open
‘figurative’ to amorphous links produced by body-wide sensing. Arakawa and Gins draw
upon the insights that Lyotard’s figural provides, developing them in order to counteract the

52

Rodowick suggests that the figural is not governed by the opposition of word to image, spatiality or
temporality, or by the logic of binary oppositions, nor is it aligned with concepts of identity or aesthetics. He
concludes this discussion by observing its potential as the ‘logic of mass culture itself, or rather a culture of the
mass’ (2001: 46). It seems that Rodowick’s argument relies upon correspondence between the operations and
media that give the operations expression. The figure or figurative is associated with sign, concept of identity
and aesthetics epitomised by painting, while the figural becomes the fluid operation of new media. However, I
see the figural in relation to a set of connected themes in Lyotard: the formless, the differend and the sublime,
which relate less to the media that give expression to the figural than to the scale of judgment that forms the
backdrop for the way ‘sense’ participates in the ‘sense’ of minute sensations at the same time as it operates as
the all-encompassing ‘sense’ in Jean-Luc Nancy’s The Sense of the World (1997).
53
While measure reflects the body – the ‘man as the measure’ is our bodily experience of conventional, which
is to say communal, measure – in fact it is much like going to the theatre: the body is there as support for an
abstract norm which becomes the backdrop of the figural. Consider the changes from cubit (forearm) and foot
(king’s foot) to metric (one ten millionth of the distance from the north pole to the equator on a line through
Paris): the idea and practice of measure is aimed at a standard, repeatable and increasingly shared accuracy.
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domination of perception and discourse by the figural scale which underpins and oversees
the formation of object relations.

For example, it is the figural that Max Horkheimer (1972) notices when he observes:

The objects we perceive in our surroundings – cities, villages, fields,
woods – bear the mark of having been worked on by man. It is not only in
clothing and appearance, in outward form and emotional make-up that
men are the products of history. Even the way they see and hear is
inseparable from the social life-process as it has evolved over the
millennia. The facts which our senses present to us are socially performed
in two ways: through the historical character of the objects perceived and
through the historical character of the perceiving organs. (Horkheimer
1972: 200-201 in Levin 1997: 63, note 1).
Similarly, Arakawa and Gins suggest that architecture is the appropriate site to interact with
the historical character of the perceiving organs and the ritualised activities of the ‘organism
that persons’ because the figural, now ingrained in homeostatic and socially constructed
rituals, has fixed the scale of human existence. This is reinforced by James J. Gibson’s direct
perception which accepts the anthropomorphised scale of figures that populate detection,
perception and understanding.

In the light of the reciprocal interaction of environment and the character of perception, Gins
and Arakawa have ‘turned from speaking of architecture, vast architecture, to speaking of
what of vast architecture a person can encompass at any given moment’ (2002: 39). In this
way, all surroundings can be considered architectural and

… an architecturally imbued person will architect every manner of
surrounding, even an open plain. Any architectural surround she once
experienced can become a four-dimensional point of reference54 for a
person standing on an open plain. (2002: 44)
They suggest that this orientation to built environment is the body-wide discourse. Even ‘a
small enclosure in a wheat field formed by many stalks having been trampled upon’ (2002:
39) has the features of an architectural surround and structures the sets of relationships we
54

The point of reference can be an artifact, because every object relation is formed within the figural system of
measure that extends through and mirrors the bodies that scale it and derive meaning. This is perhaps why the
sea, in the figural scale of meaning, has eluded architecture and been aligned with the infinite, the formless, the
undifferentiated from which measure arises. Arakawa and Gins do not address how the sea would become an
architectural surround although they deal with hthe horizon (in Benjamin, A., ed 1994).
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have with environments. ‘A person turns a desert or a forest into an architectural surround
by how she moves through it … that which has been architected blocks, guides, facilitates,
comforts, contains or suggests containing’ (2002: 44). The crucial operation that Arakawa
and Gins’ notion of architecture involves is changing architecture from a formal result into
an active process that enacts relation.

The propensity to rely on a figural scale of reference has led to the establishment of at least
four scales of action conventionally drawn upon.

The first scale of action ranges from the atomic, molecular and cellular levels to that of
organs and integrated systems. At this scale, which is below the threshold of awareness,
selection is not possible directly; events within this scale of action can only be determined
by meaningful consequences in the organism’s capacity to maintain or persist in specifically
configured activities or initiate change. An ‘organism that persons’ can interact with its own
self-organising system through adjustments in the rate of homeostatic change. Traditionally,
this form of selection is thought to remain below the threshold of awareness. Arakawa and
Gins suggest that ‘some scales of action that take place in nanoseconds or femtoseconds, are
too tiny even to stand up and be counted as scales of action’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 63),
but are nevertheless involved in actions from which a world forms. The events that take
place on this scale are the result of actions coordinated across scales. Therefore, to land upon
and act at this scale involves ‘coordinating one bodily action in conjunction with and in
anticipation of another’ (2002: 63) to the extent that it Æffects the person’s system of
attention, motivation and emotion. Arakawa and Gins propose that, through the
interconnectedness and implied organisation of all scales of action, the operation of the
world is always in plain sight and can be entered at any level of analysis.

The second scale of action begins at the threshold of awareness on the level of activity that
Arakawa and Gins call the ‘organism that persons’. At this scale actions correlate to events,
and at this scale Arakawa and Gins ‘consider the extent to which persons are behavioral
subsets of the organism from which they emanate and out of which they compose
themselves as agents of action’ (2002: 2). On this scale landing sites and landing-site
configurations – the mode of sited awareness that constructs attention and modes of
perception – begin to link the different domains and structural rules of organism, person and
surround. In turn, these modes of action determine meaningful consequences and puzzle out
the criteria of our values. The events at this scale of action are evidence of what Arakawa
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and Gins call ‘the mechanism of meaning’, where nerve, bone, tissue and blood are the
components from which meaningful interaction arises. At this scale, the act of making a
distinction is an event that differentiates the world. Therefore, it is at this scale that the
‘organism that persons’ contributes to the co-production of forms. This is the case whether a
person distinguishes a form by moulding materials, by perceiving similarity or difference, or
by expressing distinction through the act of naming.

The third scale of action grows out of the individual and into the communal structures of
belonging. As Elspeth Probyn finds in Outside Belongings (1996), whether the boundaries
of belonging are defined traditionally by locale, blood, race, religion and country, or fluidly
connected by affinity, activity and interest, this scale of events requires a world of objects in
relation to an environment. As these factors are articulated, they can be used to distinguish
events constructed discursively – textually and socially. Cultures and subcultures ritualise
and mythologise their own symbolic forms of differentiation by which specific
consequences and meanings attain currency. If the first and second scales of action play out
a formalisation of the habitual as it develops between the organism and the person, the third
scale of action plays out the habitual among the individual, the group and the socio-cultural
structure of the surrounding environment.

The fourth scale begins at the level of environmental background – the forest and not the
trees, as it were – proximity, the area, the neighbourhood, the field, the landscape, the
continent, and geological and evolutionary time. Yet it also includes human constructs of
history and knowledge to which we assign background values described as realm, domain
and field. This scale is either so physically large that it usually operates below the threshold
of awareness or so conceptually and informationally encompassing as to lie beyond human
computation, memory or direct perception. At this level, events can be thought to be
invariant or contain invariant properties, which we then persist in monitoring. This scale
presents particular problems to awareness because it seems beyond reconnaissance and for
this reason is usually constructed through totalised concepts or images. The way these
images of wholeness and implicit order operate on and inflect other scales of action has
implications concerning which events receive attention or inattention.

Arakawa and Gins are concerned with the benefits of scales of action, not with the
competency of their definitions. Movements between the scales become paramount. The
middle two scales, organism-person and personal-social, comprise the figural scales of
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apprehension, and locate where we live and try to obtain a modicum of control by asking
every object and action to mirror this relationship. The largest and smallest scales may be
below our threshold of ritualised awareness, but they are not out of our range of detection.

The scales of action and event support the idea that the figural is inscribed into and captures
our perception. The figural might be understood in this way as the gaze of the body, a
habitually inscribed body that is an effect of modernity that prefigures the sites of birth,
development and learning, which are then carried in the measure of relationships and the
structure of our perception. It is the figural scale that Arakawa and Gins’ architectural
procedures circumnavigate – go around in order to address more directly. Surrounds that
contain architectural procedures become ‘elaborately structured pretexts for action’ (Gins
and Arakawa 2002: 41) alive with non-figural potential. The question is not how many
settings a person can turn into architecture, but ‘how far into an architectural surround does
an organism that persons extend?’ (2002: 40). One way to approach this type of research
question is to look at the qualities of movement each scales evokes. By plugging into events
that are not constituted by the figural, it becomes possible to attend to events which
otherwise would have been considered noise.

The notion of moving across scales of action and modes of sensing is the way, the practice
by which reversible destiny (i.e. immortality) can be approached. From a limited perspective
installed at the figural scale, the naming and recognition of scales of action determine the
form and content of perception and, consequently, the capacity for observation and learning.
It is the fixity of our hold upon and investment in the construction of the figural scale that
must be examined.55 The tempo of perception, focused by the figural ‘tempo of discourse’,
accounts for the appearance of various forms of persistence and change. Gibson asserts that
the ‘appropriate scale of study for humans and animals, ranges from millimetres to
kilometres in conditions where humans, animals and the environment are comparable’
(1966: 20-21). While this is very useful, it does not explain the dominance of this figural
scale, or the benefits of realising that the scale at which an action is initiated is not
necessarily the scale upon which it remains an event with lasting impact. Landing sites are
ways to cross-reference our fictive certainties with contingency and situatedness.

55

In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche draws attention to the ‘tempo of discourse’ which, I suspect, closely
follows and influences the tempo of perception (1966: 40).
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The tempos of perception and tempo of discourse provide contrasting measures that
approximate the figural scale of events. Arakawa and Gins observe that everything is
tentative, but some things or events have a tentativeness with a faster running clock – or,
say, metronome – than others. Geological time and evolutionary time are too attenuated for
us to incorporate into a limited and figure-oriented sense of time that is correlated to the
metabolic sensation of time produced by the body – as if in ‘flatland’, we perceive the scale
of the evolutionary feedback loop as a series of dashes and dislocated horizons. Our
inattention is as much an indication of the tyranny of the figural as of the shape of attention.
Grand narratives formulate our inattention of evolutionary tempo, which works too slowly to
consciously register without technologies to amplify its perceptibility. Large scales of time
seem irreconcilable with the tempo of human thought and action. Scale and tempo are ratios
that measure a foreground against a background, which can fix the measures as habits
(templates) in our perception and account for the disconnected and conflated readings (or
con-templations) of our own modes of perception.

For example, there are many tempos of bodily activity that interact to set the pace of a
person’s life. Some are physiological and related to size. Heart rate varies in relation to size
but also varies according to level of fitness. Our cognitive activities correlate to
physiological tempos but vary according to orientation, frequency of use and type of
development. People develop dispositions toward bodily orientation that Æffects how
information is received. For example, noticing the embodied disposition of a child toward
learning is part of contemporary teacher training.56 Some children are spatially oriented to
information, others are more auditory. In the process of learning to read, different embodied
orientations can develop into life dispositions and even career paths. At primary school, I
was image-oriented and learned most efficiently when information was written on the board
as opposed to when it was delivered orally. Technological developments interact with and
change our embodied tempos. Over the centuries, as the tempo of producing texts,
previously bound to the speed of handwriting, shifted to typewriter and then computer
processing, the relationships between reading, writing and thinking reconfigured. I am not
suggesting there is a single tempo of thought, but I am suggesting that writing a series of
poems by hand and writing them with computer processing makes a person aware of the
tension, lag-time or racing ahead of one activity over another. This is only important as a
way of demonstrating the variety of tempos that construct an individual’s daily interactions
56

See Howard Gardner’s (1983, 1987) development of different configuration of intelligences and the diverse
schemas under which they are studied.
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and construct the way he or she is oriented towards perceiving different scales of action, and
influence the ‘currency’ of subtexts beneath texts produced to align with the tempo of
conversation. This concerns scales of action, because the smaller constitutive scales of our
attention, perception, thought, and speech are standardised to the tempo of a millennial song
or grand narrative. Homogenising the tempos of speaking, writing, reading and thinking is
an administrative manoeuvre to make us accountable for our experience of being, in all its
multifarious expressions. The erasure of idiosyncratic tempos is not, for example, desirable
in regard to presenting or representing otherness and the experience of internal or external
differences. Events and meaning should not have the same measure or the same (scale of)
reference. The homogenisation and standardisation synonymous with the digital world
constructs all things in its purview of the same substance – digital information display –
produced and presented in the tempo of the computing mechanism, the software-hardware
fit and the human-tech interface. This standardisation is good (convenient) for
communication and probability theory, but it is bad for diversity, singularity and emergent
possibility. Objects in digital environments can be easily separated and identified in contrast
to their surroundings because they already have been translated or transposed into a unified
grid of reference. This is less a warning of the dangers of technology or cyberspace than a
note on the capacity that our organisms have to align and adapt to established modes and
tempos of perception, understanding and production, an issue that cognitive accounts of
parallel processing etc, have yet to address because they do not look outside the figural
scale.

Development of more sensitive technologies would allow us to ‘think the world’ in
discontinuous fragments. Development of sensitivity in persons should make it possible to
rethink continuity: from autonomous fragments to continuous interactions among organism,
person and surround. Æffective, embodied readings re-member the body by configuring
information and active components of situatedness that acknowledge, if not ensure, that the
background is not studied separately from the foreground, and that they are not reduced or
subjected to each other’s systems of relationships or material logics.

In order to develop a technology suitable for the ‘organism that persons’ to observe its own
observation practices, Arakawa and Gins begin at the site where attention and conceptual
activity come together: the sited-awareness hypothesis, in which are found the actions of
‘pointing, electing, determining and considering that may be said to co-originate all sites’
(Gins and Arakawa 2002: 5). There is no discerning or minute attention that is not a ‘landing
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site’. ‘The sited-body lives as one site that is composed of many sites’ (2002: 5). By noticing
the most ‘fleeting sensation of anything whatsoever’ (2002: 6) it is possible to recognise
how ‘we’ are constructed as observers. Landing sites ‘make and keep explicit an otherwise
hidden-in-plain-sight constant of awareness: all things and events have specific positionings’
(2002: 7). Architecture and social planning must find their co-origin in the exertions and
movement of the body.

Arakawa and Gins propose that there are ‘three ways to land as a site’ which always occurs
in sets or landing site configurations (2002: 7):

A perceptual landing site lands narrowly as an immediate and direct
response to a probable existent, a bit of reporting on what presents itself.
An imaging landing site lands widely and in an un-pinpointing way …
responding indirectly and diffusely to whatever has not been processed
by perceptual landing sites. … A dimensionalising landing site lands
simultaneously narrowly and tightly and widely and diffusely, combining
the qualities of a perceptual landing site with those of an imaging one,
coupling and coordinating direct responses with indirect ones, the formed
with the formless (2002: 7-8).
For example, the multilevel labyrinth was constructed by Arakawa and Gins to make it
impossible not to notice how we respond to the environment and how we can reconfigure
the relationships between modes of sensing that connect the sites of the body-surround.

Figure 2. Multilevel labyrinths Cleaving Wave House and Critical Resemblances House

116

The movement of these sites and new configurations of landing can be tracked as seen in
this computer image of a 3-D model, which in turn can be used to build an environment that
tactically displays a person’s landing/perceiving.

Perceptual landing sites immediately note the gross and subtle qualities of objects and
events. These include relationships such as shape, texture, quality of movement and features
under transformation (due to light and motion). Each of the senses is multimodal and can be
focused through a dominant sense or dispersed throughout a perceptual system. Landing
sites accentuate dispersal. Tactile perception would include texture as well as temperature,
pressure and vibration. Auditory perception includes the calibration of space, distance and
relationships through acoustic qualities of objects. Smell and taste also produce landing sites
that in their entirety constitute sited awareness (landing-site configurations) sensitive to
changes in the surroundings. All the knowledge we have of our bodily position, orientation,
internal impact of external forces such as gravity, etc, connects into each of the senses and is
coordinated through body-wide perception. The question for an ‘organism that persons’ is

Figure 3. Landing-site computer models

the degree to which he or she constrains multimodality by streamlining sensing activity to
preferred or habituated configurations of sensing, for example, vision. Both representational
models of visual perception and advocates of direct perception are challenged by landing
site activity. Unlike strictly physiological or psychological models for the study of attention,
landing sites pinpoint (and highlight) the uncomfortable intersection in perception where
internal and external descriptions are designated.
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Imaging landing sites fill in the parts of an object that are not directly available to visual,
tactile, auditory, olfactory or taste perception. Imaging landing sites use historical (memory
and prior knowledge), theoretical (speculative and statistical probability) and bodily (muscle
memory and sensation) experience of an object in general. The construction of imaging
landing sites uses parts of ‘this’ object to generalise about the rest of ‘this’ object: its
underside, its far side, and its weight-bearing and functional capacities. Many man-made
objects exhibit symmetry (right left or front back) imposed by the function they were
designed to perform. Objects formed by natural forces, such as stone boulders in the
wilderness, also have varying degrees of asymmetry. Faces and bodies, too, become less
predictable or generalisable the more attention is paid to perceptual landing sites. In this
way, imaging landing sites, imagination and the imaginary, flood together in the routine
action of perceiving an object. Finally, spaces, interiors and their relation to exteriors also
have a large range of correspondence for generalisation. The history of architecture supports
the changing relation of interior to exterior, but certainly caves and mountainous
topographies would belie the ability to generalise niches and enclosures. For these reasons
imaging landing sites are the most tentative and the most telling in regard to the
physiological configuration and the body-wide organisation of cognition ranging from
detection to prediction to speculation. Although it inevitably fails in its generalisations, the
imaging capacity derives from a mobile bodily medium of locatings. The sensations of
landing, which are registered as kinaesthetic or tactile, comprise events that for some period
of time exist as imaging landing sites, and are thereby of great importance in attempts to
learn about perception. ‘Part of the whole exists as imaging’, which accounts for a person
‘getting a world to form (out of a universe)’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 13). Arakawa and
Gins continue:

We believe that the resolving of these matters requires the construction of
complex measuring and tracking devices, constructions by which to gain
perspective on human functioning and separate out its component factors.
(2002: 13)
Dimensionalising landing sites are a composite of perceptual and imaging landing sites that
grab hold of the events of an encounter. ‘Building, assessing, and reading volume and
dimension, dimensionalising landing sites “engineer” depth and effect the siting of sites’
(2002: 21). As automatic functions of perceptual recognition and interaction,
dimensionalising landing sites are protected from overload by gating systems in the body,
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which are pre-set to be concerned with only those features and consequences that have been
earmarked for concern. It is tautological and homeostatic but adaptive to imitate perception,
taking any opportunity that appears similar to previous niche environments. Automatic
function of perception means that object relationships are perceptible and comprehended but
it also determines the practical outcome – whether we bump into an object or not. As
embodied cognition, dimensionalising landing sites are the first and most important level of
coordination because they immediately involve the meta-heuristic aspect of gleaning
information and learning about the operations of perception. The number of landing-site
configurations that can be made conscious increases dramatically with the opening of
perception to self-perceiving and cross-modal perception. The consequences that are
extrapolated into dimensionalising sites include the (direct and indirect) perception of
perceptual and imaging landing sites, our thought-feelings, which already have helped to
construct the forms.

Dimensionalising is conducted cross-modally, as are all the actions of a
person. It has been shown that the illusion generated by the Ames room –
giant body, tiny adult – vanishes when the viewer, armed with a stick so as
to probe the room’s interior, learns tactically and kinesthetically that the
floor slopes, and gathers that what she has imaged to be an ordinary room
is anything but ordinary. (2002: 21)

Figure 4. Detail of The Bridge of Reversible Destiny showing the chamber Than Which
No Other.

Landings sites are non-unified and tentative aspects of agency – where tactics of interaction
with the world are also constitutive of the world – in which coordinating strategies emerge.
Coordinology is the practice of actively making, dispersing, and tentatively trying out
configurations. Organism-persons ‘field their surroundings kinaesthetically, tactilely,
visually, aurally, olfactorily, and gustatorily all at once, with each modality having a direct
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perceptual component and an indirect imaging one’ (2002: 13). The relation between
perceptual and imaging landings sites is made perceptible in this detail from The Bridge of
Reversible Destiny (Figure 4 above). The bridge structure is made entirely of gridded mesh
steel. Each wall is made of two layers that form the wall. In each wall the distance between
the two layers varies so that a person becomes aware of the way he or she sets a measure by
establishing how to judge distance in this new environment. But with each wall providing
different visual cues, due to the different distances of layers that comprise each wall, a
person’s visual acuity comes under scrutiny and doubt, which soon spreads to the other
senses. Here the connection between perceptual, imaging and the dimensionalised worlds
are disrupted, dismantled and one must establish a different bodily measure, which requires
a different configuration of sensing, perception and conception.

Extraordinary persons like Helen Keller, Karl Dahlke or Ian Waterman exemplify the ability
to reconfigure body-wide modes of sensing and scales of action that change the shape of
awareness and therefore the shape of the world. They show us how we under-estimate the
connection and configuration of our modes of sensing. By crossing modes of sensing, which
landing sites constitute, it is possible to make the borders that delimit and maintain the
identity of things perceptible and re-enterable.

Karl Dahlke, the blind mathematician who
solved the topological polyomino puzzle
concerning the borders of identically shaped
territories, was able to visualise the pieces of
the puzzle with texture and thickness. He was
able to hold the visualisation over a long
period of time because in fact he transformed
imaging landing sites – the generalising form
of perceptual landing sites that you apply to
areas of the world not in a directly
Figure 5. Karl Dahlke’s sites

perceivable position, such as the back side of

a chair, into perceptual landing sites or what he called the ‘false artifact’ to which he
attributed tactile qualities (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 15). This not only shows the relation
between our ability to conceptualise and apply understanding but also between the modes of
perceiving which make knowledge available. In Arakawa and Gins’ discussion of what
imaging landing sites entail, they recount Dahlke’s processes in solving the polyomino
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puzzle, stressing that his model for visualisation had dimension, tactility, density, thickness,
and a spatiality that would enable him to work hour upon hour on the puzzle. In working
through Dahlke’s landing-site innovations, Arakawa and Gins conclude:

There can be no doubt that Dahlke’s picturing of the polyomino puzzle
involves no visual perceptual landing sites. He is certainly not issuing
direct responses to probable existents. Even so, the puzzle pieces need to
be given definite shapes and precisely positioned and both of these tasks
are, by definition, specific to perceptual landing sites. This leads us to
conclude that imaging landing sites act, for Dahlke, as stand-ins for visual
perceptual ones. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 16)
Dahlke’s enactive perceptual systems are reconfigured to his purposes and practised to yield
practical results. Although Arakawa and Gins do not mention cognitive psychology or
neurological biomechanics here, this passage takes up the issues worked on by Kauffman
and Gibson, and brings them into the cognitive configurations of everyday engagements.
Arakawa and Gins write: ‘Landing sites merely make explicit or highlight that which all
knowing acknowledges implicitly: specific positionings or locatings prevail in all
circumstances for all things and events’ (2002: 22).

For Helen Keller, thoughts and perceptions all had a direct and tactile sensory site. In this
way, space and spatial relationships, articulated objects and amorphous forms of atmosphere
all had texture. Keller’s ability to scale, measure and apportion the subtleties of texture
articulated the vast and untapped connection between senses and the environment. Arakawa
and Gins understand the implications of such coordinological skills as moving beyond the
sensitive intake of the world to show our tentative and profound participation in the
emergence of forms. In Helen Keller or Arakawa, Gins reveals how constructing knowledge
is explicitly a bodily action. Gins asks:

Might there be an underlying basis for seeing and if so would this be
detachable from the actual seeing of things? What I understand (and work
with) as the basis of seeing consists of mindbody in its apportioning of
itself and the rest of the world out into a thoroughly proprioceptivekinaesthetic (and tactile) graphicality. It is the nature of the thinking field
to move and instigate behaviour using points of position and supposition.
Here is a world of complete tentativity. (Gins 1994: 12)
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Gins goes on to point out that the texture of perceiving is not transparent and must adhere to
some event no matter how briefly (1994: 13). Cleaving, the simultaneous movement of
separating and bringing together, puts ‘an end to sterile
coupling of things regardless of action and micro-events’
(1994: 279). We should not be too quick to think we know
how Helen Keller exposes the erroneous categorisation of
sensing and reasoning facilities. ‘Not being able to see
where the envelopes she projects in response to what she
supposes to be there at hand, and unable to field
containing volumes by sound, she cannot resolve her
constructions into forms that end’ (1994: 241). This is of
course

not

a

shortcoming

but

demonstrates

her

considerable expertise at working in an unbounded space,
Figure 6. Helen Keller’s landing
sites

scaling events and mingling modes of sensing necessary
for rigorous daily research.

Ian Waterman fell ill with a rare neurological disease that left him without the sense of
touch. This included not only detection on the skin but skeletal and motor sensory apparatus
for proprioception. His condition is called polyneuropathy and is described as deafferent
because, more than the loss of sensation, the illness affected access to his motor memory and
to the emotional and affective qualities arising from touch and movement (Cole 1995: 13851). Most remarkable is that Ian Waterman taught himself to walk. Since much of our touch
is regulated and calibrated by vision, Waterman was able
to learn to control all his movements, from eating to
walking, through his vision, hence the title of the book his
doctor Jonathan Cole wrote about him, Pride and the
Daily Marathon. (See also Arakawa and Gins in Govan
1997: 163). His ability to dimensionalise his landing-site
configuration

by

coordinating

direct

(perceptual)

responses with indirect (imaging) responses literally
enacts one of Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures:
tentative constructing towards a holding in place.
Waterman talks of his deafferent experience as creating an
Figure 7. Ian Waterman’s landing
sites

emotional void, shutting down his affect due to lack of
touch. Touch considered in the light of Waterman’s
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experience becomes a way we can understand the necessity of an ecology of landing sites,
the connection of the body to its own modes of sensing and the way this impacts upon intersubjectivity and the shape of interaction which becomes the social. In this regard, we may
rethink the social as the spatiality that results from the interaction of communal devising and
the collective imaginary based on the body-wide modes of sensing.

The unique and singular development of landing sites measures what persons are capable of
configuring across bodily activities by focusing on the connection of Æffective attentions.
Landing sites do not measure what an ‘organism that persons’ is or does, but instead indicate
the extent and configuration of the dispersal of their attention (embodied cognition). Often,
the anomalous versions of orientations of embodied cognition are open to misreadings as
lack or inability. In Chapter XV of Helen Keller or Arakawa, titled ‘Mistake on What
Scale’, Gins reports on the ‘use of drawings by children with Williams’ syndrome to
demonstrate the severity of this form of retardation’ (1994: 138).

Psychologists find it difficult to reconcile Williams’ children’s
sophisticated use of language with their severe deficits in other areas.
These children cannot go more than a block away from home without
becoming completely disoriented. Their drawings surprisingly exhibit
more fragmentation and disorientation than do those of supposedly more
severely retarded Down’s syndrome children. But what if these
psychologists were mistaken and the strangely disjunctive drawings that
never close around a form of figure were not evidence of a lack of ability
to represent, but were signs of a greater than usual ability to abstract?
Might not these drawings be a highly advanced form of abstraction
systematized by these children into a code only they can read? (1994: 138)
The relationship and specific configuration of embodied scales of action will demonstrate
the interplay of reading and scaling, perceptual learning and conceptual capture. If an
‘organism that persons’ were to design a way to become aware of the figural backdrop to
discourse and perception that would account for seeing a line here and a letter there, that
person would also need to anticipate how the events on other scales of action may be
perceived.

One of the largest constructs produced by the figural scale is the grand narrative of
evolution. Evolution performs the role of a totalised image of organic constraint. Massumi
discusses the connection of sense and sensation and the way in which possibility may be
possibilised. Stelarc’s project is the example of this connectibility through his ‘suspension’
performances in which impossible possibilities, fantastic solution-cases (Massumi 2002:
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123), and potentials are re-possibilised and acquire an evolutionary direction (2002: 122).
Stelarcian sensation demonstrates that:

To perform the conditions of evolution is to reproblematise them. For an
immortalised cyborg future-present, natural selection would no longer be
the operative principle of evolutionary unfolding. The old way of
generating evolutionary solution-cases will no longer hold. (Massumi
2002: 125)
Massumi propose that Stelarc is able to affect evolution by inventing a type of reasoning that
is ‘operative’ and becomes materially self-referential, as opposed to cybernetically selfrecursive.

In ‘Darwinian Bodies’, Maxine Sheets-Johnstone makes a similar description from a
different point of view, commenting on Darwin’s view of the scale of disciplinary
techniques of self-referentiality. She notices that Darwin had recognised that it was the
whole animal, as living creature, that contributed to evolution. From this we may infer that
Darwin considered cognition, action and environment are inseparable. This has subsequently
been divided into the ‘mental’ and the ‘physical’ (Sheets-Johnstone 1996: 12), and the result
of disciplinary inquiry has been to generate ‘partial beings’, which we become, live with and
among – and with whom we build a future (1996: 12-13). For this inquiry, Sheets-Johnstone
draws attention to the scale of the impact that disciplinarity has on the evolution of
evolution. Amid her argument against Descartes’ ‘thinking substance’, in an effort to
reassert the Darwinian body, she parenthetically comments:

(To start with the Darwinian body also follows the hypothesised path of
the evolution of evolution. Where the latter is itself understood as a
process that evolves, the present-day world is conceived as being at a
particular stage [metacultural] in the biohistorical process. Within this
perspective, the Darwinian body, originally a product at the stage of
natural selection, is viewed not as displaced in subsequent evolutionary
stages, but as having undergone transformation at the hands of further
selective mechanisms, namely cultural and metacultural selection.) (1996:
15)
Arakawa and Gins focus on the shifts within interactions and how the forming of forms has
changed to involve beliefs, feeling and attention. West-East (globalised) culture is slow to
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integrate more than one system into the grand narrative under which it labours.57 Although
the arts have continually dreamt of such a multi-systemic possibility and the sciences have
also applied themselves to these ends, neither has been successful. The contemporary
moment is characterised by recognition of the need for a convergence, and applications
across the diverse research activities concurrently underway produce conditions that allow
for the meta-cultural evolution of evolution.

Whereas Massumi articulates these positions for Stelarc, who does not theorise his own
work, Arakawa and Gins actively use the site of theory as another mode of embodied
cognition. Massumi’s observations regarding Stelarc’s project are consistent with Arakawa
and Gins’ ideas of non-utopian, post-evolutionary interaction with conditions of change.
Massumi asks and answers:

Can humanity tweak itself into a new existence? The only way anyone will
ever know is if the human collectivity applies itself to the development of
the intervening technologies, which are then set up to sensitise and
potentialise
humanity-particles
toward
launching
themselves
instrumentally into their own futurity. (Massumi 2002: 123)
These statements, resembling in content and tone the aims of Arakawa and Gins’ project,
indicate the ways in which natural selection may become cultural, meta-cultural and
artificial selection. The difference is directional, a matter of the capture and inflection of the
movement. Stelarc moves from the augmented body to the potential social space, while
Arakawa and Gins move from the actualisation of ecological sites to the self-organising
body. Massumi’s ‘line of flight’ amplifies the potential of technological interfaces,
foreseeing the body as a node among nodes where ‘the self-organising network is the
embodiment of operative reason expanded to fill the world’ (2002: 128). Although
Stelarcian sensation, as described by Massumi, makes crossings between modes, scales and

57

Grosz’s observations echo Sheets-Johnstone’s. In her paper on ‘Prosthetic Objects’ delivered at The Future
of Architecture at Columbia University in April 2003, Grosz affirms the prosthetic nature of human capacity,
discussing Bergson’s line of thought in Creative Evolution (Bergson 1998). Grosz points to Bergson’s
argument that humans are able to participate in evolution because our ‘creative’ capacity for invention allows
us to interact with change beyond its biological speed, and therefore its evolutionary rate of change. The
inventiveness stems from the ability to endow objects with virtuality while drawing all that is useful from them,
which is the way to transform the parameters of life and produce potentiality not previously available. Grosz
links this to Freud’s observations in Civilisation and its Discontents, that every tool is a way for ‘man’ to
perfect ‘his’ organs, organs which have not grown into him and give him no end of trouble. Perfecting the
organs is an activity that would have changed considerably from Freud’s day because of the new cultural tempo
of evolution. Grosz uses Freud and Bergson to highlight the change in evolution and stresses, through the
concept of prosthesis, the potential that aesthetic inventiveness represents for humans to transform themselves
in ways they are not able to understand, ways which do not confirm given or pre-figured probabilities.

125

types of reason possible, because we witness Stelarc sensing, he is more concentrated on the
technology than on the problem of how others will learn to use it:

When Stelarcian sensation rebegins to unfold, it is in a new
countergravitational landscape in which the relations between the possible
and impossible, desire and will-directed instrumental reason, instrumental
reason and reflective analysis, and instrumental reason and operative
reason, have been reconfigured in an evolutionary-ready manner.
(Massumi 2002: 123)
Arakawa and Gins would agree that practice, especially daily practice, constitutes deliberate
interaction with the processes of change that are achieved by connecting affect with the
physiology of change and technologies of change (Æffect). They would concur with
Massumi and Stelarc on the sites of action, but not on the direction from which to approach
the task of transduction and transformation.

Nevertheless, like Stelarc and Massumi, Arakawa and Gins have made the evolutionary
process the site of practical action assessed and accessed by attention to the scale on which a
person is enacting his or her heuristic tools. Meta-shifts themselves ca be resituated as sites
of embodied cognition in the architectural body, which would be an expression of the metacultural shift to which Sheets-Johnstone refers.

The ‘end’ of natural selection and evolution can more accurately be understood as the loose
ends. If selection involves and acts upon the cultural and meta-cultural patterning of
information, as Sheets-Johnstone suggests, then the organisational systems we use to interact
consciously with everyday life become the same systems by which we may interact with,
and deliberately participate in, evolutionary processes. Art might be considered as having
been commentary on, the indication and even demonstration of the cultural prerogatives that
a community of people would have concerning their situation and conditions. The
development of technology to eradicate genetic natural selection by controlling the genetic
make-up of our children does not actually do away with evolution as the continual
development of human capacity, interaction and relationship with otherness (based on
symbiosis or competition). Instead, the insertion of conscious and deliberate choice(s), in the
form of cultural and meta-cultural patterning only changes the stakes of evolution. Natural
selection and evolution have ended only to the extent that it is possible to claim that history
has ended or that painting is dead. The death of human endeavours is a figural image.
Humans might complement natural selection, supplement it, mess about with it, work with it
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or against it. That is, conscious engagements with the effects and affects of the world
(including other people) on us, and us on the world (including other people), during our
existences as individuals will change how we interact with ourselves and others.

If we apprehend the refusal to determine relations in terms of natural selection as a
manoeuvre enabling us to end its hegemonic grip on our ways of thinking and being, then
we can begin to apprehend the extent of the site of person and its reach into the reciprocal
relationships of organism and surround. An idea of reading as if we had seen the end of
evolution enables us to scale, bring into contact, the molecular and the gigantic, where
micro-events in perception and acts of knowing are not annihilation of the evolutionary scale
but join the molecular and astronomical through the collective and cultural imaginary. If
evolution becomes a matter of selection with which we are consciously and deliberately
interacting, then we might say evolution has acquired an imaginary. And if evolution’s
imaginary were allowed to grow and evolve, what would be the shape of wholeness (where
none exists) that ‘organisms that person’ could project and deploy? This is the sense in
which the end of natural selection is the birth of evolution’s imaginary. Not only are the
mechanisms and the objects that form systems more than what they are, but the very
processes themselves are multiple and no longer tied to a single system of relationships with
the component objects that comprise them.

Evolution as a meta-cultural construct is prodcued through the top-down plan or conceptual
scale, which formalise the general result and the programs of implementation that
disseminate the result-in-advance. Two other conceptual systems that carry forward the rule
of judgment in advance are utopia and teleology. Utopia promises an ‘elsewhere’ that is
used to model the here and now, and teleology promises justification for each decision in
each step of the process tied together by unified reason and pre-approved result. Arakawa
and Gins posit their reversible destiny project as post-utopian by actually constructing and
building the impossible questions that utopian reason tantalisingly holds in front of us (in
Benjamin 1994: 109). Jost Muxfeldt states that Arakawa and Gins’ project moves ‘away
from, rather than toward, the “goal”’ where ‘reversible destiny is also a reverse of teleology’
(2003: 151). By reinserting and reasserting the body within the logic of purpose and
production of ideality, the basis of measure falls under scrutiny and with it the relationships
between the scales action and perception we implement to produce and ensure clarity.
Evolution, a totalised image of biological process; teleology, a totalised image of purpose;
and utopia, a unified application of reason, are three ideas that participate in the largest scale
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of human endeavour. Having discussed evolution and the changes it has undergone, I will
now discuss the scale of action set in motion by utopian and teleological impulses.

Utopia is an attempt to manifest the unity of reason, which is thought to underpin all
existence. Architecture provides the utopian desire for totalisation with an informatic
(conceptual-material) system of implementation. The connection of reason to architecture is
examined by Diane Morgan in her book Kant Trouble (2000).58 In an attempt to counteract
absolutist readings of Kant she identifies architecture as a discipline of primary reference for
Kant’s metaphysical edifice (Morgan 2000: 2), observing: ‘architecture is most
architectonic, that is, it most clearly reflects human concerns for an art that corresponds to
our attempts at systematisation, when its buildings are utopian (unbuildable), temporary
(doomed to destruction), or ruined (destroyed)’ (2000: 54). These pathetic building types
express a determinative will and ultimately demonstrate the impossibility of linking
architectonic reason to the phenomenal world (2000: 54-5). She continues:

For buildings to represent human attempts to link the sensible to the supersensible, phenomena to ideas of reason, one would have to use an example
of experimental architecture. Such architecture could be utopian or
temporary, effacing itself, revealing its lack of foundations or, on the other
hand a ruined structure. Experimental architecture is a product of an
explorative, reflective judgment looking around for rules and guidelines.
(2000: 55)
Arakawa and Gins disagree. Experimental architecture must be in service of the body by
tactically posing surrounds by which to observe and learn, and transform the ‘organism that
persons’. Post-utopian or procedural architecture builds the sites of questioning (research)
and not solutions to the open enigma of perception. They propose:

In the post-utopian era it will be possible to exact out across thinking fields
place-forming images that will indicate how to position oneself… For this
to happen, every detail must be attended to and that attending must itself
be attended to. (Arakawa and Gins in Benjamin 1994: 109)

58

Kant’s troubles, so to speak, consist of the claim that his project never manages to delimit the terrain around
reason and exclude its other. Morgan observes that the over-investment of utopian reason in architectural
metaphors and the manifestation of utopia in architectural design are indicative of the blind spot of Western
metaphysics in general. Despite the structural necessity of blind spots, which constrain information so that
objects may appear, the danger that Horkheimer and Adorno highlight in their discussions of Kant in The
Dialectic of the Enlightenment (1987) arises from ‘every philosopher’s inability to give a complete and
adequate account of the world, or more generally, every test’s inability to completely account for itself’
(Adorno and Horkheimer in Morgan 2000: 3).
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This approach to research examines what ‘counts’ as reason, and moves to reconsider the
faculties in the light of distributed cognition made evident when we are forced to move
within and between modes of sensing. Morgan notes that the utopian impulse toward the
unity of reason is proposed to correspond to the mechanisms of nature itself. She cites Kant,
who states ‘reason cannot know when to stop unifying’ (2000: 122), when to extend or
reduce and to what degree. These forces of decomposition and combination cannot be
reduced to a question of methodological choice, it is constitutive of the split in reason itself,
which transgress the laws of economy (2000: 124). Morgan observes that ‘there is no clue as
to how and when (at what stage in our search for differences or similarities in the world) we
should start looking for affinity’ because ‘reason cannot know when to stop unifying’ (2000:
125). For Arakawa and Gins, this question cannot be answered separate from site and
situation. They conclude that ‘persons need to construct their hypotheses and enter them,
surrounding themselves with ordered presentations of their suppositions’ (Gins and Arakawa
2002: 44). Morgan cites Lyotard to support her attempts to distinguish Kant from Hegel:

Lyotard focuses on Hegel’s inability to accept a solution that does not
produce a result. He stresses that the Hegelian dialectic is informed by a
teleological determination that functions like a self-fulfilling prophecy. It
guarantees that the telos will emerge and present us with a result. (Morgan
2000: 203)
In challenging the objections to Kant’s discourse, Morgan identifies two important points for
understanding a project such as that of Arakawa and Gins as practice-led research:
•

the presupposition that reason will guarantee a result;

•

the necessity to radically problematise the formation of boundaries in general, and in
particular the boundaries between the mechanical and organic (2000: 203).

Teleology manifests itself in research, in language and in daily life; the desire to know
results in advance determines from the onset both processes of observation and selection of
information.

Muxfeldt addresses the ‘reverse teleology’ of Arakawa and Gins’ declaration ‘We have
decided not to die’. He locates the teleological presupposition in the very structure we use to
frame our questions (Muxfeldt 2003: 145). This can bee seen, for example, in the preference
given to identity over change. In the Introduction to Architectural Body (2002) Arakawa and
Gins state that only a crisis ethics permits no category of event to be set apart for special
treatment and that ‘nothing could be more unethical than that we are required to be mortal’
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(Gins and Arakawa 2002: xviii). They add that this should be seen as an invitation, an ‘open
challenge to our species to reinvent itself and to desist from foreclosing on any possibility,
even those our contemporaries judge to be impossible’ (2002: xviii).

Muxfeldt cites Derrida (Speech and Phenomena 1973) to unpack the way identity is
expressed as a state of presence. The issue stems from the problem of the idealisation of
presence conceived as a universal form of transcendence, which would therefore exist before
and after ‘I’ do. Presence is not affected by the overthrow of the content of every possible
experience, and being as presence is ideality and absolute possibility of repetition. Derrida
concludes that the possibility of one’s disappearance must be experienced for presence to be
instituted. But since ‘I am’ is only experienced as a present, a conundrum appears for the
continuity of the self:

The appearing of the “I” to itself in the “I am” is thus originally a
relationship with its own possible disappearance. Therefore, “I am”
originally means I am mortal. (Derrida 1973: 54 in Muxfeldt 2003: 150)
The way we structure the relationship makes our mortality a foregone conclusion. Muxfeldt
sees the incompleteness of ever being able to manifest the ideality of the ‘I am’ as the
opportunity to use the limits of identity within change, or loss of identity through change, for
an existential teleology. He states that the move toward ideality of identity requires severe
limitations of our existence:

The very real experience of difference, of limit, of the effect of the other,
of non-self-identity within present experience, of change is effaced in
service of a teleology that aims at the certitude and permanence of
idealities, while simultaneously effacing and utilising their nonpermanence. Idealisation pulls up short when we compare it with
experience. In fact, experience itself involves the simultaneous experience
of ideality together with its incompleteness and its ephemeral character.
(Muxfeldt 2003: 150)
Resistance to teleology of the ideality of identity can be found in the way in which Arakawa
and Gins choose to work on the complexity of inclusion, which dissolves subject and object
into the continuities and connections among sites. This is then developed and distributed
more intensely through the Sited Awareness Hypothesis:
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What stems from the body by way of awareness should be held to be of it.
Any site at which a person finds an X to exist should be considered a
contributing segment of her awareness. (2002: 50)
The reconfiguration of previously held segments of awareness occurs when all relationships
and rules of judgment require ‘a case-by-case judgment concerning the boundaries of
person, if not a more permanent ideal of a self’ (Muxfeldt 2003: 154). The rule of judgment
that limits any result can be vacated in favour of the emergent ‘where the decision not to die
involves exceeding the limits of a subject’s authority, extending its scope to include
contingent influences’, potentially without limits (2003: 146).

Tactics aimed at opening the rules of judgment to perceptual learning and sited awareness
are evident in the explorations of multilevel labyrinths in the Reversible Destiny House in
Gifu, Japan.59 The labyrinths develop the ways in which landing sites mark and tentatively
hold sites of interaction and connection between the ‘organism that persons’ and features or
events in the environment. Different labyrinth structures are constructed to make the
configurations of sites that constitute our body perceptible. Steve McCaffery considers the
labyrinth to be the ur-space made architectural; within it the categories of subject and object
become unsound, simply cannot exist, and nothing is offered up to replace them. In this
sense one is never inside or outside of the labyrinth (2003: 114).

The labyrinth allows an ‘organism that persons’ to become aware of both the separate
articulation of parts and the connection and connectivity of parts through acts of sited
awareness. Arakawa and Gins use the labyrinth to pose different coordinological challenges
to a resident/ researcher. For example, in Critical Resemblances House a person must
coordinate the kinaesthetic sites of his or her body while in Bioscleave House a person must
coordinate vision to orient the top portion of the body and proprioception to orient the lower
portion. It is the coordination of apportionment that perceptual learning provides which
reason and rule of judgment cannot. Muxfeldt notes that there is a ‘decidedly different
relation to decision within architecture in that its teleology is not directed at the moment but
at the exploration of the economy of the moment’ (2003: 157). This shift marks the heuristic
dimension of Arakawa and Gins’ project.
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The Reversible Destiny House is presented and discussed in Benjamin (1994) and in Ivsic and Le Brun
(1997).
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Evolution, utopia and teleology represent overarching images that become driving forces in
the organisation of daily lives and the reason for living. It is evident that for each titanic
image there are fleeting selective attentions, small positions and shifts in identity borders
that constitute the existential site of evolution, utopia and teleology. Scaling is the way in
which the small scales of action that enact embodied orientations re-enter the minutiae of a
world they are trying to hold in place. A person scales him- or herself into the community,
culture, history, purpose and continuance, and in light of this, Arakawa and Gins have made
their project, and the subject of their research, be the development of heuristic tools.

The result is that, instead of architecture being the outcome and solution to research
questions, Arakawa and Gins build environments that pose questions to be responded to in
embodied ways. ‘Architecture as hypothesis’ regards the built world as purposeful guesses
which address ‘how and by what the apportioned out comes to be everywhere, the
everywhere’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 23). Their discursive sequences and tactically posed
surrounds are invented and designed as heuristic tools, but can be implemented at different
scales of heuristic engagement. Heuristics foregrounds the embodied aspect of learning and
understanding so that there is no separation between thought and feeling, sense and
sensation. This is the argument that Lyotard pursues in his discussion of heuristics (1994:
26-32). In an attack on the a priori conditions of thought, he states: ‘it does not amount to
very much to say that reflection, as sensation, accompanies all acts of thinking, it guides
them’ because ‘reflection is the (subjective) laboratory of all objectivities’ (1994: 26).
Lyotard makes bodily sensation the reflexive measure of thoughts and problematises the prelogic and pre-judgment that constitutes domiciling gestures that faculties of thought
represent. He observes that:

… it is only the sensation that affects all actual thought insofar as it is
merely thought, thought feeling itself thinking and feeling itself thought.
And because thinking is judging, feeling itself judging and judged at the
same time. (1994: 32)
Lyotard proposes that critical thought benefits from the heuristic movement of reflection, a
proposition with which Arakawa and Gins agree and make use of in their approach to
landing sites and architectural procedures. Working with the gestures that ‘send’ thoughts to
faculties of thought is a different scale of heuristics than connecting modes of sensing and
faculties of understanding. The most obvious scale of action to be attended to is the
operations, organising principles and structural mechanisms that ‘gesture and send
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thoughts’. The scale of embodied cognition that sends the thought cannot be engaged in the
same way as the scale of embodied cognition that interacts with the contents of the thought
or the scale that acts upon the thought. As can be readily observed, at some point in the
interarticulation, or integration, the gradient that would separate the figural division of
scales, accrues around situated configurations of scales (of action and event) involved at a
site during an encounter. The more a person learns about how the extent of the site of person
changes in each encounter, the more a person is able to know how to learn how to coconstruct each situation. Understood in this way, previous experiences are not templates or
predictive tools for future encounters, but indicate the crucial difference between perception
and action and perception as action.

The heuristic twist is to learn how to interact indirectly with oneself, as if the most logical
way to interact with the organism becomes to go around its natural processes and
pathologies through circumspection, circumlocution, circumscription, and circumvention.
This becomes a viable possibility once the single scale of engagement is opened to processes
of incremental change. The sensation of enveloping and being enveloped, and that of
encircling and dispersing are what must be learned perceptually by scaling and reading
events initiated from a different centre of activity or from many ‘event-centred singularities’
(Guattari 1995: 7). These singularities have afferent and efferent responses, centripetal and
centrifugal spheres of influence.60 The intersection produces multitude centres of action, or
‘atoms of excitement’, that coalesce into a coevolving surround. Indirectness is required to
initiate that does not originate in the figural scale of understanding. The irony – or more
accurately the non-ironic irony – is that, because a person operates from the figural scale, he
or she can only develop and understand these strategies from a position that pre-judges the
scale that reads and measures for justice, judgment, purpose, ideality, reason, decision,
selection and attention.

Scaling is one tactic that makes it possible to appropriate, invert and diminish the relative
weights and values of any measuring system. Anticipating paradoxical effects demonstrates
how the ‘organism that persons’ can appropriate the consequences of its own measures by
indirectly reapplying them. The continuum and internal degrees of pleasure/pain,
delight/disgust, stimulant/depressant and facilitation/inhibition can be recontextualised and

60

See Bill Faw’s (2000) discussion of acetycholine system, which in REM sleep, sends afferent messages to
stimulate motor neurones to act out the dream while efferent acetycholine areas send messages to inhibit
movement (2000: 65).
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applied at a different site and with different purposes within the same organisational relation
between organism and person. Most significantly, the notion of measure that Arakawa and
Gins are attempting to enact is a system of checks and re-entries (architectural procedures)
into the sites of meaning in order to observe, learn and transform the production of meaning.

The historical impact of the diminished value of the scale of sensation cannot be
underestimated. Poet and theorist Don Byrd has proposed that: ‘If Marx once believed the
philosophic task was not to interpret the world but to change it, the task now is not to
replicate the world but to make it’ (Byrd 1994: 23). The idea of replacing logic with a
practice, or of reconciling idealist and realist perspectives, is raised by George Lakoff in his
description of the logic of Arakawa and Gins:

The increasing violence and destruction in the world – physical,
ecological, economic, social and emotional – are all a product of our
present modes of thought. If the cruelty is to end, our concepts must
change. Since our concepts are physically encoded in the brain and
grounded in the body, our brains and bodies must change. If art is to play a
role for the good, it must disrupt our concepts, our normal ways of
functioning – our brains and our bodies … Moreover art as disruption on a
large enough scale will be sufficient to reverse our destiny. (Lakoff 1997:
120)
Lakoff’s use of the phrase ‘large enough scale’ refers to quantity and pervasiveness of
dissemination, but he is also implying a degree of permeability which would include a
multitude of micro-events at the scale of Guattari’s ‘soft revolutions’. This change is
conceivable only when dissociations, alienations, oppositions and atomisations have reached
the point of becoming multiplicities, differences, possibilities, soft subversions. These flesh
options are possible in an age that can reconceive of art and science as bodily activities and
‘techniques of the observer’ (Crary 1990), relevant to the education of the senses as well as
to the production of value.

It is for these reasons I have chosen to re-enter and re-read two historically significant
statements in Marx’s discourse which, with historical hindsight, offer opportunities to
observe the concussive events and scales of action his work amplifies: that the ‘senses have
become theoretician in their own right’ (Marx 1970: 139); and that the wooden table ‘stands
on its head, and evolves out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas’ (Marx 1992:163). My recreation and analytical dramatisation will afford entry into the space of a distinction between
the phenomenal body and the social body, in order to sift, tentatively and momentarily
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‘organism’ from the ‘person’ in the giant that Marx’s name has come to represent. I can only
enact recalibration if I re-enter his discourse at different scales of analysis in order to
observe the embodied implication of his thought.

Marx was informed and influenced by the nature-philosophy of Goethe, and its various
incarnations and permutations in the transcendental idealism of Kant, Fichte, Schelling and
Hegel. Marx idealist inheritance and intellectual formation allow several aspects of
embodied or intuitive features to be introduced into my discussion.

Rasula states that ‘Marx’s celebrated remark that “the senses have become theoreticians in
their own right” is our central clue, it suggests that the senses, no longer appended to a
psychosomatic unity, wander off as they please’ (Rasula 1989: 33). Rasula’s point is that the
body, the body schema and the social body have undergone dissociation that has left the
body/person in fragments and without an identity that can manage the decentralisation
adequately. He finds Marx’s position parallel with Emerson’s, who suggested in the same
period that ‘you have to take the whole of society to find a “whole man” because in the
social state persons are so parcelled out, fragmented and too dispersed to be gathered again’
(Rasula 1989: 33). Certainly this is the experience of modernity and post-modernity. Parts of
us wander off, including the ability to perceive (the sensing processes), the thing perceived
(the sensation as stimulus) and the perceptual system (sensibility and the criteria for the
organisation of attention). Unity, and particularly psychosomatic unity, becomes the affect
as the sum total of physiological, psychological and imaginative self-consciousness. Rasula
calls the pre-interpretative synthesis that precedes the body ‘satellite concepts’, by which he
means the way the local chart of the body is inflated by ideologically charged suppositions
(1989: 228-29). For example, concepts like ‘personhood’ and ‘well-being’ connect directly
to Duncan’s ‘fictive certainties’ and acquire the character of a shadow, or more precisely the
‘ideological identity of the shadow’ (1989: 229). But it is precisely in the ‘pre-interpretative
synthesis’ that the articulation of the body may change from alienation and fragmentation to
extension and reconfiguration, by avoiding the categorisation of bodies and objects while
maintaining their existing relationships.

Marx notices what Gibson tries to omit with ‘direct perception’, namely that the perceptual
system is cumulative and becomes aware of its own process of framing when determining
the place and value of sensation. In other words, the senses are as likely to become
affordances as they are to detect affordances. In practising embodied cognition, a person, for
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contingent and pragmatic (embodied) reasons, may interact with an internal description as if
it were external, or identify the description as internally generated. The difference is not
dissimilar to Marx’s notion of the commodity fetish that activates perceived affordances.

Gibson opens the essay entitled ‘New Reasons for Realism’ with the proposition that:

If invariants of the energy flux at the receptors of an organism exist, and if
these invariants correspond to the permanent properties of the
environment, and if they are the basis of the organism’s perception of the
environment instead of the sensory data on which we have thought it
based, then there is new support for realism in epistemology. (Gibson
1982a: 374)
However, a conundrum concerning information arises in regard to whom or to what the
information ‘belongs’ – the environment or the person. This recapitulates the transcendental
idealist problem that opposes ideal and realism while suggesting that each presupposes the
other. Gibson’s solution maintains direct perception for human and non-human agents
because invariant properties can be perceived by all creatures. He posits that there is ‘no
reproduction of an external event or objects that the organism transmits to the brain’ (1982:
380). Gibson recognises the identifications that are projected onto the environment, but does
not allow for the way perception is steered by abstract and conceptual directions of the use
of affordances, the very process upon which Marx seized. The designation of accidents,
qualities, aspects, elements, components and potentialities has been approached from both
directions of the organism-environment continuum. And, because the concepts prefigure the
way we interact with our senses as well as the findings of perceptual systems, Marx’s
findings about the social, cultural and economic reality of the world may also be read
Æffectively as evidence of embodied practices.

Therefore, an alternative reading of Marx’s ‘senses as theoreticians’ can be made, one that
involves positioning this observation in the context of pragmatic description of the activity
of the ‘organism that persons’ rather than at the level of interpretation for the political
consciousness. The important distinction occurs at the scale upon which the application of
Marx’s insight is applied, since his observation of the molecular activity of the senses at the
level of practical action is implemented directly at the figural level of political economy. An
embodied reading would reapply the observation and inferences it affords back upon the
practical actions of the perceptual system. Rather than have the proposition remain at the
level of the understanding, it may be placed back on to the complex feedback loops between
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the organism and surround. The loops themselves may attain ‘exchange value’ in addition to
‘use value’ they already offer within the system of the perceptual economy. The duplication
of value (use and exchange), at different scales, simultaneously places a single object within
two concurrent economies. This impacts, for example, upon the way that invariant properties
(affordances) may become unhinged and available for variable uses. The senses, which have
worked as (naïve and natural) receptors, may now have expressive functions and heuristic
implications. This is to say, the senses become theoreticians when the information they
deliver, and help to construct, no longer has one perceptual grid of reference. This shift in
reference is deliberately made perceptible through actions designed to search for them.
Sensations become objectified as the subject of internal recursion. To ‘experience’
experience is to provide thought with an internal exchange value.

This is not unlike Maturana and Varela’s (1980) description of ‘interactions with their own
internal states (as states resulting from external and internal interactions) as if these were
independent entities’ (1980: 13). And it is also not unlike Descartes’ (1999) observation that
we ‘act on the basis of opinions that are known to be uncertain as if they were indubitable’
(1999: 24, 25). The difference is that Descartes, like Marx, views the ideological identity of
these interactions without considering any other interpretations, or pre-interpretations by
which to conclude the negative values of fragmentation and internal separation. In contrast
to Maturana and Varela, there was no image-identity, or body schema, other than the
deceived, split, alienated or lacking person to view and judge its embodied function. The
objectification of ideas was feasible to Marx, but not the objectification of internal processes
of observation, selection, decision and judgment, (embodied cognition). However, these
objects, corresponding to internal states, are raw material rife with potential and untapped
(exchange) values. The ‘senses as theoreticians’ can, then, be taken to suggest that the
senses have formed other feedback mechanisms to detect and qualify the sites internal to any
object of attention opened up by the duplicity that assigning value brings. The ‘organism
that persons’ can configure duplicity and multiplicity into indirect modes of observation and
learning. This embodied focus does not reduce the multifarious character of value
assignation, but instead assigns embodied criteria to use value of exchange value.

A sensation, like any object of observation, absorbs, transmits and reabsorbs information in
exactly the same fashion as commodities. The theoreticians the senses become are a
necessity in order to deal with the commodities that objects have become, as well as the
culture that nature has become and the persons that organisms have become. This is crucial
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because, with the conscious entry of different systems of value applied to the seemingly
singular world of practical action and political economy, the ecology of meaning must
change. The additional realms of infinity added by commodification and the multiplication
of sensory contexts require that modern persons must accommodate newly acquired
embodied meanings. Marx does not propose that the person should change; he attributes the
changes he observes to conditions brought about by the practical artifacts that arise from
detached values.

Rasula interprets the ‘senses as theoreticians’ as a form of surrogacy rather than as one of
the ways available for embodied activity to erupt into a specific historical consciousness.61
Arakawa and Gins use procedures to diffuse the ideology of the shadow cast by the
overbearing figural mode of history. They make the distinction between amplification of the
senses and movement across modes of sensing into a reappropriation, a redirection of the
senses, which land as forms of clarity for theoreticians concerned with the production of
certainty. ‘Certainty’ becomes a commodity expansion of the perceptual system, while
‘clarity’ remains useful in an ecological niche as an elaboration of sensory detection. Both
are available for re-entry into historical modes of sensing and the overdetermined education
of the senses. Observation, learning and transformation allow the multimodal aspects of the
organism to facilitate the exploration of a deregulated organism-person-surround. Once the
senses become part of a procedural architectural practice, their distances are dispersed and
multiplied again, nullifying the distances that caused distress and alienation, and taking up
the benefits from the mobility now available. Ecological co-construction of value comes
back into the ‘senses as theoreticians’ as another loop that supports the enactment of
practice, theory and fictive certainties from newly configured embodied modes of operation.

Marx’s analytical and historical observations regarding political economy are also insights
into the evolution of self-consciousness. Interpreted though the figural scale, these registers
can be used to study and rethink embodied practice where observational precision of
phenomenological seeing can be expanded to a body-wide engagement with thought,
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Rasula (1989) cites Gibson’s ecological psychology as the liberation of the senses from mechanical labour
(representation and reportage) (1989: 43). He suggests that our fixation on sensations is driven by notions of
the mechanical and not somatic. ‘Gibson enables us to recognise that the senses as theoreticians of an
industrialised social field, however rewarded they are or enriched by their peregrinations, nonetheless continue
to feed back into the mechanoreceptor paradigm’, concluding that ‘the senses themselves, appended to artifacts,
are reinforced in their objective displacement’ (1989: 43). This critique of the senses as theoreticians is placed
on the figural scale of history, politics and the social and does not seem to re-enter the processes of appending,
displacing and apportioning.

138

environment and surround. This embodied understanding of cognition does not have to
eliminate any site within the domains of knowledge acquisition.

Fredric Jameson gives us an updated version of the commodity’s impact as it acquires more
influence over informatics that give any totalised vision a factionalised, zealous and even
fundamentalist character. In The Geopolitical Aesthetic (1992), he notes that ‘the existential
furniture of everyday life is slowly transformed into communication technology’ (1992: 10).
At this point in the twenty-first century most would agree with Jameson’s observation that
‘[If] everything means something else, then so does technology’ (1992: 11). By extension,
this includes technologies of the self and physiological systems of realisation that participate
in totalities or totalised systems of thought, which describe and structure the working of the
world. ‘Totality is Conspiracy’ in Jameson’s sense when:

… a text (conspiratorial text) constitutes an unconscious, collective effort
at trying to figure out where we are and what landscape and forces
confront us in late 20th century whose abominations are heightened by
their concealment and their bureaucratic impersonality. (1992: 3)
Jameson has understood how the legacy of the commodity has developed and become more
and more a part of the qualities and potentiality of objects-as-systems. Conceiving of all
things as objects in this way shows how they comply with a totalised version of the world
that can be produced by exploiting the thousand faces of a commodity and distributing the
fetishised versions. In this way, information and information processes become commodities
that can be made synonymous with the administration of everyday life. His remarks on the
way technology may be mined for its exchange values can be traced back to Marx’s
description of the wooden table in the ‘Fetishism of Commodity and the Secrets Thereof’:

As soon as it emerges as a commodity, it changes into a thing which
transcends sensuousness. It not only stands with it feet on the ground, but,
in relation to all other commodities, it stands on its head, and evolves out
of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than if it were to
begin to dance of its own free will. (Marx 1992: 163)
Stafford (1993) provides a historical context into the way the body made itself known within
the discourse of the Enlightenment. Though she never refers to Marx, her observations on
Enlightenment discourse can inform how we engage with Marx’s metaphor of the dancing
grotesque table. The thrust of her argument in Body Criticism: Imagining the Unseen in
Enlightenment Art and Medicine (1993) is that the rationalist ethos of the Enlightenment
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privileges language and keeps the image subservient to writing (1993: 34), and therefore
sensation, the language of the body, is constructed as only visible through verbal and textual
discourse. We overlook the role of this ethos in the original constitution of criticism in the
eighteenth century; we fail to see how it infiltrates the production of subjectivity, perception
and understanding that, in turn, maintain the analytical processes that underpin complex
experience and compound ideas. Stafford notes that the use of metaphor in Enlightenment
discourse constituted a disruption of the archaic substratum of cognition. She cites Hans
Blumberg’s description of metaphors as ‘fossil clues’ (1993: 4) to give us a sense of the
depths from which the eruptions of sensuous image and corporeal action (the structure of
metaphor) in language upset the stability of knowledge by creating a conspicuous
disturbance. Stafford notes of metaphors:

They intruded a heterogeneous, problematic, and even destructive element,
belonging to a different context or relationship, into a seemingly
straightforward and transparent flow of ideas. It was precisely the
normalcy of narrative that was disrupted by the brusque and abnormal
insertion of a spatial picture, or palpable foreign body, into the temporal
stream of the text. Hence the opprobrium attached to this Rococo and
showy procedure by a rationalist school of criticism. For the geometrical
spirit, metaphors were a sort of alien ‘misfit’ or grotesque monster of
difference. (1993: 4)
Stafford’s historical description of the experience of metaphor to a subject of the
Enlightenment is made all the more poignant as it is aligned with the historical nascence of
industrialisation. Marx uses disruption to amplify, through reference to the body, his case for
the destructive nature of the commodity and the fetishism that gives it force. Stafford’s
discussions of eighteenth century thought, and in particular her use of disruptive metaphors
such as ‘grotesque monster’, ‘palpable foreign body’, and the ‘insertion of abnormal spatial
picture’ contextualises Marx’s wooden table dancing on its head.

In Marx’s description of the table, the general observation that the senses have become
theoreticians turns into a more specific interaction where the theoretical aspects of
perception and sensation are enacted in the bodily process of writing. It is ironic that the
discursive moment that addresses the way a thing transcends sensuousness is given the most
sensory and enunciative (versus discursively analytical) expression. This famous passage not
only describes and demonstrates the shift in configuration of embodied cognition that the
‘senses as theoretician’ announces, but by detouring into the body to explain the commodity,
and speaking of the dancing, thinking table in a perceptual, affective and almost
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hallucinogenic manner, affords to exchange value a palpable existence. The eruption of the
body in discourse shows how a person situates him- or herself in relation to things,
particularly things that are no longer confined to literalness or a life of accidents.

Marx’s discourse reflects a moment in his process where the experience and the terms of
existence bring the dissociated, abstract ideas together with a strong spatial and bodily sense
of understanding. His ‘metaphorical’ outburst is more than just the unconscious providing a
figure for the conscious expression of ideas; the description lingers in an embodied state of
undifferentiation. Because the coexistence of thought and feeling within linguistic
expression was deemed to be metaphorical or hallucinatory, it is understood to represent the
unconscious life of the body only comprehensible through language. But Marx goes against
Stafford’s analysis by using the disruptive, metaphorical ‘fossil clue’ precisely in a moment
of high critical value, to describe the emergence of the commodity, which he observes as if it
has a life and will of its own.

So Marx’s ‘vision’ of the table, the dancing, thinking, perverse table, may be read as an
indication of embodied engagement and a phenomenologically rich observation. His
understanding is that ideology is one of the things which the commodity unleashes in the
many ideas its wooden brain spills out. In addition, the profound implications of exchange
value, as an economic insight, would not be available without the sense of place
compounded by our own commodity fetishism and with the fiction of place that glues these
two together. It is the irony of both identity and commodity that a disengagement, alienation
and dissociation is not possible without the sense of connectedness, integration and solidity
that association produces. Marx’s table is disruptive only because the notion of the ‘archaic’,
Blumber’s ‘fossil clues’ (Stafford 1993: 4), is not dissimilar to a form of synesthesia that
would not differentiate aspects of experiences, but senses ideas as part of the bodyenvironment.

Marx discovered much more than the commodity when the wooden table danced; he
witnessed the emergence of information and the complex ways in which embodied cognition
presents itself, or more exactly, presents its affect. Albeit he interpreted his observation
figuratively – in a fantastic and hallucinatory manner, installing the scenario on the social
scale of events – nevertheless, before quantum physicists, systemics, cybernetics and
informatics, Marx had looked upon the structure of information as it shifted from a
background noise to become an object and integral part of the foreground figure. This shift
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managed to institutionalise the figural scale that underwrites the threshold of conscious life.
The ‘senses as theoreticians’ marks the bodily sensation of information as a consequence or
a continuing symptom of the ‘end of history’. Once a sensation of this kind is noticed,
attended to and shared by a culture, it produces both fear and exhilaration – a truly
modernist affect for individuals in the throes of industrialisation. However, Marx’s
observation not only signals fear and exhilaration at the thought of a body fragmented,
commodified and alienated from itself, but points to the dawning ethical crisis created by
experiencing one’s own organism-person, or other organism-persons, as information.62

Ideology is constructed at the figural scale where ideas-as-things operate visibly, in
recognisable forms and in recognisable ways even if their behaviour is grotesque, as when a
wooden table dances on its head or evolves ideas from its wooden brain. ‘More wonderful
than table-turning ever was’ is an oblique reference to séance and the fashion of calling up
the spirit world popular in Victorian societies. Houdini was one of many twentieth century
men who spent time debunking the frauds of table-turning, which capitalised on the
commodities that spirits and ghosts represented and were residues of Victorian modes of
being. The ghosts, like the ideas of a wooden table, bring together the values of another
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The information held by Marx’s table has held fascination for many philosophers and theorists precisely
because it highlights, in spectacular fashion, the intersection of subject and object, thing and intelligence, and
the multiplication of ontological perspectives made available from the Enlightenment, especially from the
Industrial Revolution onwards. Jacques Derrida and Bill Brown both discuss Marx’s table-turning passage at
length, one from a phenomenological viewpoint and the other from an empirical viewpoint. Derrida (1994) in
Spectres of Marx uses the instance of the table to discuss the spectral movement we use to situate ourselves
where the values of value, secret, mystique, enigma, fetish and the ideological form a chain (1994: 149–153).
Derrida characterises the table passage in Marx as a stage entrance, an apparition making the non-sensuous
sensuous, a phantom limb marked with an X for any phenomenological perception (1994:151), and ‘from the
moment it comes onto the stage of a market, the table resembles a prosthesis of itself’ (1994: 153). The
problem with Derrida’s assessment is his inference that the wooden table ‘puts itself into motion, to be sure,
and seems thus to animate, animalise, spiritualise, spiritise itself, but while remaining an artificial body, a sort
of automaton, a puppet, a stiff and mechanical doll whose dance obeys the technical rigidity of the program’
(1994: 153). Derrida sees this as spectral because, he claims, ‘it is where two genres, two generations of
movement intersect with each other’ (1994: 153).Brown (2002), in ‘The Tyranny of Things (Trivia in Karl
Marx and Mark Twain)’ is interested in the way the thing participates in generating a field of actions. The table
exemplifies the doubleness of material and immaterial aspects of an object where ‘sensuous things are at the
same time suprasensible’ (Marx Capital 1: 165 in Brown 2002: 450).Brown (2002) focuses on the doubleness
of the commodity. In contrast to Derrida’s phenomenological reading of the commodity as ‘Thing’ without
phenomenon (1994: 150), Brown reads Marx’s approach to Capital as a hermeneutic enterprise: an extended
interpretation of a structural fact, the fact that commodity is both a thing and not a thing at all. Brown calls this
‘the inevitability-effect’ (2002: 451), which amplifies the idea that values inhere in objects irrespective of their
relation to human history. However, Marx uses the table to illustrate something in excess of his structural point
(the commodity is a thing and not a thing) regarding his own ‘analogy of the fantasy of autonomous value’,
though ‘not about perception, nor about sensation’ (2002: 448). Brown approaches the idealist-realist polarity
from the side of the Thing, the object. Yet the power unleashed in splitting things from the ideas of things
relies on the infinity of meanings and values that phenomenological and empirical systems of scrutiny,
produce. Ultimately, Brown and Derrida both address the impact that Marx had on the proliferation of subject
and object relationships, and the idealist and naterialist approaches to the subsequent explosion of value and
meaning.
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world, an elsewhere that underwrites or transcends present use, binding belief to value. This
binding does not necessarily take on a religious form, although it does adhere to religious
strategies. Marx’s allusions to faith in séances and commitment in ideology link bodily
response to ultimate purpose and political economy. These slides from social construct to
embodied habituation make the poetic hallucinatory dance into a similar rhetorical slide,
whereby a thing looks the same (like itself) but is not. Redoubling the split between use and
exchange, the split at the level of the process of fetishisation exponentially multiplies the
surplus immanent in every commodity.

The ongoing division of the object, splitting material and value, or information and value, is
carried over into the split between an event and the totalised beliefs that qualify the event.
Immediately, a strange kind of retroactive commodity effect occurs which might allow for
the impossible potential of an object to participate in more than one grid of reference or
more than one system of value. Table-turning and the way a table participates in its own
extreme possibilities suddenly become present in ways not unlike the extraordinary claims
that advertisers attach to or draw out of commodities. The hoax of table-turning is consistent
with the hoax of magic creams and miracle products. The hallucinatory, imaginary, direct
perception of affordances of the new conditions unleashed by commodities in the late 1800s
was previously not acknowledged, because the perceptual reciprocities with such an
informatic environment (the economy of meaningful consequences) were not yet present.

We have gone on a tour around the table and into the table in order to explore how an
‘organism that persons’ becomes aware of and moves from the figural to the molecular scale
of actions and events.63 As noted earlier, Marx’s contribution was to bring idealist-realist
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One more table, Husserl’s phenomenological table, may provide insight into the configuration of embodied
cognition and objects, things, commodities and environmental information. Husserl’s table is an ‘as if’ scenario
and centres on perception of the identity of objects fundamental to commodification, since commodities allow
themselves to occupy a particular place in order to be more easily wrenched from it. Its paradoxical effect, or
perversity, lies in the idea of locating and fixing the object categorically so as to exceed its own limits more
easily: ‘Starting from this table-perception as an example, we vary the perceptual object, table, with a
completely free optionalness, yet in such a manner that we keep perception fixed as perception of something,
no matter what … we change the fact of this perception into a pure possibility, one among other quite
‘optional’ pure possibilities – but possibilities that are possible perceptions. We, so to speak, shift the actual
perception into the realm of non-actualities, the realm of as-if, which supplies us with ‘pure’ possibilities …
Thus removed from all factualness it has become the pure eidos perception, whose ideal extension is made up
of all ideally possible perceptions as purely phantasiable processes’ (Husserl in Rawlinson 1997: 284). Husserl
continues: ‘It remains to be seen, however whether this open “I” of a “univocal language” can altogether close
itself to the perspectives and horizons of its sensual “other”.’ (Husserl in Rawlinson 1997: 268) Rawlinson
finds in Husserl a passage that places Marx and Gibson across the same table, where the infinity encountered in
subject-object relationships is produced by the interaction, and cannot be located here or there, solely in the
mind or exclusively in the environment: ‘Both the identity of the thing and the givenness of a world, a ‘whole
of interconnected possibilities’ depend upon the consistency of actual perceptions with their previous
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(transcendentalist principles) into the realm of practical action. Gibson’s was to reapply
realist principles to a world of perception not influenced by the imagined world of physics.64
Arakawa and Gins’ contribution is to use idealist-realist polarities as configurations of
embodied cognition which examine the meaning of the production of systems of distance
and the positions they afford.

Arakawa and Gins also use the philosophical table (in the form of a desk) in discussion of
‘imaging landing sites’. As outlined above, ‘imaging landing sites’ fill in and generalise
perceptual information not directly available to perception. They note that ‘the corner of a
desk can be taken as a full-fledged landings site, even while subsisting as part of a landing
site holding and portraying the desk as a whole’ (2002: 21). For example, the far side or the
underside of a desk or table is perceivable from one position. A person uses imaging landing
sites to discern the opposite side or under side of a table. Imaging landing sites are plugs of
awareness and may use symmetry or extension to fill in the gaps. Imaging landing sites
remain viable as a person keeps many scales of action alive and active, resisting the impulse
to use ready-made figures to complete perceptual patterns. Contemporary furniture often
plays against these expectations by making each edge of a coffee table a different colour,
though not often a different dimension. These too can be generalised as we learn that
specific tables are asymmetrical in predictable ways.

Imaging landing sites would be most susceptible to figural persuasion, and the aim of
developing imaging landing sites would be to instil more and more tentativeness into the
predictions of varieties of sameness. Arakawa and Gins bring the doubling, morphing,
ontological reciprocity between objects and ‘organisms that person’ to their most extreme in
the description of how cleaving becomes the practical action (practice) of configuring
organism, material and information. Cleaving is the activity that imaging landing-sites

indications. Every perception appears to implicate an infinity of possible determinate perceptions. Husserl
often remarks that the horizon of perception is indeterminate but determinable, which in his account is also
always drawn as an ‘array of determinate possibilities of perception’ (Rawlinson 1997: 274).
64
Reed summarises Gibson’s position on the importance of information pick-up in historical terms: ‘Gibson
however went well beyond Marx or those phenomenologists who have attempted to ground the human sciences
in a concept of value external to, yet not separate from, the observer. Instead of conceiving of mental facts as
relations among the physical facts of the environment and behaviour, as his mentor Holt had done, Gibson
conceived of values as part of the environment of living things, neither physical or mental. Instead of
conceiving of mental facts as potential courses of action as Berkeley, Helmholtz and more recent cognitive
psychologists have done (Miller et al. 1960), Gibson conceived of mental life as the awareness of the
affordances of the environment’ (Reed 1988: 294).
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depend upon in order to connect and predict separations and connections for purposes of
identifying objects and object relationships.

Cleaving is a central issue in two books, one by Arakawa and Gins, To Not to Die (1987)
and the other by Gins, Helen Keller or Arakawa (1994). Cleaving is the double action of
joining and separating. This action, in itself the production of landing sites, articulates rather
than dissects the world. Landing sites require a world, or external objects available to all
observers, and they require existential human purpose. Landing sites cleave by tentatively
distinguishing the connected parts of the surround that form a proximity to a person. For
example, cleaving is the activity a person is playing with when they decide their finger is
touching their leg or their leg is touching their finger. It is a similar cleaving that occurs
when I feel, think, sense myself in different configurations of connectedness or separateness
to different sections of a large table where conversation produces tentative links. Cleaving
applies to any joining or separating of myself to and from myself and to and from an object,
persons and surround. Arakawa and Gins describe landings sites as neutral zones of
emphasis, adding: ‘the tense of landing sites holds as that split second of muting whose
instantaneous time span lasts only long enough for basic positionings to be registered’
(2002: 22). Cleaving produces landing sites, enacting tactical positionings which may be
reused; however the outcomes of lived experience and acquired knowledge are singular.

Towards the end of Helen Keller or Arakawa, Gins (1994) develops the notion of projective
cleaving. The exponential possibilities of cleaving go far beyond Marx’s commodity,
Jameson’s technology, or Gibson’s affordances. Gins suggests that landing sites have
intelligence (sapience) because they are the actualised relationships connecting person and
surround. Her speculative fiction is an attempt to describe the extent and impact of the
infinities unleashed by subject-objects and the nuance that keeps supplying landing sites as
sites of cleaving by evoking philosophical furniture:

In the next to final stages, all furniture, or nearly all furniture did double
duty as food supply. At last. At long last. Chairs replaced farms; sofas
served as large commercial farms. You would sit in your chair, make sure
to sit properly, and before you knew it, you’d have been fed enough for a
week. No chewing, no digesting, solely proximity, cleaving had been
charged with increasing the food supply, and with this accomplished,
cleaving could be directed elsewhere.
Cleaving works like thinking, but at one and the same time, more so and
less so. If you defend yourself against projective cleaving, it vanishes
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without ever having finally happened. But most organisms, defensively
tightened and tightening with enveloping shapes, fail to project cleaving as
they might. Those choking upon cleaving do not escape unscathed. After
centuries, the finest projectors of cleaving had assembled. They could
cleave wide and long anywhere, anytime. They had fenced neither
cleaving nor themselves in or out. They cleaved out in the open, as fishes
and unremittingly. They cleaved together, spreading out the intelligence of
a forming act. Any interfering with these events, any bringing of petty,
local, bodily concerns would have prevented the variegated, many ways of
cleaving from having their day, from moving into and through each other.
(Gins 1994: 281)
The plurality of things and events feeds the ongoing redistribution of subject-object
positions and values that cycle through schemas of relationality on all scales. Andrew
Benjamin’s notion of ‘differential ontology’ offers a relative measure of the effect of one’s
presence on the different systems of knowledge set into the equation by judgment (1993: 2,
24). The identities that flicker within difference, or what Benjamin calls ‘pragma’, are being
within a generalised becoming (1993: 20). Pragma-tic, therefore, is the continual
presentation of differential ontology and the opening of spaces in order to resist
representation (1993: 185-86). Pragmatism theorised in this way is a useful link to the
project of Arakawa and Gins. It is entirely practical to consider abstract systems the way
Marx regards the table, and make them dance on their heads and sprout commodified
version of wholeness, ideality, purpose and sublimity where none exists – transformative
operations that no longer separate the flaneur’s lived experience of space from the lived
experience of representations of space from the co-constructed qualities it acquires. This
dynamic of spatiality has become a highly theorised and highly contested site set up by
research from Walter Benjamin and Lefebvre to De Certeau and Soja.65

As soon as systems like perspective, which once were totalities, are mapped out and given a
contour – that is to say, once they join a living history – they become reduced in scale and
acquire a shelf-life. After the expiration date, (capital P) Perspectives change into (small p)
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Where cultural critique, in the form of popularlised self-help as a commodification and spiritualisation of
quantum’s uncertainty and participatory universe, ceases to feed into collective and self-regulating systems is
when self-awareness and recursive activity expose the mandates and prescriptive forms, and produce what Soja
calls ‘thirdspace’ (1996). ‘Thirdspace’ is the lived experience of representation that privileges uncertainties and
rejects structures that suggest permanence or inviolability in a form of textual and political practice that
undermines its own authority (1996: 107). Drawing heavily on Lefebvre, Soja’s critique and engaged practice
are pitched at the scale of the figural, operating at the point where the individual meets the social. Arakawa and
Gins’ ‘organism-person-surround’ can also be drawn into the war against our ability to trick ourselves with
totalised versions of the world, or the reaction to the hypochondria and endless itching submitted as
disconnected threats by every particle of awareness.
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points of view and, like the table whose wood is transformed into idea, perspective’s natural
place is transformed through values of embodiment. The embodiment trajectory of the
twentieth century is linked to directions and cultural dispositions towards the use of
‘totality’, and comes to be considered a by-product of production and reproduction,
presentation and representation.

In this section, the complex dynamic of scaling as a tactic for placing oneself in the world
and making accurate readings has, for the most part, dealt with the way in which we fray the
edges of the ‘figural’ and attempt to observe the consequences of our actions through the
‘stain’ of events within the range of perception. By shifting the scales of feedback, the
figural scale adjusts, transforming in the process. Before turning to discussion of
coordinating scales of action and modes of sensing, I would like to present one more scaling
exercise to be related through an anecdotal report of the meeting between Madeline Gins and
the painter Gorgio de Chirico.

In the early stages of the Arakawa and Gins collaboration, after the first publication of The
Mechanism of Meaning (1971), Gins went to Brussels to interview an elderly de Chirico.
This brief but important encounter helped to focus the path that Arakawa and Gins had
already set for themselves, the pursuit of immortality through the reinvention of the human
organism. De Chirico, a sage-like figure, was interested in ascribing to painting the status of
a sympathetic magic. He had the idea that the subjects of his paintings, segments of the
world, after all, that embodied his intentions, would last as long as the paints on his canvas
kept from drying. His intense sense of the affective, ‘infra-thin’ connection between things
was already present, despite the seemingly high value he placed on intuition; a value
common among Modernist painters and poets, the vestiges of which are still apparent in the
contemporary cult of the unconscious.

Madeline Gins recounted the following exchange with de Chirico. After waiting several
days for an audience, she was received and showed him The Mechanism of Meaning
publication.

Madeline: What is missing from this world?
de Chirico: Morality, kindness, and a sense of justice. What is wrong with
this answer?
Madeline: It is a good answer but I was intending the question a little
differently.
de Chirico: How were you intending the question?
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Madeline: I was thinking of life after life.
de Chirico: Yes, that too is possible, but it will take time.
Madeline: How long?
(long pause)
de Chirico: Six months.
(compiled from conversations with Madeline Gins 22 July 2004).
The irony of de Chirico’s time estimate could be interpreted as ‘sooner than one would
think’ or perhaps precisely the opposite, such as ‘not in our lifetime’. Either response would
indicate change to be immanent. De Chirico’s irony, thicker and richer than most, is
nonetheless consistent with the strategies for naming the nameless in Western
Enlightenment, from the transcendental idealists and the Romantics to the Surrealists.
Stephen Jay Gould, a well known figure from the other side of the discursive divide, was a
good friend of Arakawa and Gins and a strong supporter of the reversible destiny initiative.
‘Agreeing in principle with the concept [of reversible destiny], he felt nonetheless that
Arakawa and Gins were under-estimating, by thousands of years, the amount of time that
would be needed for this to come about’ (see Gins’ email in Appendix).

The scale of action on which de Chirico’s affective irony could operate differs from the one
on which Gould’s effective seriousness could. Crossing into the largest time frames
imaginable links us to that scale of change, bringing to the foreground what remains both far
away and imperceptible in the background. The next section will discuss how the measures
on each scale are coordinated to provide an anatomical, physiological and biological basis
for the most attenuated time frames of change. Maturana and Varela (1980) have modelled a
system where ‘change occurs as a unity of the history of structural change in which the
autopoietic organisation remains invariant’ (1980: 87). Arakawa and Gins model an
organisational system in which the identity can be maintained across different histories and
modes of structural and organisational variation. The important point to note, in contrast to
Maturana and Varela, is their inclusion of purpose in the way in which self-recursion
interacts with structural organisation (Maturana and Varela 1980: 85). This would mean that
autopoiesis does not have to be identical with homeostatic systems and subordinate all
changes to the maintenance of the organisation (1980: 80). Because, as Sheets-Johnstone,
Massumi and others have noted, meta-cultural, meta-cognitive, meta-systemic factors impact
upon selection and thus the direction of evolutionary change, humans place their
homeostatic system in great jeopardy by employing strong, misguided or frivolous sense(s)
of purpose.
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The scales on each side of the figural scale add to the ‘calculus of indications’ that makes us
attend to tenuous indications and tentative sensations in order to produce an ecology of
knowledge that includes the molecular, the figural and the meta-evolutionary. The molecular
scale of events consists of all events that escape below the threshold of attention in any
quadrant of imagination or in any coordinated systems of perception. It is at this level that
automatic and involuntary systems conduct interaction with the environment. Scales of
action are conceptualised such that the scales appear separate. Even without deliberate and
directed attention to the interchange and effects of one scale upon another, there are actions
and events that reverberate and impact across size, scale, medium, time and distance.
Actions at the figural scale that become embodied at the molecular and cellular levels,
potentially construct microfascisms, invisible in the operations that tie body to belief. The
effects go in one direction out from the figural and impact upon real bodies in the real world
of symbols, language and ideology.

This is the ‘effect’ of the figural that Guattari refers to in Soft Subversions (1996) as
‘molecular revolution’, an extrapolation of the theme he and Deleuze used throughout A
Thousand Plateaus: ‘A revolution of great amplitude is developing today, but at the
molecular or microscopic level’ (Guattari 1996: 8). He focuses particularly on the unifying
effects of semiotic subjugation or semiotisation (1996: 11), which collapses all genres of
struggle in the present day by reducing bodily movements to the dominant discourse of
language. It is a cautionary tale because it points to the imperceptibility of the site where real
revolutions occur. In the same way that Foucault draws our attention to diet or sexuality,
Guattari warns of neglecting microfascism, which is the tyrannical and bureaucratic in
operation at the molecular level. The revolutions underneath our very noses, like an invasion
of body-snatchers, can easily go undetected even in oneself and become a form of
systematisation and regulation. The body, the ‘organism that persons’, links these scales
and, through systems of survival, undertakes a ‘hunt for clarity’ (Gibson 1966: 271).

Hard revolutions (social and political manifestations) and soft revolutions (production of
subjectivity) meet in Arakawa and Gins’ ‘forming blank’ (1987: 10) where there are no
revolutions, no overthrows of order, only ongoing re-entry and reconfiguration. Forming
blank does not aim to establish a new improved order; it subsumes ordering within the
production of movement between modes of self-recursive perception and action. Any
configuration that previously would be apt for building and ordering of the world becomes
valuable only for the order(ing) it makes possible next. Bio-feedback becomes bioscleave
149

feedback – a crossing of scales of actions and events. We may begin to re-enter history when
we begin thinking specifically about coordinated activity. This does not require a theory of
interpretation but of practice of perception, which includes affect (attention, emotion and
motivation) and landing sites (attention that precedes perception). We do not seem to
question the way embedded phenomena work. That is to say, the generalisations that allow
us to morph one thing into another also allow us to think that processes operating on one
scale will operate equally on another scale. This misapprehension can be dispelled when we
look at the different scales in order to make the figural not the sole measure, and not the
dominant measure, and not the measure we think it is, the minute we manage to add other
concepts of scaling to it.

Arakawa and Gins’ work provides directions that suggest how we might experience ideas,
perceptions, thought, metaphors and physical surrounds differently, as aspects of embodied
cognition and environmental information. Coordinating, the focus of the next section, is the
beginning of the shifts from instrumental reason to ‘operative reason’ and from ‘function to
procedure’ which become pragmatic ways to practise the ‘organism that persons’.
Coordinating, and its efficacy as coordinology, are the processes that imagine the conditions
of reciprocal relationships that have not yet happened. Stuart Kauffman’s development of
Darwin pre-adaptations (Kauffman 2000: x) will be discussed in terms of how it may be
augmented to become deliberate pre-adaptive procedures. Moving from the function of
selection to the context afforded by selections increases what we can bring to the next round
of learning, development and participation in the coproduction and coevolution of the world.
Arakawa and Gins would stress that identifying what constitutes the surround, and ourselves
as part of it, is just the beginning of a practice. The continuous configuration of landing sites
accompanied by tentativeness must be brought to the task of coordination.

150

2.3 Coordinating

It won’t do to speak of ‘designing an architectural
procedure or planning one’ because putting what we
are referring to that way fails by a long shot to
indicate all that someone is obliged to go through in
order to come up with one.
(Arakawa and Gins 2003: 17)

Once we dispense with the tyranny of the figural, or the use of one scale of action and
event, and re-enter the organisation of scales of action, the task of coordination becomes
paramount in terms of the sheer number of possibilities and redistributions that become
available. What is being coordinated? In this section it is important to examine ideas of
coordinating different configurations of embodied cognition, which re-entry into the coconstruction of scales of action confirms. These configurations include the modes of
sensing tentatively constructed and held in place by landing sites and scales of action
whose identity borders have been found to have a greater range than the figural and have
been made porous because an ‘organism that persons’ is able to (begin to) anticipate that
action on one scale connects into events on other scales. In order to understand what
coordinating entails, it is important to distinguish the experience of one’s embodiment
from the interpretations one draws from such a self-reflexive experience. What is being
coordinated is embodied cognition. The Æffect of embodied cognition is the subject of my
analysis of coordination and the mode by which I will assess them. Within the work (built
environments and procedural processes) of Arakawa and Gins, coordination develops

bodily orientations and organises the quality of movements within and among experience,
interpretation and deployment. One of the most important shifts that Arakawa and Gins’
work signals, and aims to make available through practice, is the shift from function to
procedure. Building upon the embodied shifts that enable movement from affect to effect,
and perceiving events and initiating actions at different scales, the shift from function, to
procedure allows a person to observe how one’s own coordination of perception and action
co-constructs forms, relationships, and the overdetermined figural conceptualisations of
self-organisation.

Procedures guide landing sites activity by emphasising the tentative, observationalheuristic aspect of perception and action. I will come back to ‘architectural procedures’ in
more depth at the end of this section because they are the outcome of coordinating skills.
Arakawa and Gins distinguish function from procedure: ‘An architectural surround that is
functional, such as a space capsule, and such as the greater part of the built world of our
day, facilitates an organism that persons in its actions, extending the sense of no questions
asked, whereas an architectural surround that is procedural, a tactically posed surround,
fills an organism that persons with questions by enabling it to move within and between its
own modes of sensing’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 58). Coordination not only organises the
components of a specific task or activity, it also organises the ongoing system of
specification which selects the components. In this way the practice that develops out of
the bodily activity of coordination becomes the deliberate re-entry and re-engagement of
coordination in service of the body-wide development of observation and learning that
leads to the possibility of transformation. The task is to mobilise scales of action and event,
modes of sensing and levels of heuristic application.

Embodied engagement becomes the measure necessary to determine the pertinence of
research on coordination from the arts and sciences in relation to the contextual meaning
and logic of Arakawa and Gins’ work.66 By invoking the principles of organisation that
maintain homeostasis it is possible to change the application of these principles. Arakawa
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Michael Turvey’s (1990) landmark essay ‘Coordination’ provides a snapshot of the complexity involved in
coordination: ‘As characteristic expressions of biological systems, coordinations necessarily involve bringing
into proper relation multiple and different component parts (1014 cellular units in 103 varieties), defined over
multiple scales of space and time … There are 792 muscles in the human body that combine to bring about
energetic changes at the skeletal joints. Suppose we conceptualise the human body as an aggregate of just
hinge joints like the elbow. It would then comprise about 100 mechanical degrees of freedom, each
characterisable by two states, position and velocity, to yield a state space of minimally 200 dimensions.’
(Turvey 1990: 938)
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and Gins foreground the multimodal consequences instigated by their working process of
coordinology. It is important to build upon the insight and practical analysis of biological
research to find the anatomical (physiological) basis of change, and the extent of affective
(auto-affective) interaction. The work of Maturana and Varela (1980) is crucial to the
discussion and development of the autopoietic space because it provides a turning point for
the research of self-organisation, but poses an obstacle in the way they formulate
autopoietic space as closed (1980: 93). They expose their model of organisation to
scrutiny, as we have already seen, in the unexamined movement of ‘as if’ (where an
organism deals with internal descriptions as if they were external), and in the way they
close off the content of an organism’s descriptions from the behavioural operations they
induce. For them:

What makes this [autpoietic space] a system of unity with identity and
individuality is that all the relations of productions are coordinated in a
system describable as an homeostatic system that has it own unitary
character as the variable that it maintains constant throughout the
production of its components. (1980: 93)
Arakawa and Gins have worked together for over 35 years to imagine and then to construct
an identity for persons that does not require the ‘unitary character’ to constitute its identity.
This means recognising, and then interacting with, the operations (self-organisation) that
produce and alter the identity of the organism, and therefore its autonomy, homeostatic
state and the principles of its self-maintenance. If there is no longer a singular scale by
which to ground value and measure, the potential for this deregulation to threaten identity
is great. Indeed, Marx’s table bears witness to and speaks from the experience of
modernisation, and the disorientation and destabilisation that may lead to alienation and
disenchantment or may lead to interactions that potentially alter the selection of type and
rates of change.

The more thoroughly this coordination is implemented, the greater the increases in modes
of production of subjectivity and of interpersonal and socio-cultural relations which occur
across the components that also work across scales, and participate in more than one
structure. This is one of the reasons that Arakawa and Gins have devised a collaborative
situation that in turn may lead to communal devising. The fluency of their exchange has
produced a host of possible positions that they can occupy, from which they may move and
to which they return. These include speaking and perceiving positions, positions within
and among regimes of thought, building and occupying positions, and a myriad of
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organising and coordinating positions across a range of material sites. As artists and
architects conducting experimental research, Arakawa and Gins position themselves as test
subjects, technicians, theorists, control-group, test pilots, students, human snails,
autodidacts and teachers. Within each of these speaking positions they explore the myriad
dispositions and orientations that can be configured under those designations. Their work
highlights the direct connection between forms of research and forms of life. They see the
future as residing in the coordinological ability of the architectural body. The multimodal
consequences of experience provide evidence that every action and event specifies
selection, both in the individual organism and the environment. The multimodal
consequences of coordinology act upon that evidence that persons may deliberately select
particular multimodalities.

This section will make a case for the importance of coordinology, not only as the process
by which architectural procedures and the architectural body may emerge, but also,
primarily, as the practice of our attention. Unlike methodology, in coordinology every
attempt is an enactment that involves more than one scale of action and event. Most people
have not had much practice in moving across modes of perception. They may consequently
find that they become disoriented when required to address more than one scale at once,
having previously become habituated to straightforward clarity born of exclusion (of some
scales of action). Therefore, it is important for those who would write as a coordinologist
to aim at achieving precise configurations that do not isolate items of knowledge or scales
of action from our surroundings.

Coordination must also coordinate learning about coordination. That is why Arakawa and
Gins coin terms that foreground the observational-heuristic process. The purpose of their
project is to enact the study of the site of person, therefore we must remember that
architecture as hypothesis invites different modes of sensing to enter the fray. To fully
explore embodied cognition would be to coordinate rather than substitute or reorder the
hierarchical chain of command centres that organise or inhibit responses. The process is a
puzzling out of the body – the organism, the person and the surround in their infrathin
connection and filigree affiliations. Coordinology is the term Arakawa and Gins hold in
reserve for speaking about the ongoing process of assessment, enacted on all scales of
action, which constitutes the daily practice of their procedural architecture. Here I will
discuss the expressed purpose of coordinology – how we may invent ourselves further – by
exploring the calculus of indications available to us for the realisation of living. Any
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discussion of coordinology must take into account the following: tentativeness (quality of
interaction), landing sites (the barest noticings of which we are capable), scales of action
(complexity over isolation) and current research (approaches and outcomes of deliberate
personal, discursive, social, and cultural interaction). ‘No one should consider herself a
finished product or a non-puzzle,’ explain Gins and Arakawa (2002: xx):

The puzzling out of the body through tentative body-wide questioning is
crucial to how coordinology makes it possible for an architectural body
to emerge from an ‘organism that persons’: The body can yield answers
through that which it subsists as, through the whole of itself, inclusive of
its sequences of actions and the surroundings into which, in a variety of
ways, it extends itself. (2002: xv)
Coordinology initiates pointing, selecting and considering, along with many other ways to
land as a site. Arakawa and Gins suggest that we come to know ourselves through ‘sited
awareness’ consisting of many sites that co-originate all sites (2002: 5). Landing-site
configurations are coordinated perception and action that Æffect the quality and structure
of relationships guided by two architectural procedures: a) ‘disperse-to-contrast’ and b)
‘tentative constructing towards a holding in place’.67 A sited body coordinates these multilevelled and multi-scaled sets of landing sites into ‘the mechanism of meaning’ – the body
itself. A result of the value and consequences of these same acts of coordination, a sited
body can only come about if we observe and study the relationships between coordinology
and tentativeness. How, as Arakawa and Gins suggest, can tentative landing and
coordinating open a neutral zone? It is the heuristic aspect of landing sites, which for a
moment suspends the habitual reception and categorisation of information and puts the
making of metaphors on hold, that enables the processes by which ‘the symbolising
creature becomes a landing-site creature’ and, as mentioned earlier, the ‘tense’ of these
positionings provides a ‘neutral zone of emphasis’ (2002: 22).

Of course, it is not a simple matter to bypass the symbolic nature we inhabit. A practice –
coordinology – is needed. The muting of symbol would help bypass well-worn traditions
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In The Architectural Body, the second procedure is defined as ‘tentativeness-cradling procedure’ (2002:
76). In ‘Procedural Architecture’, a chapter in the same book, they describe the second procedure as an
‘optimal tentative constructing toward a holding in place’ (2002: 59) which is consistent with their more
recent text ‘Vital Contextualising Information for Directions for Architectural Procedure Invention and
Assembly’ (2003b) where they state: ‘It – procedure or procedural action – has to be linked to architecture as
that is commonly defined. Then there is our definition of architecture: a tentative constructing towards a
holding in place’ (2003b: 17). The more recent usage implies that their procedural architecture is
reconfigurative and transformative because it sets up and maintains a person’s tentativeness towards forming
(2002: 76).
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of becoming by allowing adjustments based on our precise interaction with, and
reconfiguring of, the forms and formal relationships that are in operation as the world.
Coordinology emphasises an ethical, versus an aesthetic, value for forms themselves. What
is important is not what a thing (architecture or any form) looks like, or how it references
signifiers within the history of forms, but precisely how it does not resemble inherited
habits, habitats and ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu), and instead designates or shows its relationship
to otherness. At stake is the direction of co-origination of the organism, forms and
environment. Arakawa and Gins’ entire undertaking focuses on establishing different
relationships between agency and activity – ‘architecting’ rather than architecture; profinding rather than the pro-(already)-found; coordinology rather than methodology.

The contrast between coordinology and methodology, as discussed in Section 2.1 Reading,
is the difference between the practice of conditioning emergent possibilities and the
execution of pre-figured events in pre-configured fields. One of the first tasks of
coordinology and architectural procedures lies in asking how language is configured with
and into other body-wide systems. The notion of a pre-linguistic state needs to be
distinguished from non-linguistic activities in order to address the possibility of
coordinating observation and learning toward transformation.

At this point in time, coordinology is to the embodied mind what the Cartesian third-house
problem was for language and thought in the Enlightenment. Here we might recall
Descartes’ ‘provisional morality’ that would organise a third or interim house, ‘another
house in which to live comfortably while the rebuilding is taking place’ in the interval
between the old and the new house of knowledge (1999: 19). The situation has changed
but the interval remains. Arakawa and Gins propose a ‘crisis ethics’ in place of a
provisional morality because there is no comfortable site from which to oversee the
building of one’s life (2002: xviii). It will take more than linguistic analysis and a new
house of language to allow the architectural body to emerge from our modern conceptions
of subjectivity. Arakawa and Gins propose that this can happen only through integrated
body-wide awareness in an ‘ever-on-the-move body’, as opposed to agency conceived as
structure, idea, image, or fixed relation (2002: 49).

Attempts to work on all systems of attention and affordance – from the basics of what
neurones and inter-neurones afford us, to the intermediary systems of perception,
communication, research and action, to larger physical and social constructs and grand
156

narratives of Time, History and Culture – are always susceptible to normalisation and
habituation. The deficiencies of previous forms of continuity stem from internal systemic
conflicts that have required docile bodies (Foucault 1977a). Given that Arakawa and Gins
have noted the challenge of learning to be individuals and working communally at the
same time (2002: xxi), the purpose of coordinology is to address the problem of being
simultaneously ‘one and many’. It does this by actively linking the discoveries from all
fields of research with the deliberate forms of perception and interaction from first-person
research.

The premise of coordinology is to ‘keep discoveries from all fields of research actively in
the arena’ (2002: xxi), neither separating them from other discourses nor isolating them
from everyday life. There can therefore be no exemplary or ideal example of coordinology
or of coordinating a procedure. Every act of coordination re-enters the system and Æffects
the quality and structure of its configurations. No instance can be extracted and isolated for
viewing. There are no rehearsals, only a continuous following-through in the midst of
things.68

It is important to investigate the consequences and the sequences of enactments that
Arakawa and Gins’ terms set up and set in motion. ‘Organism-person-environment’,
‘organism that persons’, ‘bioscleaveconfigurature’, ‘proceduralism’ and ‘architecting’ are
all terms that have preceded coordinology in attempts to carve out the event-site that
indicates both inclusion and distinction (the process Arakawa and Gins called ‘cleaving’ in
To Not to Die). From the many manuscript drafts of Architectural Body, only one and a
half of these terms have survived: ‘organism that persons’ and ‘bioscleave’. A tour of the
development of these terms will be useful in our unpacking of coordinology.

Though the term ‘organism-person-environment’ indicates inseparability of the elements in
the term, it also implies a static structure. While this triple term delivers a sense of the
problematic effects of boundaries and order, it smacks of order nonetheless. Thus the term
‘organism that persons’ has taken its place in order to reflect the conditional nature of its
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Don Byrd (2005) characterises the process of interacting with various orders of abstraction as the
formation of a distinction and a re-entering of the space of that distinction with the purpose of increasing the
number of possibilities for next time. While abstraction assumes an autonomous agent, coordinology
questions the status of autonomy because coordinology requires the ‘unit of consideration, that which is to be
measured and assessed, should be the body taken together with its surroundings’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002:
xx).
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process-oriented dynamic. ‘Organism that persons’ sets into motion the relationships (that
previously might have been understood to be ‘fixed’) and provides the tentative conditions
that Arakawa and Gins deem necessary for optimal observation and learning. In Section
2.1 Reading, I cited the following by Arakawa and Gins in relation to the notion of
‘person’ as a methodological construction. Here, the quote is worth re-entering with our
reading attention directed towards the sets of actions that a person coordinates:

‘Organism that persons’ portrays persons as being intermittent and
transitory outcomes of coordinated forming rather than as honest-togoodness entities … When studying what goes on between the bodyproper and the surroundings, it will be necessary to consider the extent to
which persons are behavioural subsets of the organisms from which they
emanate and out of which they compose themselves as agents of action.
The organism that persons is the first step on the path to an architectural
body. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 2)
‘Bioscleaveconfigurature’ is a term combined from biosphere, cleaving, configuration and
architecture. Biosphere describes a self-sustaining, self-regulating dynamic of world
environment. Cleaving is the operation that both divides and brings together. And
configurature refers to the armature resulting from the complex process of establishing the
structural and functional relationships for the elements being divided and merged. The
compression of these terms attempts to implement architecture in a more encompassing
and symbiotic sense. However, only one part of the compound term, ‘bioscleave’, remains
in the chapter ‘Procedural Architecture’ in order to inflect the static container of biosphere
by emphasising ‘its dynamic nature’ (2002: 48).

The term ‘proceduralism’ indicates a systematic approach for which the term
‘proceduralists’ indicates those who would enact it. Both descriptions have given way to
‘procedural knowing’, ‘a term covering both instinctual sequences and encoded knowing,
that is, habitual patterns of activity’ (2002: 52). A procedure must always be performed
and must resist being considered as either an idea or method. Procedural architecture,
conceived as a process, breaks with the tradition of form as function. The important shift
from function to procedure, from amplification and extension of the body and the senses to
the movement ‘within and between its own sensing’ (2002: 58), defuses the tendency to
monumentalise in architecture. Architecture often ‘speaks’ to history and to historically
constructed bodies, as if they were always already formed, like mausoleums enshrining the
interactions they reinforce. Procedures bring fixed sequences of action into view and, in
doing so, allow us to work upon and alter them (2002: 56).
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‘Architecting’ is a term that brings the present participle (-ing), the active ongoing
principle, into stagnant nouns and rigid structures of architecture. As I mentioned in
Chapter 1, Gins and Arakawa’s book was at one point to be called Architectural Body,
Architecting Organism, making the most of the cross-multiplications in a quadratic
equation. Architecting is the description of a practice that is initiated from the part of the
configuration and dynamic system of feedback located in the environment. Environment
could also be described as ‘world’ or the ‘background setting or field for all our
experience, but one that cannot be found apart from our structure’ (Varela, Thompson and
Rosch 1997: 142). Arakawa and Gins use the term ‘surround’ instead of environment to
neutralise the tendency to categorise events or structures as either nature or culture.
Perhaps in the last evaluation the term architecting is too heavily weighted toward the
effects of architectural processes, making it seem that action initiated by the ‘organism that
persons’ intervenes in the surroundings as if from a source external to the organism.

Even so, the basis of architecting is ecological. If the organism and its surroundings are
inseparable, and if one’s surroundings trigger changes in the organism, then the organism
can deliberately interact with its own process of selection by building environments that
trigger ‘other’ selections. ‘Procedural architecture’ has as its first goal the dismantling of
the inherited body whose limited range of possibilities get continually reinforced by those
environments that have been produced during the course of architectural history
worldwide. A ‘tactically posed surround’ works to a great extent on habitual, automatic or
unconscious functions in the organism. The degree to which the ‘person’ becomes aware
of the interaction (historical subjectivity) is the point at which new procedures can
intervene at any or all points in the configuration – from feedback structures in agency to
aspects of objecthood and structures in the surroundings: ‘Architecture is the greatest tool
available to our species, both for figuring itself out and for constructing itself differently’
(2002: xx).

Finally, the term ‘coordinology’ indicates a practice that is initiated from that part of the
configuration located within the tentatively acquired autonomy of agency. The term
coordinology does not appear in the final text of the book Architectural Body, and was
omitted in the last draft, perhaps because the term too readily accommodates our tendency
to make grasping at straws into a bona fide system. Or perhaps the suffix, ‘ology’ implies
too much separation from the everyday, implying that coordinating belongs in the library
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or laboratory. The importance of coordinating, however, is discussed in the chapter titled
‘Notes for an Architectural Body’. Here, as noted earlier, Arakawa and Gins state their
position clearly: ‘Not a series of actions taken on this scale of action or that but the
coordinating of several scales of action makes a person able to construct a world’ (2002:
63). Thus rephrased, coordinating is the active link in agency between putting procedures
into play and allowing behaviour learned outside awareness to be fed back through
procedurally triggered occurrences. Procedures produce behaviour outside awareness, and
coordinology must figure out how to bring the indications of selection and change to
perceptual and symbolic learning. Behaviours or events outside of awareness can be landed
next to or nearby, and can be coordinated with other landing sites to make increased
awareness possible. Coordinology attempts to ensure that different configurations of
learning are distributed throughout the body.

Despite the term’s absence in their book (‘coordinologists’ does appear on the back cover),
I have chosen to focus on coordinology because it can be practised at the level of
embodied cognition. The suffix, ‘ology’, also emphasises the procedural and heuristic
aspect of their architecture which shifts the notion of study back onto personal awareness
and the organism’s ‘hunt for clarity’ (Gibson 1966: 271). Clarity is problematic only when
it serves the function of study and not the procedures of the body. Within the heaping pile
of names and the onerous task of naming, coordinology characterises the theory/practice
nexus pervasive in Arakawa and Gins’ project. Coordinology is the most neutral operative
term for the actual process, or mode of forming, because there is no reference made to
scale, substance, material or structure. It implies a purposefulness of interaction without a
totalising image – a symbiotic relationship pinpointing the decisions that produce inclusion
and exclusion, distinction and judgment. Coordinating this kind of tentative connectivity is
the basis of Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures – ‘disperse-to-contrast’ and
‘tentative constructing towards a holding in place’ – which, as the names indicate, are not
steady-states but situated enactments.

Coordinology works against the social constructions ingrained into and reinforced in
persons and cultures – monorails that arise from the human capacity to produce
homeostasis by focusing on one scale of action and one set of structures. The ability of
self-organising system to produce homeostasis have become bad habits in the West-East
industrialised collective imaginary – that is, what we allow ourselves to think, do and say. I
have identified three bad habits which I am calling the monorails of homeostasis. They
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represent self-organising capacities that have become overdetermined and naturalised: the
habit of centralising the command post of subjectivity (agency); the habit of grasping and
fixing knowledge to already established sets of relationships (groundedness); the habit of
becoming overly dependent on symbolic representation (language). When habituated, each
of these self-organising capacities stabilises and normalises a sense of being in the world
and one’s place in it. Over time, self-organising habits develop into totalised concepts of
Being, which are then projected onto descriptions of large-scale change (evolution),
idealised solutions to the human condition (utopia) or foundational notions of purpose
(teleology), discussed in Section 2.2 Scaling. Each of the totalised sets of relationships
(monorails) administer being in the hope of producing continuity, consistency and
coherence. Many forms of organisation result from the conscious desire to attain
homeostasis, all of which drastically reduce the opportunities for diversification and
change. Arakawa and Gins suggest that:

… a means for sculpting the architectural body, architectural procedures
puts organism-person dynamics up for view. Only procedure and
proceduralism, not mere forms and formalism, can redistribute and
reconfigure the architectural body or an organism that persons’ (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 74).
Totalised concepts tend to provide formal solutions or concepts of process rather than
processes and procedures. The tendency within self-organisation that needs to be noticed,
is the ability to grow towards totalised concepts of the world, complete in the measure and
system of relationships. Thought and social cooperation can be framed and inflected by
discursive constructs. This can bee seen in the cultural and institutional structures that
inform daily life. The difference between ideology and fictive certainty is that ideology is a
system of relationships which are designed to be habituated, whereas fictive certainty
verbalises a person’s awareness that the construct he or she is acting upon is a figural or
fictive construct. The architectural body allows a person to check unconscious and
naturalised meanings and turn them into conscious, ‘fictive certainties’ of embodied
cognition. In order to understand how coordinology links configurations of landing sites it
is important to examine the habits that coordinological skills attempt to override.

Agency represents one of the monorails that habituate the relationship between and the
movement across different scales. In Architectural Body, Arakawa and Gins are suspicious
of the notion of agency and this is perhaps the ultimate reason they resist giving the name
coordinology to the crucial activity of coordination:
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Calculated measures that have distinct and purposeful steps do take shape
under the aegis of some agency. But because what (if anything)
authorises agency within bioscleave lies hidden, agency, all agency
remains suspect. Defining procedure as a process that is the work of an
agent, or that at least implies agency, we attempt to smoke out hidden
agents or agency or to grow (the basis for) new ones. (2002: 52 my
emphasis)
Arakawa and Gins are suspicious of agency, but at the same time they recognise it as the
basis of the activity of coordination and the performative quality of tentativeness. Certainly
one problem is what the word perhaps triggers for them – a centre of control and will, the
secret agency of subjectivity, fallout from the cold war between body and mind – those
things which have forced their way into living by making themselves available as a generic
administrative form of being. Thus Arakawa and Gins have mixed feelings about agency.
Whereas they recognise an organising quality not attributable to structures or functional
relationships that they take as being undeniably suggestive of (some degree of) agency,
they are reluctant to assign agency a role within action. This is where landing sites can
reconnect the subtlety of form with the quality of action. Events on the smallest and largest
scales can initiate the domino effect more easily because there is no loyalty to the contours
of figural agencies (modeled on body-scaled identity) to impede flow.

In Arakawa and Gins’ four-way dialogue inside the Ubiquitous Site House, they land upon
the notion of agency in trying to tease out how a rapid succession of experienced events
overreaches ubiquity:

Gins: The number of purposeful actions required of you has been
suddenly greatly reduced. It becomes easier to observe yourself as an
agent of action because this closed-in world exacts fewer purposive
moves.
Arakawa: Even so, there is still a semblance of an agent and there is
still a great scattering.
Gins: Yes, it becomes predominantly a world of landing sites. Down to
that level of abstraction. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 34)
The goal is to describe what is actually going on – the double experience of inclusion that
awareness of more than one scale produces. This landing-site configuration is achieved by
using what is already in place: the versatility provided by the person interacting with both
the organism and its surroundings. That is to say that an ‘organism that persons’ can
simultaneously feel and be aware of belonging to all the sites that comprise it, as well as all
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those that surround it, and those with which it comes into contact. Another configuration
arises from the person’s ability to connect these two existing configurations, but also the
person’s ability to bring about changes that would allow unanticipated configurations to
emerge. The experience of these shifts of inclusion begins and flows from the moment an
‘organism that persons’ feels the organism-person-surround. In the dialogue cited above,
Arakawa goes on to assert the benefits of dropping the centralising habit: ‘an everywhere
evenly distributed agent – a ubiquitous site or an architectural body – will even be able to
re-negotiate gravity’ (2002: 34). New modes of agency would be the forms of tentative
coordination and zones of neutrality established while trying to tear down the old house of
agency built on one scale of action and reinforced by all the houses of language.

Whereas there is a tendency to anthropomorphise agency into little homunculi – an eating
agency, a sleeping agency, a desiring agency – Arakawa and Gins bring agency back to the
point of interaction, to the point where an organism unfolds as a person through landing
sites and landing-site configurations. It is through sited awareness that an organism either
behaves like a person or as something else – an ‘architectural body’, for instance, that
keeps open the figural scale of forms and events, and requires that we do not allow
anything to congeal as figure. In this way, landing sites are less impeded by the etiquette of
contour, and are therefore more likely to include events from other scales of action.

By working on multiple forms of inclusion, coordinology aspires to link multiple scales
into configurations which, in turn, allow actions that attune the ‘organism that persons’ so
that affordances69 compiled from these many scales may become operative. As a result, the
available ecological information would radically increase, and the field of configuration
would become the ‘organism-person-environment’ that Arakawa and Gins describe, rather
than the binary configuration of subject-object. Arakawa and Gins have concluded that the
way to deliberately evoke change in activities under the threshold of awareness is by
constructing environments – tactically posed surrounds – that diminish ‘inattentional’
blindness on a small scale and deactivate fixed sets of invariant information on a large
scale. The result is the disorientation of our relationship to the environment because we
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Affordances and effectivities are abstract systems of relations or systems of attention that tie the
relationships among organism, person, object and surround into both functional and imaginary perspectives.
The capacity to invert the ratios of fore to middle to background at each register of bodily activity (action,
detection, perception or imagination) must be taken into account within the capacity to reason, and produce
rational thought. This is not only a logical inversion but a bodily one that comes from the need to clarify the
possible and the potential of any relationship: organism to person or across organism-person to objects,
others and surrounds. My impulse is to rename effectivities as Æffectivities.
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suddenly become aware of our processes of attention, selection and decision that had
previously gone unnoticed. By coordinating all scales of action in relation to the
architectural procedures of Arakawa and Gins these forms of subjectivity and personhood
can be reconfigured into different relationships between the organism and its surrounds,
bypassing the inflated influence of the figural scale.

Groundedness, the second ‘bad’ habit or monorail of homeostasis that coordinology
attempts to address, is raised by Varela, Thompson and Rosch (1997). They point out that
both nihilism and absolutism are two forms of ‘grasping’ which satisfy the desire for
‘groundedness’, describing ‘groundlessness’ (sunyata) as ‘knowing how to negotiate our
way through the world that is not fixed and pre-given but that is continually shaped by the
types of actions in which we engage’ (1997: 144). They describe the fear of groundlessness
as Cartesian anxiety, as being caught between two ‘as ifs’: ‘we seem condemned by our
constitution to treat these representations as if they were the world, for our everyday
experience feels as if it were a given and immediate world’ (1997: 142). They point out
that this anxiety only blooms if there is a pre-given, independent world and outer ground
that we are unable to apprehend and, as a result, we fall back on the search for an inner
ground. Scientific method is the grounding of knowledge in verification, cementing the
boundaries of each discipline. Similarly, body image is the cultural grounding of
subjectivity in decorum, corseting the organism, and fixating it on prefabricated goals. On
any scale, the grounding of world order or personal order is only a fictive certainty.

Varela, Thompson and Rosch offer sunyata, the ‘middle way’ of mindful awareness from
the Buddhist tradition, as a system that recasts an anxious relationship to groundedness (or
the tendency to grasp) in order to lead us to the ‘very fabric of dependent co-origination’
(1997: 144). In contrast, Arakawa and Gins offer an all-inclusive way, a contingency plan
– Reversible Destiny – where mediation acts in the place of meditation. Reversible Destiny
is not a religious project, and thus does not offer any image or pre-stated goal, such as
enlightenment, to be enjoyed elsewhere. It is important to note, however, that Arakawa and
Gins’ project does import ideas from Buddhism, which is itself not a religious project
although it might be seen as a metaphysical project. In Zen Buddhism, for example, the
ordinary body is the Zen body, and this is where Arakawa and Gins begin their articulation
of the ‘organism that persons’. ‘Tentative constructing towards a holding in place’ also
benefits from the Buddhist notion of madhyamika, ‘learning to let go of grasping
tendencies’ (1997: 143). Arakawa and Gins’ concept of the ‘blank’, moreover, owes much
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of its complexity to the concept of sunyata, translated as ‘groundlessness’ in Varela,
Thompson and Rosch (1997: 144), but is also resonant with ‘nothingness’ or ‘emptiness’,
as Nishitani’s discussions of the term indicate (1982: 33).

There is an important difference between the ‘middle way’ described by Varela, Thompson
and Rosch, and Arakawa and Gins’ ‘architectural body’. Varela, Thompson and Rosch
replace a failing Western ground with an Eastern tradition of groundlessness. To Western
readers, it may seem as though the rug has been pulled out from under us, and the ground
along with it, to arrive at a groundless state. However, by virtue of a sleight of hand,
instead of falling into the abyss, we land on an entirely different concept of ground – the
middle way – which has been inserted under our feet. What is accomplished (in one fell
swoop) is not the erasure of ‘grounding’ but the substitution of one rug (or ground) for
another, one tradition of foundation for another. Groundlessness is a concept of ground that
is tied to another scale and dimension, even if it is to be found in the negative ‘state’ of
elsewhere. In establishing invariant features that govern life adjustments in that
‘elsewhere’, Varela, Thompson and Rosch must still rely on an idea of the body as an
instrumental means to an end.

In contrast, Arakawa and Gins ask us to remain in this world, a world which each of us cooriginates and maintains. Arakawa and Gins do not provide a binding tradition or
encompassing belief to aid in the task of practising sustainability. Because ‘tentative
constructing’ neither instills an ultimate purpose nor determines the form of interaction, it
greatly distances itself from the more totalised approaches of grasping for ground or
embracing groundlessness. Coordinology does not prescribe what will happen next, or how
an architectural body must emerge. It values instead the pragmatic effect of increasing the
possibility for action with each act of landing, configuring or coordinating.

Thompson writes on the ongoing shortcomings of research in cognitive science, evident in
The Embodied Mind (1991/1997), demanding that ‘we not lose sight of the lived human
experience in the study of mind’ (1996: 129). He sees alternative ways of practising
mindful awareness in the artistic cultivation of Eastern poetry, calligraphy, painting and
martial arts in which all these disciplines deliberately place the body in a special form or
posture in relation to the mind (1996: 140). Despite the reflective equilibrium he advocates
to foster circulation between cognitive science and human experience, which might easily
be mistaken for the ‘architectural body’, each of the forms of artistic cultivation he enlists
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prescribes a particular pre-established body through a given set of behaviours. Arakawa
and Gins point out that, as a concept, ‘body’ has traditionally been aligned with one scale
or another, but has rarely been adequately addressed for its uniquely pragmatic character of
organisation.

The third monorail of homeostasis involves the way a person incorporates, structures and
is structured by the way language is configured within embodied cognition. It is important
to note that I will be discussing language from the point of view of embodied cognition
and the way in which language is a body-wide activity, just one of the activities in
biological self-organisation.

Language is the primary means of constructing and interacting with the large-scale
totalised images (as discussed in Section 2.2 Scaling), and it is through language that
communal devising is developed. Arakawa and Gins follow through on their notion of
moving across scales of action and modes of sensing by not investing the explanation or
demonstration of their work in a single mode of practice or site of meaning. They devoted
a decade to working on The Mechanism of Meaning, a series of interactive paintinginstallation-puzzles which systematically dismantle the cerebral isolation of language,
leading the participants to demonstrate to themselves the body-wide implications of
language. Considered as the backdrop, background, or ground, language is often thought to
always already contain everything we might think, say and do. Coordinology presents a
problem for the autonomy of the organism protected by the influence of language, in that it
proposes to coordinate activities of which language is only one. The issue that must be
resolved is whether language is representation and corresponds to external occurrences and
internal states, or whether language directly activates the mechanisms involved in
perception and action.

Figure 8. The Mechanism of Meaning: Persons engaged in exercises from Section 8, Splitting of Meaning,
panel 4; Section 10, The Texture of Meaning, panel 4; and Section 11, The Mapping of Meaning, panel 2.
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Throughout this thesis, I have chosen to correlate research from cognitive science (such as
Maturana and Varela), ecological psychology (Gibson) and contemporary theories of affect
(notably Deleuze, Guattari, Lyotard and Massumi) as they impact on and inform the
coordinating skills of Arakawa and Gins as contemporary practitioners. The empirical
premise and experimental findings of ecological psychology are most closely aligned with
Arakawa and Gins’ approach, whereas the cognitive sciences provide research data that I
often attempt to reinterpret through procedural architecture. The role of language, spoken
and written, in our perceptual systems, our learning potential and the way we share and
transmit knowledge has to be extracted from the background where it blends
indistinguishably with thought and the experience of being. Thus extracted, the role of
language needs to be consciously attended to as a mode of sensing and production of
subjectivity.

In ‘Language and Event Perception: Steps towards a Synthesis’, Robert Verbrugge (1987)
offers an ecological perspective on the biology of language. Suggesting an alternative to
the adversarial roles of language and perception, he argues against the tendency to
understand the relation of perception to events as parallel to the relation of words to things
(Verbrugge 1987: 162-63). He proposes to reverse this traditional analogy by combining a
‘redefinition of language with a broadening of the parameters of event perception, making
it clear in the process how the two can be viewed as compatible and mutually supportive’
(1987: 164). Better defining this relationship would help in accounting for imaginings and
experiences that seem to ‘have little or nothing in common with the articulatory events that
prompt them’ (1987: 159).

Verbrugge’s approach to language as a constraining and directing event dissolves the
divide between comprehension and perception in an effort to treat comprehension as a
brand of event perception where language is its specific medium. For Verbrugge, language
and perception approach one another in the ‘quality of knowing they permit’ (167). Both
types of knowledge reposition the role of metaphoric language from representing
correspondences to preparing a person for coordinated action. In other words, language
‘attunes’ a person to the environment through both virtual experience and precise
description. From an ecological perspective, ‘attuning’ means directing perception toward
a certain level or order of invariant features. For the architectural body, however, attuning
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through language means providing triggers in order to enable coordinating modes of
perception that link the various levels of environmental information.

Verbrugge, more than most neo-Gibsonists, finds it necessary to include (rather than
isolate) the perception of thoughts within the perception of the world, and to allow them an
ecological basis too. He proposes that events in the environment (information) are
pragmatically unique because they are context-dependent. His notion of information
expands the context of language to include its surroundings and the affordances provided
by communication, imagination and perception, and considers them to be as equally a part
of the environmental array and interactive situation. In this theory of specific interaction,
both language and art act as catalysts which trigger events that ‘constrain the flow of
imaginings’, without containing representations of their own process or results (1987:
170). Verbrugge also differs from many neo-Gibsonists in his recognition of the
‘affordances of affordances’, something that requires us to consider imaginative and
communicative processes as part of available environmental information. That is,
Verbrugge raises the stakes by including our thoughts and imaginative perception about
environmental information within the pool of available affordances, suggesting that these
too may be directly perceived.

Expanding upon Peirce’s notion of index, which was limited to deictic expression (words
existentially related to the immediate environment but also that which relates what is
uttered to the spatial and temporal site of the utterance), Verbrugge states: ‘my extension
of the term index to cover all language is based on what I see as an existential relation
between all words and their natural occasions’ (1987: 179). He argues that language is an
event that is neither representative nor arbitrary, but related to some ‘natural’ constraint, as
are typical indexes such as a footprint, thunder, a bad cough or a pencil line, for example
(1987: 177). Verbrugge’s move to sway the study of language back towards embedded
index sites may be considered as an attempt to reify language. The indexical trace or
concrete instance, however, is not the footprint of the body in language but the activity of
language as it folds into the sites in which language happens – including the self-affecting
sites of attention, emotion and motivation such as the physiological sites of circulation,
respiration, metabolism and cognition, and the interpersonal sites of reading, listening and
conversation.
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Verbrugge recognises that language seems arbitrary because scholars have understood the
relation of words to things to ‘epitomise non-specific relation, exhibiting neither
uniqueness or physical necessity’ (1987: 162). Hence, he chooses to address the study of
language by focusing on the relationship of words to a listener’s experience and actions:
‘A listener’s experiences include perception for the speaker’s cognitive actions and
communicative intention, and they include virtual events and cognitive actions that are
regulated in part by what the speaker says’ (1987: 162). Although the relation of words to
things is not unique, the use of generic word-tools in a specific situation is unique and
pragmatically deployed on singular occasions. The body-wide dispersal of communication,
plus the ongoing interaction of organism and environment, adds up to the complex and
multifarious levels of invariance in environmental information. In Verbrugge’s view:

While language constraints may be abstract, they can nonetheless be
unique. For the seasoned listener, the catalytic effect of words can be
very precise. (1987: 181)
The important point here is that an index needs an agent, and not just a signifier and a
referent. ‘[P]eople and their catalysts develop together,’ writes Verbrugge, but only ‘if we
view language as an event integral to our environment and not an arbitrary associate of it’
(1987: 180-81). His argument that language is not representational or arbitrary allows for
an integration of the theory of language with other activities in the organism, and accounts
for the persistence of language as a reliable tool for the exploration of adaptation, learning,
and coordination. He concludes that language is not a collection of descriptive surrogates
estranged from the natural world, but a constituent part of natural events (1987: 183). By
‘natural’, Verbrugge means part of the lived environment. This indexical and deictic
approach is what Arakawa and Gins are referring to as sited awareness, and what cognitive
theorists and social scientists call situatedness.

Coordinology includes actively attending to the relationships of systems which we abstract
from space and time, and project or internalise, and is precisely the practice for which
Verbrugge’s desire for a more comprehensive theory of event perception calls. No system
of organising activity is exempt from sitedness or situatedness. No matter how nonobjective, atemporal, universal or ‘bracketed’ the content of the description, or how
dissociated or disembodied the experience of the thought, or the space the thought evokes,
nevertheless the activity occurs as a configuration of interactions among organism, person
and surround participating in the co-construction of the world.
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As already noted, Guattari argues for inclusion of and attention to the intersections of asignifying systems (chaosmotically) with other semiotising systems that become pragmatic
interventions. The result is no dissociating of feeling of self from the feeling of other
(1995: 6). This encourages the development of heterogenesis (1995: 9) and of catalysing
operators capable of acquiring consistence and persistence (1995: 19).
In a reversal of the ‘paradoxical effect’70, where conscious attention inhibits action, once
cognitive adjustments are made, resensitising language to situatedness (indexical and
deictic), then a practice can be initiated that re-enters single activities to the extent that
they activate (prime and trigger) body-wide sensing or thinking-feeling. Many theorists
and practitioners also investigate, under the rubric of the ‘other’, the advent and adventures
that constitute autonomy and the intensity of the organism’s system of closure. In
particular, feminist modes of critique and intervention make otherness a principal concern.
Cixous’ notion of ‘writing the female feminine’ (écriture féminine) is precisely the
opening of discourse to the experience of otherness. In this case, the project is writing that
undoes and resists an other which has been characterised and dominated by discursive
formations based on a masculine paradigm, which means writing from a position not so
constrained, towards another other. Here the practice of ‘doing otherwise’ does not have to
step altogether outside discourse, or completely dismantle the way language constructs
subjectivities. Instead she makes us aware that it is the engagement, the embodied activity,
the way in which linguistic activities are configured into embodied cognition, that reflects
the way self-organisation and embodied interaction recapitulate each other and provide
opportunity for emergent practices and, in turn, emergent modes of subjectivity.

Barbara Claire Freeman in the Feminine Sublime (1995) argues from a similar position,
one that does not require the rejection of material processes, genres and modes of
production. Freeman investigates the short story genre and the way women writers have
employed a different approach to the notion of the sublime. In contrast to the dominating
and domesticating function of the sublime that she sees in operation in Longinus and the
male-oriented tradition that supports the continuing value of the sublime, Freeman offers
Sappho and the radical openness to the other and otherness that the feminine maintains in

70

On paradoxical effect of cognition see Beisser (1970), Wegner, Schneider, Carter, and White (1987),
Navon (1994) and Biernat, Kobrynowicz and Weber (2003) who address the the psychomatic paradoxical
effect in relation to theories of change in therapy, social cognition and thought suppression.
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the face of the terrible, the infinite and the incomprehensible (1995: 15). Nonconfrontational resistance to a capture mentality allows radically different experience – not
based on the ‘tactic of exclusion’ (1995: 15) but instead cultivating a body-wide and
inclusive relationship with the other and therefore with the constitution of oneself in
literature and in life (self-organisation and socialisation). The feminine sublime, through
the practice of re-entering the symbolic experience of terror and sheer otherness, overturns
the domesticating impulse for closure. This is consistent with other feminists, such as Le
Doeuff, who believe that changing the ‘philosophical imaginary’ (1989) can be achieved
from inside the shared discourse, a discourse that is not inherently fixed equally, but can be
as malleable as the subjectivities that coevolve with it.

Because Arakawa and Gins are acutely aware of the radical openness (blankness)
immanent in every material, medium and process, there are no modes of production that
need to be abandoned or rejected. The core of coordinology is the non-defeatist approach
to encounters. For Arakawa and Gins, ‘radical’ means non-defeatist, in the sense they give
it in relation to ‘crisis ethics’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xviii). No category of event is
excluded from consideration (with mortality as the limit example). Radical openness
means to ‘desist from foreclosure on any possibility’ (2002: xviii), not as a function of
desire, belief or wish fulfilment, but as the procedure put in place to coordinate the direct
and indirect configuration of links between the activities of forming and resulting forms.
This is one reason they continue to write books as well as build environments. The critical
operation in the process becomes, if we choose to act on the lessons of feminisms, the coconstructing of ongoing relationships with otherness and an altering of the way we go
about attributing an identity to it (otherness).

One possible reaction to the overwhelming role language plays in (the forming of) identity,
the collective imaginary and the history of reason would be a rejection of either signifying
or semiotising systems or of historical formations. The implication of extreme reaction to
language could be no longer to take up the production of subjectivity and no longer to
direct the energy of the ‘organism that persons’ into symbolising activities because of the
inherent susceptibility to being railroaded toward any totalising system of purpose, reason
or biological progress. In fact, Arakawa and Gins would argue that the overturning,
antagonistic and revolutionary model of change is no alternative, and leads to a position of
negation already articulated in Dada’s early assessment of the situation: if all systems of
making sense lead to the killing fields (of World War I for example) then better to stop
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making sense. This gambit has served only as fuel to instigate change understood as ‘for its
own sake’ and become appropriated as a rite of passage – absorbed into coping strategies
of Western adolescent angst rather than functioning as a position on the revaluation of
values. For Arakawa and Gins, it is the configuration and coordination of modes of sensing
and modes of producing subjectivity that are important – their ‘sitedness’ and relation to
crisis ethics. This represents a positive challenge, but with the threads of impossibility still
tied to Dada and surrealism. No single mode can adequately articulate the other, or provide
experience and understanding of incommensurable modes of being. Nor can a singularity
be allowed to dominate the production/construction of what operates as the world since it
would reduce the possible in the aim of ensuring what is desirable.

Arakawa and Gins offer an answer based on the quality of movement and intensity of
engagement, made available by a tentative approach to coordinology. All forms of
signifying and a-signifying interaction blown up into the horrors of partial and final
solutions must be brought back to the moment of initiation in perception and action that
develops or exploits the capacity in organisms to commit to, or adapt to, a direction and
form of life. Re-entry into scales of action through coordinated Æffects of reading, scaling
and the mobility provided by multimodal approaches to observation and learning represent
tactics that may keep procedural actions from becoming habituated. ‘Learned behaviours
equals procedures that can automatically, minus awareness, be set in motion’ (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 53). Procedures guide coordination of that which lies outside of awareness
(the instinctual and newly ingrained) back through procedurally triggered occurrences
(2002: 53). The commitment that the ‘organism that persons’ has to closure, continuity and
coherence, is the soft subversion of Guattari’s microfascism (Guattari 1996: 10-14). A
nucleus where power, legitimated by well-being, turns act of conservation into the
repeatable system of conservatism becomes the fundamentalist experience, on a bodily
level, of fascist conviction. Post-ideological fascism no longer aligns itself with a
Volkswagen in every garage or a chicken in every pot, but with the categorical thinking
that produces the existential experience of oneself, an artificial unconscious and aesthetic
ethnicity concerned primarily with the bureaucratic administration of being. This arranged
marriage is a social institution of subjectivity and makes ‘decision’ and ‘judgment’
adjuncts to historical vectors of well-being; it makes ‘experience’ and ‘judgment’ junkies
addicted to the symbolic rationalisation of disembodiment and to the intensified
substitution of the experience of language in place of variegated being.
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Guattari proposes finding an individual solution, not ascribing guilt or innocence but
locating the microfascism one harbours in oneself (1996: 13). His solution, provided in the
context of a conference on Schiz-culture organised by Semiotext(e) at Columbia University
in 1975 (1996: 7), is the sited character of enunciation and the need for a new type of
arrangement for enunciation (1996: 13). At every turn, however, Arakawa and Gins resist
locating a specific site for embodied enunciation and instead consider it an active
(deliberate) ‘body-wide’ coordination of landing sites configurations. Enunciation falls
back on language, albeit an embodied language in speech, speech acts and specific speech
interactions. Arakawa and Gins’ architectural body is whatever the equivalent of an
‘enunciative body’ would be: a body that speaks, listens, sees, hears, tastes, feels, moves
and thinks enunciatively in different and differential relationships with the surround (as
already part of the enunciative, sounding mechanism).

Arakawa and Gins have employed the benefits of discourse, and naming in particular,
throughout their collaborative endeavours as part of their process of critical assessment and
coordination of diverse modes of presentation. By dimensionalising the sign – that is,
coordinating it with both direct and indirect perception and action – they bring it into close
proximity with lived experience and the concerns of the organism. Within a coordinating
system, critical naming has the ability to undo, or unmake, and gives life and weight to the
tentative richness that names hold in reserve. The human organism, so committed to
closure, recognises that reality is effectuated through oneself as ‘the mechanism of
meaning’ because the role of language in coordinology is to afford for ‘play’ in body-wide
interactions, and to allow room for directing change. The duplicitous nature of naming as
imaginative designation, and as both an unwitting and deliberate trigger, makes it a
specialised tool for planting seeds or tearing down walls.

Verbrugge, writing in 1987, stressed the importance of a body-wide consideration of
language. Arakawa and Gins had already come to a similar conclusion a decade earlier,
and this is reflected in a shift in their creative practice. Work on The Mechanism of
Meaning from 1963 to 1973 was aimed at finding different ways to reconfigure cognitive
apparatus and liberate body-wide coordination from the tyranny of ‘given’ modes of
thought. Like Verbrugge, Arakawa and Gins are dissatisfied with the segregation of
language from the study and practice of bodily engagement of an organism with its
environment. Guattari reiterates this idea, using the trope of osmosis or chaosmosis that
occurs at the intersection of existential territories and universes of reference, through a173

signifying practices that allow for the connections to be made. Pre- and non-linguistic
coordination, supported by the indexical aspect of language, means that, even if we cannot
‘get outside of discourse’, we can configure its importance and impact on body-wide
activity to greater, lesser and varying degrees. This shifts the balance, from the
overwhelming and inescapable power that language, evolution and the unconscious wield
to the possibility of highly individuated or, as Guattari puts it, ‘resingularised’ practices
(1995: 18, 21) within, with and against the tour and contour of consciousness.

The bad habits of East-West modernised culture – central agency, groundedness and
language dependency – are difficult to break. They continue to guide and reinforce our
historical, cultural, collective and muscular memory. Conservation and prediction have
brought us to the present by safeguarding the operations (homeostasis) that ensure
temporal continuity. An organism that person can gamble with dynamic equilibrium, under
non-homeostatic conditions for periods of time, in lieu of other benefits. For example, an
unstable state may be ecologically driven by exploration and affordance. We should now
turn our attention to how these ecological opportunities are affected by contingency.

Contingency is the science-based description of eventualities that correlates to cultural
theory’s notion of situatedness and Arakawa and Gins’ notion of sited awareness, which
attempts to coordinate contingency through perceptual learning. The ability to coordinate
actions, appropriate the function of action and recontextualise the multimodality of
perception and action systems describes the educational task for an ‘organism that
persons’. Thelen and Smith (1994) suggest that we are able to substitute one mode of
perception for another: ‘What turning up the microscope reveals is that individual activity
– real time perceiving, moving, remembering – constitutes the driving force of change’
(Thelen and Smith in Backhaus 2000: 238). Singular events impact on how we designate
and interact with persistence and change. The properties of an organism emerge through
interactions not scripted in genetic codes, but through interactions which can be observed
in the development of embryos, such as ‘how the basic processes of neuroembryology
were themselves dynamic and contingent, and how these epigenetic processes built a brain
wired to benefit from the time-locked properties of the input – the multimodal
consequences of experience’ (2000: 238).

The implication of Thelen and Smith’s study for coordinology is their notion that selection
replaces instinct as the primary developmental agency. Additional support for this kind of
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replacement is found on the larger scale of evolutionary development in the work of
Stephen Jay Gould, who argues that contingency ties unique and singular events to the
evolution of biological systems. In Eight Little Piggies (1993), Gould discusses the
accepted notion that the development of five fingers provides evidence of an evolutionary
progression towards humanity, and challenges this viewpoint of human privilege with
findings that suggest our ancestors had more, not fewer, fingers. Gould comments that the
naive ‘ladder of life’ view depicts an ascendancy model, noting ‘ladders are culturally
comfortable fictions, and copious branching is the true stuff of evolution’ (1993: 67). After
a thorough examination of the evidence, he states that ‘five was not meant to be, but just
happens to be’, and that ‘alternative possibilities are legion, and an eventual five may be a
happenstance, not a necessity’ (1993: 76). In his conclusion, he notes that contingency

… embodies an exquisite tension between the power of individuals to
modify history and the intelligible limits set by the laws of nature. The
details of individual and species’ lives are not mere frills … but
particulars that can alter entire futures, profoundly and forever. (1993:
77)
Arakawa and Gins’ coordinology focuses on the practical education necessary to move
within and across modes of sensing. Everyone has access to a world constructed in this
way. Co-origination of the world is available to us through the mechanisms already in
place and currently in use in the organism. Leaving behind the artist, the poet, or the
‘overman’ as models, Arakawa and Gins instead use marmots and snails as the models of
interaction for the architectural body. Their rule of engagement is that we become selfmarmots, self-guinea pigs, and human snails to facilitate two important aims: a) to
coordinate forms for the actions they invite; and b) to prime, or prepare, the organismperson-surround for transformative possibilities.

Maturana and Varela’s (1980) concept of autopoiesis is to date the most influential attempt
to describe self-organisation. In the Introduction to Autopoiesis and Cognition, Maturana is
recounting the steps to ‘close the nervous system’ and to treat experience ‘as if it
represented the state of the nervous system as a whole’ (1980: xv). He comments in
relation to the decision to close the nervous system that ‘the new approach required us to
treat seriously the activity of the nervous system as determined by the nervous system
itself, and not by the external world; thus the external world would only have a triggering
role in the release of the internally determined activity of the nervous system’ (1980: xv).
In summarising this position, Mingers paraphrases the passage: ‘the environment can be
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said to trigger or select a change of state, but that it is the structure itself that determines
what can and cannot be a trigger’ (Mingers 1991: 320, my emphasis). This reading allows
the closed system to learn about the technology that constructs autonomy. On this point,
autopoieticians who adhere to indirect perception (structural coupling), and ecological
psychologists who adhere to direct perception (radical empiricists) are in agreement. The
question is how does the structure itself determine the trigger? For Maturana and Varela,
‘structure’ is constituted by material elements that define a space ‘whose dimensions are
the relations of production of the components that realise it’ (Mingers 1991: 88), and does
not imply agency or affect. The gap between an environment selecting a change and a
structure itself determining the trigger, however, supplies a self-reflexive moment, and a
level of analysis requiring a process of selection (of components and scale of
environmental information). In turn, this may prove useful in identifying opportunities for
coordinating many different types of structure, including organisational configurations that
are pragmatically attuned to the surround.

Verbrugge has suggested that our current purposeful action and our prior attunements
produce the ‘pragmatically unique’ information that ultimately becomes the structure of
our relationship with the surround (1987: 161). If we consider all our capacities as part of
the events of our unique surround, then the physiological basis for modes of attention, and
for engagement with information, becomes the pressing issue: how the body might work,
as opposed to research imperatives that are concerned with how the body is working. The
inconsistencies, paradoxes and gaps that overlap within existing bodily activities provide
the avenues which coordinology uses to inflect the criteria of selection in the organism. As
Ralph Ellis points out, the relationship of the phenomenological experience of affect to its
correlating of biological processes is enactive. Understanding this correlation requires
bringing together strands of thought that include self-organisation and biochemistry
(Kauffman and Monod), philosophy and psychology (Merleau-Ponty), and neuroscience
(Freeman and Damasio) (Ellis 2000: 3). Ellis observes that the entire organism mobilises
itself around a chosen plan of action:

Living means to organise and maintain. The study of living is no longer
connected to elements or substances, oxygen, nitrogen, silicon, steel.
(2000: 3)
A self-organising system can actively appropriate, replace, and reproduce the physical
substratum elements needed to maintain its multiply realisable patterns of activity.
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Emotion, one aspect of affect, becomes part of this loop after perception takes place, which
occurs after the stimulus has already been categorised and evaluated. This process to a
great extent determines the appearance of the object by attending to aspects of the object
(affordances) that are emotionally important to the organism. As seen in Gibson, Varela,
Thompson and Rosch, and in Ellis, these qualities thus permeate the experience of the
object and its surroundings. Emotion helps distinguish between conscious and unconscious
processes, and can therefore account for the role of agency as active rather than reactive.
Consciousness is not simply another layer of processes or processing. The
neurophysiology of becoming conscious of something means that the physiological
structure of the emotion would change. Coordinology is the practice that consciously
adjusts to meaningful consequences by varying how the physiological triggers for change
are designated.

The ‘adjacent possible’ is one principle of self-organisation discussed in biologist Stuart
Kauffman’s book Investigations (2000: 22). Part of the hypothesis of his book, is that
‘biospheres persistently increase the diversity of what can happen next’ (2000: 4). The
concern of coordinating and coordinology is to find, in the relationship between
organisation and structure, a mode of operation (a quality of Æffect) that produces a way
to interact with the ‘persistent evolution of novelty’ (2000: 5). To his own astonishment,
Kauffman admits to a ‘puzzled realisation that the way Newton, Einstein and Bohr taught
us to do science may be incomplete’ (2000: ix). In following the example of physics, ‘we
are taught to pre-state the particles, forces, laws, and initial and boundary conditions, then
compute the consequences’ (2000: ix). Kauffman’s work on processes of self-organisation
calls for ‘the need to rebuild evolutionary theory as a marriage of two sources of order in
biology – self-organisation and selection’ (2000: xi). Philosopher of science Natika
Newton describes Kauffman’s model of self-organisation as an enactive model of coevolution and interaction ‘that organises component elements of conscious organisation
into patterns that advance the overall goals of the organism’ (Newton 2000: 92). Arakawa
and Gins’ architectural body coordinates the functions that contribute and shape the
awareness of conscious organisation.

One way to approach this involves looking into Darwin’s pre-adaptive problem, which
investigates how an organism can move toward or select a direction of change, or
adaptation, by selecting components it does not possess at the time. For example, how does
the organism select for the component of an eye without having an eye? How indeed does
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an organism position itself to make those selections? Kauffman doubts that we can prestate what he calls the ‘configuration space of a biosphere’ (Kauffman 2000: x). He goes
on to say that pre-adaptations are ‘causal consequences of parts of organisms that were not
of adaptive significance in the normal environment of the organism, but might come to be
of adaptive significance in some new environment and end up being selected by natural
selection’ (2000: x). These include observations of the most basic workings of the
organism’s own perceptual systems – the sum of all bodily activities – which we may now
understand as ‘the mechanism of meaning’:

One and the same, say, brain state is a simultaneous realisation of any
number of unconscious mental states. Given that brain state, various
conscious states may be subsequently realised; which depends on how
the agent is prompted. (Georgalis 2000: 181)
Prompting and priming are two important coordinological skills that allow a person to
anticipate and explore how the output of affective states interacts with input from the
environment as feedback for our dynamic systems. Kauffman

… argues that the sort of interaction at the root of emergent life processes
is catalysis: a molecule acts as a catalyst if it speeds up or makes more
probable a reaction among other molecules that would otherwise occur
more slowly. A self-organising system that can catalyse the reactions that
maintain its own existence, or reproduce its own states, Kauffman calls a
“collectively autocatalytic system”. A living organism is such a system.
(Newton 2000: 93)
The implications of Kauffman’s biological insights are significant to my discussion of
Arakawa and Gins. They are attempting to construct pre-adaptive scenarios (procedures)
and pre-adaptive sites (tactically posed surrounds) which place ‘other’, as yet unexplored,
configurations and modes of sensing in situations that promote their development. This is
the objective of coordination, the purpose of constructing surrounds and the goal of
repositioning awareness within and across organism-person-surround. An ‘organism that
persons’ positions itself within the evolutionary flow of selection by changing its
relationship to its environment, and by perceiving new opportunities.

Gibson’s ecological psychology adds a perceptual component to what could be called
Kauffman’s ‘ecological biology’. By understanding them in tandem, we may establish a
context for the emergence of Arakawa and Gins’ practices and their insistence on attending
to the organism through diverse sites of investigation.
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Gibson’s ecology of perception places the evolutionary within the contingent and
pragmatic context of what the environment affords. Affordances, as discussed earlier,
insist that perception is not detection of information but the awareness of meaningful
consequences. Since there is a huge amount of information that our surroundings afford us,
this should be our first consideration. However, it is Gibson’s discussion of the misguided
tendency to associate a given sense organ with a given perception that supports my present
discussion of multimodality and the situatedness or contingency of perceptual
configuration. Summarising the clinical data that is the basis of his ecology of perception,
he observes the following:

There is no correspondence between nerves thought to be specified and
the senses, e.g.: the optic, auditory and olfactory nerve. And there is no
distinct nerve for touch or taste. The 12 bilateral pairs of cranial nerves
have mixed functions. There are not 12 corresponding senses. Incoming
(afferent) and outgoing (efferent) fibers are found in each bundle … The
units of anatomy are not the units of function. (Gibson 1966: 42)
But there is many a slip ’twixt the cup and the lip, as it were, since a simple action may
involve both enabling and inhibiting processes. There is more than one meaningful
consequence that determines the goals and tasks being carried out by way of more than one
physiological system. Contradictory and paradoxical processes counteract each other to
achieve global results. Perceptions are not traceable to specific anatomical units because
the units themselves do not configure the various anatomical functions. It is instead the
‘organism that persons’ who inhibits, enhances, and coordinates bodily states. Such
paradoxical loops can be seen at work when a person is sleeping:

In REM sleep one biochemical (the afferent acetylcholine) projection
causes the motor cortex to be very active sending commands to motor
neurones to act out the dream while another biochemical projection (the
efferent acetylcholine areas) drastically lowers muscle tone so that the
muscles do not make meaningful movements. (Faw 2000: 65)
During sleep, the priority of an organism’s safety prompts the need for measures designed
to protect it. However, because the anatomy is multimodal, other situations give rise to
contradictory processes, making it necessary for the organism to distinguish between
different modes of activity performed by the same functional units. For example, the
reason that the movement of an image on the retina does not cause sensation of motion is
because the brain causes the movement, differentiating this cause from intruding stimuli
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(Gibson 1966: 39). Gibson favours the theory suggesting that neural input caused by selfproduced action is different from neural input caused by an intruding stimulus. In this
scenario, the brain does not interpret neural input, but recognises neural patterns.

The paradoxical interaction of internal systems and the differentiation of input to ensure
continuity of perception both imply that an organisational purpose – external to the
perceiving system but integral to body-wide perceptions – is being coordinated. The
criteria that produce the singular experience of an organism’s perception require
purposeful selection by coordinating detection, perception and deduction of meaningful
consequences. It is clear why an organism would come to recognise these differences
(eliminating constant vertigo, motion sickness, confusion of environmental events or an
inability to initiate action). It is also clear that these inconsistencies in the parallel
processing allow a precise moment for coordinology to enter and re-enter the site where
information and material structure are inseparable. Landing sites and landing-site
configurations re-enter sites which appear solid or atomic, and can open them to further
distinctions, mining these events for still more landings sites. Coordinology is room-forplay in the organisation of the organism.

The important point here is that each of these inconsistencies demonstrates different forms
of action and requires different cognitive configurations. Assessing the qualitative
difference between self-affecting actions and intruding actions, or between initiating action
and suppressing movement, provides more landing sites on more scales of action, and
thereby extends a person’s coordinological practice. By proposing that different stimulus
information exist within affordances, Gibson makes it possible to consider several acts of
coordination.71 First, although information is deemed a property of the environment,
affordances arise from specificity of configurations, and not from properties of the
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Gibson (1966) states that the pick up of information is not explained through vectors of velocity: ‘Neither
the bee nor the human flier sees the world expand in front of him when he comes down for a landing, instead
he sees himself approaching a rigid surface. The human observer, if he introspects, can notice a sort of elastic
expansion of the visual field ahead during approach, but these sensations have nothing to do with his
perception. They are sensations accompanying visual kinesthesis; visual impressions incidental to the pick up
of locomotor information’ (1966: 201). Gibson is pointing to a tendency towards abstraction but at the same
time he does not conceive of affordances as ecological or systemic abstractions. Gibson’s ‘complex
feedback’ (1966: 16), which is the inexhaustible potential information about the world (1966: 163), allows
for the recontextualisation of affordances by human use, making information about objects into sources of
communication (responses) (1966: 93). However, his argument does not allow ‘direct perception’ to re-enter
the perceptual systems as an index of perception; in fact he does everything to avoid this eventuality.
Whereas he is accurate in observing the failure of scientists to find the appropriate scale for the study of
perception, he is unable to afford the study of perception the level of complexity that it exhibits.
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environment thought to be innate. Second, attention and decision are factors that would
inflect the complexity of feedback loops. Third, because in the ecology of perception we
may directly interact with the environment, we are therefore not coordinating mental
representations but meaningful actions. What this means for the architectural body is that
there are many concurrent loops available for proprioception and control of action, some of
which focus upon assessing single scales of action while others specifically aim to
participate in configurations involving several scales of action. ‘Tentative constructing
towards a holding in place’ is the tactic used to notice landing sites, mark their relation to
each other and ask, ‘What is going on here?’ rather than insisting that ‘this is this’ (Gins
and Arakawa 2002: 49).

Although he is interested in the connection of all the senses, Gibson spends a lot of time
debunking the relationship of vision to visual perception. His distinction between ‘visual
field’ and ‘visual world’ describes configurations of the perceptual system similar to those
that Arakawa and Gins develop into coordinology. Visual field is detached and fixated to
the eyes while the visual world is ecologically intertwined with the other senses. Martin
Jay (1993) has suggested that cultures may be differentiated according to how radically
they distinguish between visual field and visual world (1993: 4). It is important that we
might now use this differentiation not only to describe cultural orientations but also
subjective orientation to modes of perception and coordination. In the conclusion of
Downcast Eyes, Jay asks: ‘How open is our sensual interaction with the world to radical
change?’ (1993: 590). Jay’s usage of ‘radical’ points to sweeping or extreme change
carried to the farthest limit. But the term also connotes ‘fundamental’ or ‘basic’, which
aligns more closely with the kind of rigour that James tried to evoke in his notion of radical
empiricism. Arakawa and Gins’ approach to developing procedures that might address
Jay’s question combines both senses of ‘radical’ by engaging with the extreme limits of
change through an incremental, rigorous and pragmatic process of interaction.

Jay suggests that ‘the complex mix of natural and cultural phenomena called visuality
defies reduction to any narrative mould based on scientific data alone’ (1993: 591).
Arakawa and Gins agree, with one major qualification. Their work indicates that the
problem is not the reduction of visuality to narrative moulds or disciplinary data, but the
reduction of body-wide perceptual coordination to the notion of complex visuality or
single scales of action. Though visuality may defy narrative or discursive reduction, it
cannot resist self-exploration through landing sites, which opens any site of interaction –
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before it can be categorically or habitually processed – to further attention. In other words,
the question ‘What is visuality?’ may be answered by researching discursive practices,
while the question ‘What is body-wide perception before it is vision?’ may best be
answered by exploring landing sites and landing-site configurations.

The same problems that apply to explaining vision as the dominant source of sense
information carry over into the notion of ‘visuality’, despite all efforts to open vision to the
‘complex mix’ of nature and culture. Jay’s notion of ‘visuality’ still offers a single-sense,
single-direction focus on perception, and continues to ignore the degree of reciprocal
interaction between an organism and its surround, a relationship that Arakawa and Gins
pinpoint as the source of perceptual activity and fundamental change. It seems almost too
obvious to say that paintings were made for the eyes, but this is precisely the assumption
that an investigation of perception, rather than visuality, seeks to challenge: we do not see
only with our eyes. Arakawa and Gins’ daily research is radical because they find that the
fundamental source of ‘the complex mix of natural and cultural phenomenon’ must be
enacted through the coordination of perceptual systems via interaction with the surround.
Perhaps one way to understand Jay’s use of the word ‘radical’ would be to measure the
degree to which he considers narration to be an autonomous faculty or a body-wide
enactment. At the heart of Arakawa and Gins’ endeavour, however, is the ongoing
assessment and accessing of the connective operations and distinctions generated by our
own patterns of organisation. Their approach to the ‘complex mix’ foregrounds the
flexibility of human development in the processes of self-organisation.

If we now combine information from Verbrugge, Kauffman and Gibson, we find that
language, molecular catalysis and perceptual systems all contribute to an organism’s
motivation and successful interaction with itself and its environment. Not only are these
already in place, they may be observed and reintegrated into body-wide activity through
perceptual learning. The link to the work of Arakawa and Gins is easily made via their
efforts to emphasise the importance of coordinating modes of activity and sources of
information. The value of perceptual learning becomes apparent when we acknowledge
that all of our knowledge is gleaned through perception and action, both of which are
activated and made operable by landing sites in an attempt to hold open the configurative
links between organisms and their surrounds. The co-evolution of the body-environment
becomes the focus of perceptual learning and the foundation of procedural architecture,
supplying the impetus to use the activities that flow in both directions through body and
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environment as its key resource. By examining the relationship of vision to the other
senses in Gibson’s research, we get a glimpse into the tasks of integration which
coordinology addresses. Gibson observes that by looking at a limb a person can voluntarily
control the movements of that limb. The movement sensitivity of a visual system can be
substituted for the movement sensitivity of the muscular system for manipulation and
locomotion (1966:36). There are many concurrent loops available for proprioception and
control of action: some loops remain inside the identity and image-schema of the body;
some pass between and among the organism, person and surround. Landing sites and
landing site configurations perform the task of observing and re-examining (rethinking and
feeling) the extent of the identity of these nominal sites in order to explore the benefits of
their actual reconstitution.

The use of a tool can be controlled through the connection of vision to proprioception.
Tightening a bolt with a wrench requires the sensitivity of our touch be controlled by
visual input. Visual input can also be used to stimulate physiological response as a
conscious and deliberate self-affecting system. Self-affecting, in this instance, refers to an
activity that monitors and measures bodily systems which have been opened by landing
sites, and which become the focus of a deliberate action as opposed to remaining an
automatic function. Visualisation practices have been widely used to increase accuracy,
quality of movement, interconnection, rehabilitation and motivation. Visualisation works
on the premise that vision is connected to the other senses, as in Gibson’s ‘visual world’,
and also activates or primes the neural pathways involved in that activity. Visualising
throwing a ball, imagining throwing a ball, reading about throwing, and throwing are all
separate cognitive activities that, when coordinated, allow for the integration of knowledge
– a kind of know-how that is activated differently in each configuration. Perhaps there is
no stronger instance of the ability to visually control motor skill through vision than the
‘daily marathon’ of Ian Waterman, the scaling and enveloping skills of Helen Keller or
Karl Dahlke’s ability to exchange imaging landing sites for perceptual ones. Multimodality
and the development of movement across modes is one objective of coordinology.

Ultimately, coordinology is deregulated coordination and the deliberate observationalheuristic application of landing, landing ‘otherwise’, landing tentatively and landing with
and against figural certainty. Landing is the act that constructs the tentative cradling that
may lead to the invention of architectural procedures. At the site of landing, conceptual
(abstract) notions of attention are brought together with physiological and psychological
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body-schema orientations of attention as the lived experience of self-organisation. Moving
across modes of sensing guards against systems becoming generic or generally applied, or
against literal ossification, where the actual structure becomes overdetermined and
inflexible. Landing sites are purposefully not aligned with vision alone: ‘most studies of
vision fail to recognise the tactile and kinaesthetic components of the “view” or take into
consideration the degree to which vision is not purely visual’ (Arakawa and Gins 1997:
153). Landing and landing sites are the basis of perceptual learning and require innovative
coordination of perception and action, observation and assessment. Coordination primes
and enacts as it allows a person construct a psycho-physiological mode of openness. In
addition to increasing the shape of awareness through landings sites and exploring the
extent of the site of person through scales of action and modes of sensing, coordinology
has another objective – to enable a person to position him- or herself to move from
function to procedure.

The shift from function to procedure, as Arakawa and Gins have defined it, is significant in
exploring the complexity of the observational-heuristic aspect of coordination. The activity
of coordination, and coordinology as an embodied method, takes the place of descriptions
using logic or reason as their unifying character, because coordination suggests body-wide
activity and cognition and requires researching ‘the body’ in relation to one’s body, and
plans of action in relation to self-organisation.

Massumi (2002), in a theoretical move that parallels Arakawa and Gins’ move from
function to procedure, transforms instrumental reason into ‘operative reason’ (2002: 10912) and carves out an activity very similar to the procedural.72 Massumi uses the term
‘operative reason’ in discussions that concern transformative possibility made available in
Stelarc’s ‘suspensions’ performances, during which ‘criticality occurs when what are
normally mutually exclusive alternatives pack into the materiality of the system’ (2002:

72

Maturana and Varela describe autopoietic structures as ‘operationally closed’ which precludes any direct
exchange between organism and environment. In this conceptualisation, an organism cannot know anything
about its environment, producing only internal description of internal states and internal description of
external states. Nothing but circularity of feedback allows for maintenance and change. This is in stark
contrast to Gibson’s ecological psychology that posits direct perception – for Gibson, non-representational
cognition and affordances are attributed to the environment, not to the enclosed form of description. But the
term ‘operational’ implies provisional closure, offering only an ‘as if’ closed system. The notion of
operational closure seems to be synonymous with pragmatic or functional, and provides the key to the
feedback loop which, like fictive certainties, seems to allow the appearance of conditions that do not exist,
though it is unlikely that this fictive aspect of certainties forms part of Gibson’s affordances and ‘hunt for
clarity’. Operational is a way of focusing on the existential character of interactions which provides a
different logic and purpose on which to base action.
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109). Like Arakawa and Gins, he is interested in what cannot be predicted by extrapolating
from physical laws or from the ‘always already’ of prefigured spaces:

The suspended system is in too heightened a state of transformability. It
is hypermutable. Hyperconnectible – by virtue of having functionally
disconnected itself (“Anesthetized Body”). The system hesitates, works
through the problem of its critical self-referentiality and “chooses” an
unfolding. (Massumi 2002: 110)
Operational reason draws attention to the material qualities of structures and the
multimodal character of materials. This leads to the ability to switch affordances, and
therefore clarity, from foreground object to the background environment. Duchamp’s
ready-mades were the first attempts to make the context operational rather than the
object.73 Massumi’s insight into the operational brings the self-organisation of material74
into the discussion of embodied cognition, but it stops short of offering a heuristic
movement that develops into a daily practice as a result of the benefits of critical
suspensions. Part of that interaction is the constant move between being ‘in’ and being ‘of’
the environment, and configuring the relation of the parts in numerous ways. Here is where
it cannot be simply a matter of disciplinary logic, probability and theory; rather, it requires
on-site, ongoing re-entry of embodied perception often caught in the irony of its own
situation.

Arakawa and Gins’ critical move from function to procedure represents the combination of
art strategies (the irony of contexts tied to the lived experience of our ideas) and scientific
investigations (measure by experimental calculations). Procedures, as Arakawa and Gins
have reinvented them, indicate the other connections to be made within and across the
organism-person-surround, and the otherness immanent in the processes of coordinating.

73

Duchamp’s work hails the ability to act upon the context and collective effectivities that produce
affordances, when, for example, he makes the gallery take on different categories of encounter by
introducing an out-of-place object into a gallery environment constructed to be a non-place. The result is that
the site is recontextualised and so is the operational protocol that would trigger sets of the meaning, uses and
consequences of object and site. Ready-mades tie the object’s use-value to the way it is changed by the
environment and the environment’s ability to support the uses of an object is destabilised. If a person were to
practise making a context operational it would allow a person to perceive the contrast between previously
fixed affordance-effectivity relationships by focusing the action of intention on the surround rather than the
object.
74
Regarding the self-organisation of the inorganic, Massumi (2002) cites the celebrated example of threshold
where critical points are an interregnum between two states called the Bénard instability discussed in Section
2.5 Repositioning, which occurs when a turbulent pattern of diffusion in a heated liquid spontaneously orders
into convection cells. The ordering has tro do with a registering or sensing of gravity (Massumi 2002:111).
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Arakawa and Gins rarely speak of procedures separately from their architectural
enactment, tending to use the adjective procedural or the phrasing to ‘activate an
architectural procedure’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 60). They state that ‘unless it has been
assembled, an architectural procedure is nowhere to be found’ and that ‘procedures that
have not been made to be architectural are of limited interest to us’ (Arakawa and Gins
2003b: 17). Procedures, expressed as discursive sequences, are meant to constrain (guide)
the coordination of bodily movement, tentative constructing and the tactically posed
surround (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 59). These sequences prime and trigger the tactical
posing of surrounds, ‘constructed as built propositions, [that] marshal existing logical
connectives and position newly invented ones into the “real”, steering, regulating and
guiding interaction between the body and the bioscleave …’ (2002: 58-59).

In ‘Vital Contextualising Information: Directions for Architectural Procedure Invention
and Assembly’, Arakawa and Gins have extended an invitation to scholars, researchers or
any interested parties to contribute. The directions are steps that stem from sited awareness
and active selecting of sites, constructing an embodied measure and enacting it by
assembling tools: ‘unlike functional tools which only extend the senses, procedural tools
give sustenance to and resemble sensoria themselves’ (Arakawa and Gins 2003b: 23). The
two procedures each have their own objectives which can unfold one from the other in
either direction: ‘Architectural procedures used only for studying interactions between
body and bioscleave have an observational-heuristic purpose, while those devised for
transforming body and bioscleave have a reconfigurative one’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002:
57).75 Landing sites are crucial to the invention of procedures and represent the ongoing
aspect of the procedures, which are not templates for activity but tentative dispositions that
must be factored out in each moment and fluctuation that occurs when working on
architectural procedures. Coordination is the skill that keeps the levels of activity, the
awareness of action and event on different scales, and the configuration of modes of
sensing in operation.

Gins and Arakawa devote a chapter in Architectural Body to the discussion of two
procedures they have invented by coordinating landing sites with observational, heuristic
and transformative purposes. The first procedure is observational-heuristic – ‘disperse-tocontrast’ (2002: 75), and the other is transformational-reconfigurative – ‘tentativeness75

In addition to the two procedures published in Architectural Body, Arakawa And Gins have been working
on twenty-two other procedures, compiled in their manuscript ‘Making Dying Illegal’.
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cradling procedure’ (2002: 76). One cannot happen without the other but they can run on
the heels of each other.

The names of the two procedures are descriptive and are to be taken literally, although it is
sometimes hard to know how to take the poetry of the name literally. But this is precisely
the point. The jump, leap or shift that poetry allows in language must be followed through
upon in the person-organism-surround.

The first procedure, ‘disperse-to-contrast’, reflects the need to dismantle our current sense
of measure and free up the use of other sources, particularly different modes of sensing.
The occupant-researcher of Arakawa and Gins’ architecture would become increasingly
aware of the dispersion of landing sites through which we notice all that can be noticed in a
given moment to moment. It is not enough to simply do what we always do but we must
come to terms with the guises of our current automatic dispersal of attention. Contrast
checks the constant flow of given and accepted measures against the production of landing
sites, allowing an opportunity to form measures for each occasion as it arises. Procedures
pinpoint a particular issue of orientation or habit of disposition which needs to be
dismantled and reassembled by the person. At the same time, procedural architecture also
opens up the site of the body by producing alternative affordances – that is, by literally
making more landing sites available than there are in the prefabricated organism-objectenvironment relationships we develop in most of the architecture we encounter. Arakawa
and Gins work on a large number of scales so that they may address the situations and
events that cannot be translated or transposed. Each procedure must occur for the lived
body: ‘Think of the procedural as having been enlarged to life-size and as now taking place
throughout the sited awareness bounded by an architectural surround; the procedural
having thus been brought into palpable view, its fixed sequence of action can be altered’
(2002: 56).

For example, the Ubiquitous Site at Ryoanji consists of a large tube angled into the air.
Inside the tube is a playground and its double, or two playgrounds on opposite sides of the
tube, one upside down. They are constructed with both left and right symmetry and above
below symmetry (2002: 101). The dispersal of landing sites suggests that the two
playgrounds resemble each other in structure and layout, the imaging landing sites tell a
person they are symmetrical, while perceptual landing sites question the terms of the
identity by attending to differences in colour and orientation within the tube due to the
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tube’s orientation to the earth. The procedure, disperse-to-contrast, produces sites that
guide construction of the work. A person would be able to learn about the playground on
which he or she stands by looking at the one above his or her head, while at the same time
noting the differences – in particular, how symmetry yields the presentation of uniquely
situated features (as opposed to the comparison of two versions of the same feature).

Figure 9. Exterior view of Ubiquitous Site,
Nagi’s Ryoanji, 1992-1994

Figure 10. Interior view of Ubiquitous Site

There is an accompanying move from the functional comparison provided by an abstract
visual concept of the assembly of spatial and figural features to an actual body-wide
perceptual and situated surround. Having realised this, the disperse-to-contrast procedure
continues to guide landing site configurations related to gravity and the emerging qualities
of bodily actions.

Figure 11. Critical Resemblances House labyrinth structure
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Other tactically posed surrounds that operate on the same procedural process of perceiving
and knowing through disperse-to-contrast are exemplified in the Critical Resemblances
House, which makes the resemblances even more complex and difficult to discern when
compared and contrasted because the walls of the house are constructed on a different
layout than the designated areas for living. The labyrinthine walls literally cut through the
all the rooms of the house (dining and living room and bathrooms). The three levels of the
labyrinth from which the house is formed require the reconfiguration of parts of the body
in relation to the functional and conceptual idea of the whole body in order to move
through the different structures positioned at head and shoulder height, chest to thigh and
knee and below.

The Reversible Destiny Office at Yoro continues to use the labyrinth as a way to assemble
tactical surrounds that ask different questions of the ‘organism that persons’ by providing
other situations to exercise the disperse-to-contrast procedure.

Figure 12. Reversible Destiny Office, Site of Reversible Destiny –Yoro 1994-96, interior and exterior
views

The second, reconfigurative procedure is the ‘tentativeness-cradling procedure’, which
indicates the approach one must take towards the relationship of things to their potential.
The two halves of the tentativeness-cradling procedure are quite different operations; the
compound they form is unique and distinct from the parts. Tentativeness combines
decisiveness and openness that slows the self-organising tendency to maintain a steady
state. As a result of tentativeness, a certain uncertainty ensues. This uncertainty should not
come about as a result of a person not knowing what direction or purpose to follow, but
from knowing that possibilities and unforeseen opportunities arise. Arakawa and Gins
describe these holdings as latencies and phases when referring to the complexity of the
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interactions that ‘tentativeness’ and ‘cradling towards a holding in place’ produce.
Cradling and/or holding are gentler forms of grasping, and Arakawa and Gins position
cradling as close as possible to a neutral act of marking. The purpose of tactically posing
surrounds, both the perception and action of landing sites and the constructing of
architectural features that form a surround, has residual effects. The problem for any
procedure is that it may quickly become prescriptive and generic. Like Zen koans,
procedural architecture (the built surrounds and the discursive sequences that they
constrain) are questions not solutions. This is the reason that ethical considerations are so
evident in Arakawa and Gins’ writings: to avoid modernist notions of vitality and
territorial domination. To make cradling tentative, a researcher must ethically explore a
non-conflictual sense of care and cradling of things as if in their infancy. ‘Tentativenesscradling procedure’ sets into place the way that persons may approach landing site
configurations: holding, checking, cross-checking, measuring, measuring against other
measures.

Figure 13. The Bridge of Reversible Destiny/The Process in Question 1973-90. Exhibition view of
model

Unlike the disperse-to-contrast procedure which sets up contrast among resemblances at
far and near removes from the organism, the tentativeness-cradling procedure offers the
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‘organism that persons’ the possibility of becoming aware of widely dispersed subtle
landings upon variegated situations. This procedure becomes prominent in the more recent
works such as Bioscleave House, which will be discussed at length in the next section, but
is clearly at work in The Bridge of Reversible Destiny/The Process in Question. Originally
designed to span a river in Epinal, France, The Bridge project was exhibited as scale
models and plans in at the Ronald Feldman Gallery show entitled Building Sensoriums
1973-1990. The title obviously cleaves the two meanings of ‘building’, making them
distinct but intimately related, strongly implying that the activity and the resulting
sensation boundaries cannot be disengaged or dis-implicated. As one heads to the middle
of The Bridges’ twenty chambers, all efforts to orient oneself through the perception of
invariant features are disrupted. Arakawa and Gins make The Bridge enact an immersive
perceiving and learning environment that confronts our bodily orientation with a stark and
brutal frankness. The tentative cradling procedure sets the calibration, if you will, for the
coarseness or fineness of the architectural features. In the different Critical Resemblances
Houses a person contrasts well-defined object-like features of structural walls, chairs and
tables, but on The Bridge features on which to land as a site are inseparable from the
continuity of the entire proximity. Therefore the features are both too large to grasp all at
once and too fine to grasp immediately, hence the strain on the body-wide perceptual
system where the river rushing under the open steel grid-work structure discards the safety
of a learning environment and replaces it with a perceptual learning situation inseparable
from the surroundings.

A detail from the chamber on The
Bridge called Than Which No
Other will serve as a sample of the
bridge

environment

constructed

entirely of grid-steel mesh. There
are no solid surfaces by means of
which our eyes to take consistent
Figure 14. Detail of chamber Than Which No Other

measure of distance or size. The
mesh allows light, wind, sound and

obscured vision of a landscape. As described in Section 2.2 Scaling, The Bridge
construction works against our acute ability to measure regularity by constructing each
wall of two mesh surfaces at different distances with no standard distance used for
subsequent walls. The result is an inability to visually determine a consistent pattern, and
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therefore a sense of depth and distance followed by a sudden mistrust of our other
perceptual judgments. All our reliable default perceptual and conceptual settings are
drained by the inconsistencies between the walls, the rush of water, the false soft spots in
the floor, and the different layouts of each room.

Both architectural procedures are implemented in another chamber of The Bridge titled
Gaze Brace in which a room and the constructed bird’s-eye view of that room are built
side by side ‘exactly the same but precisely different’ (2002: 86). Landing sites having to
do with the contrasting of dispersions are readily apparent, but not so the embodied
transpositions that take place because the chamber is a surround that changes as one moves
through it and not an image for comparison. These embodied transpositions require, I
believe, tentativeness-cradling. Arakawa and Gins observe:

Taking our lead from vision but without wanting to privilege it, we
thought, in constructing Gaze Brace, of bracing, and making a brace for,
or of inventing a steadying apparatus for, of building prosthetic
augmentation of some sort for, all modes of perception. (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 86)

Figure 15. Exterior view of the chamber Gaze Brace from The Bridge

On The Bridge, as in later developments of procedural architecture, a person must enter
into a constant rebuilding of his or her sensorium. Procedures allow persons to observe and
interact with the organism-person-surround as both the object and subject of its own
descriptions, both liar and judge. This is not an aesthetics of judgment, nor is it a cognitive
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stylistics; it is a self-affecting, self-organising ‘calculus of indications’ that lead not to the
standardization of value relations but to a way to coordinate communal devising.

Figure 16. Interior view of the chambers of Gaze Brace showing the initial
room and the constructed bird’s-eye construction included in the room.

The coordination of observation, learning and transformative enactments risk the loss of
tentativeness and the slippage into habit and non-critical modes of resemblance. The
danger is to allow the resemblance of, for example, mobility to be substituted for the
tentative search for the conditions that would allow mobility. Through their architecture,
Arakawa and Gins design and build tools for exploring and discovering embodied
conditions by breaking down the ongoing acts of finding into subtle movements that occur
between paradigms (or perspective shifts). This allows us to perceive the transitions
backwards and forwards between ‘finding’ and ‘always already found’, between
specification and generic solution.

Whereas the specialised tools (procedural architecture) for perceiving perception expedite
the exploration of sites and the development of coordinological skills, our attention may
have already become attuned to the ritual erosions and double inclusions inherent in the
firuagl scale of our interaction with the surroundings. ‘The disparity that exists between the
world as it happens – awareness as indeed sited – and the world reduced and distorted,
made to appear as other than what it happens as – awareness abstracted out of any
surroundings.’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 51) Arakawa and Gins contrast the awareness
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gleaned from encounters with world cities with those ‘that are closely argued built
discourses, [where] the interchange between body and bioscleave proceeds by means of
shaped atmospheric denotation and connotations’ (2002: 60) They suggest: ‘Los Angeles
has a lot to say to your body about what Chicago, Paris or Singapore has led it to become’
(2002: 60). A person developing coordinological skills is guided by architectural
procedures to consider as opportunities to learn how to reconfigure one by through the
body’s relationship to the bioscleave.

Anecdotal evidence of the way a built environment suddenly disrupts the body’s relation to
the bioscleave occurs on rare occasions in a person’s everyday life. For example, I lived in
New York City for several years and often rode the subway. If I ascended the stairs from
the subway onto a main avenue, my orientation always remained intact, and north and
south were relatively easy to determine. But on occasion, when exiting onto a cross street,
I would set off in a direction I identified as south only to find after a hundred metres that I
was going north. The first few times, and on odd occasions thereafter, the experience of
this reorientation was so physical that I can only describe it as like being on a ride at the
carnival, except that it felt as though I had literally turned inside out and flipped head over
heels to be facing the other way. A considerably larger scale of disorientation, which
resulted in a similar sensation, occurred when I moved to Australia after having lived in
the Northern Hemisphere all my life. Travelling south down the highway on my way to
work I would feel I was travelling north, and only after a few long and difficult moments
was I able physically to reorient myself to feel that I was in fact travelling south. In the
Northern Hemisphere the sun moves across the northern sky, or more accurately, the tilt of
the earth places our vision of the sun in the northern sky. This determines also the direction
(as well as the length) of shadows and is cued into bodily orientation. Having this
background information skewed is very disorientating and after eight years living in
Australia, the sensation is still present. These anecdotes indicate that there are no terrestrial
invariants by which to measure attention and perception. The importance of orientation,
where fictive certainty and haptic certainty collide, is so strong that my search for a North
Star is unrelenting. No doubt, a Southern Hemispherian would find it disorienting in the
Northern Hemisphere to see the moon wax and wane from the opposite side, or search for
a Southern Cross in the night sky or look for their shadow to the south.

These disconnected events of awareness of the organism-person-surround had arrived for
me in the unofficial education of life experience. Arakawa and Gins suggest that these
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situated orientation-perception and action lessons should be daily research and part of the
re-education of the senses. Therefore it is through architectural procedures and within
procedural architecture, the actual built surrounds that enact procedures, that the
coordinology of landing sites, landing-site configurations and tentativeness come together.
In surrounds built for this purpose, it is the relationship between perception and action that
is being coordinated, enabling a person to practise perception as an act of construction (of
the organism-person-surround). Coordinology aims to connect every site to every other site
and to maintain, at every step, an ethical process of engagement that must be built, enacted
and not merely transmitted.

There are many examples of Arakawa and Gins’ use of existing experimental structure
from psychology and expressive recontextualisation strategies from the arts. These yield
insight into the way function can be transformed into procedure. Arakawa and Gins utilise
the famous Ames room in Bioscleave House (currently under construction in East
Hampton, Long Island, NY). (The specific use of the Ames room and its configurative
Æffects on the researcher/resident will be discussed at length in the next Section 2.4
Constructing.)

In addition to providing data about subjects from a third-person vantage point, experiments
such as the ‘visual cliff’ or the ‘swinging room device’,76 can be put to procedural
architectural use directed towards and taken up from a researcher-practitioner’s first person
vantage point. The visual cliff informs a researcher about continuity of perception and the
acquisition of a perceptual schema that operates across occluded objects. The swinging
room device also indicates the connection of attention to perception. Arakawa and Gins
have not directly appropriated these experimental structures. Instead, through tactically
posed surrounds, they make these problems of perception directly apparent to the
experimental subject (resident researcher). This is the difference between scientific

76

The visual cliff is a widely employed experimental structure which is used to test infants’ and animals’
depth perception and understanding of meaningful consequence by constructing a platform which has a clear
pattern such as a checkerboard that leads to a vertical wall and then to a floor which has the same pattern. For
safety the cliff is covered with plexi-glass. The swinging room device was designed by David Lee and Roly
Lishman in 1973 (Reed 1996: 58). It aims to discover a person’s awareness of encounters. The structure is a
complete room and ceiling but without a floor, suspended above the actual floor on rollers or as a swing from
a tall support. By blocking vision of the real floor the optical flow and perspective of the room can be
manipulated and create a variety of event some of which are ‘impossible’. So for every move forward of a
person in the room, the room moves twice that distance, giving the impression that the person is moving
backwards or away from the wall they are walking towards. The experiment in part addresses questions as to
whether the content of consciousness is quasi-linguistic or entirely ecological and specified by information
(1996: 58).
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research that benefits other parties, commercial research that amplifies the way bodies deal
with incoherence for our own amusement, and Arakawa and Gins’ research, which enables
persons to perceive the way surrounds literally shape the physiology of attention.

The idea of including experimental structure in residences is precisely to break with
conventions of observer and subject. The awareness and research findings these structures
produce are not for the benefit of an observer, the psychologist, external to the site but are
for the researcher in residence who is the beneficiary of the findings that question existing
subject/object/environment relationships. It is this individual who becomes aware of him
or her self as ‘the mechanism of meaning’. Experimental structures are functional with
respect to data collection; they do not make us aware of how we construct these
perceptions, nor do they require that we question the mode of perception by which we
assess the situation.

If the scientific observer can no longer be quarantined from the phenomenological
observer, the notions of research, and practice as research, would combine approaches to
study the complex interactions coordinated by embodied cognition. In the arts, the position
of the observer, or the outside of art, has been crystallised by various practitioners,77
philosophers and theorists. Notably:
•

Duchamp asks ‘Can one make works that are not works of “art”?’ (Duchamp’s
Notebooks in Perloff 2002: 163).

•

Wittgenstein remarks that ‘The value of the world must lie outside of the world’

77

Art and art strategies also make use of expectation, paradigm and automaticity to provide critique and
critical experiences. Installation art has taken the issue of image and sign, representation and presentation as
the subject of its endeavours where the ‘return of the real’ (Foster) brings with it the possibly, actually and
the virtually real. These critiques are often aimed at cultural perceptions, from the political work of Hans
Haacke to the work of mourning of Christian Boltanski, the works that recontextualise sensory orientation in
Christian Marclay’s work or the light works of James Turrell. Other artists, through performative means,
engage with objects and environments in transformative ways. Artists such as Joseph Beuys or Marina
Abromovich understood the connection between bodily action and the mutability of materials. More recently
Matthew Barney’s films, installations and performances move within and across these genres of realisation to
attempt mythopoietic revision of history. Patricia Piccinni’s digital aesthetic demonstrates in works such as
‘digital water’ and ‘car nuggets’ how embodied interaction with the computational power of computer
software impacts back on to the way we deal with objects and object-relations. There are many other
instances where artists and artworks purposefully exploit the multitude of affordances of objects, the infinite
production of situations available, by tinkering with object-environment relationships and the power of
moving the body (agitating, perturbing, disorientating, overloading perceivable qualities, etc.) to convince
the person of other information, other points of view and other worlds. But all these noteworthy projects do
not simultaneously provide an observation-heuristic experience that makes a person aware of how he or she
perceives. They all operate to dismantle and remake the world in the terms provided by the figural. The
meanings that contemporary artists generate are profound and important to our community and daily
existence; however there is room to move art toward its outside or for art to investigate the construction of
perception, value and meaning.
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(Gins and Arakawa 2002: xii).
•

Gilbert-Rolfe observes ‘the principle of art is put to work by what it is not’ (1999:
42).

I have repeated Duchamp’s question again (from Section 1.0 Situating Arakawa and Gins)
because these three observations highlight the paradoxical but beneficial process of art,
especially art that addresses the outside of art and situates practice-as-research within the
realm of the study and production of ‘realisation’ while at the same time do not necessitate
ascribing to the search for invariance.

The epistemological position that totality and illusion currently hold, a position where they
can be debunked like magician’s tricks such that the invariant features of ‘truth’ are
restored, must be replaced by an ontologically situated approach to sensing and perceptual
systems – a situatedness that explores not the trick of illusion, but the configuration of
sensing that illusion presents.

Coordinology is the ability of the ‘organism that persons’ to observe and interact with
events and things while observing the measures continuously performed upon them. These
are the beginning of a daily practice that moves towards an architectural body. Arakawa
and Gins suggest that we are not even close to the architectural body because we do not
seriously consider our current ‘crisis ethics’. In order to begin developing coordinological
skills, an ‘organism that persons’ will encounter a range of immediate questions: How can
we optimise the benefits and multimodal consequences that landing-site configurations
provide? When we re-enter the continuous feedback loops of the organism-personsurround to notice and do something about types and rates of change, how do we detect the
habitual tendencies which become the pitfalls of reassembly in order to challenge
habituated intrapersonal, interpersonal and communal interactions and keep them from
being co-opted or hijacked? In so far as question such as these must be given body-wide
responses not merely verbal ones, they will have to go unanswered prior to their being
posed in built form.

The human organism has an uncanny ability to circumvent, ignore, inflect and reconfigure
the rules of its own structure, systems, commitments and projected purpose. The ‘organism
that person’ has often relied upon skills of inattention that come with inherited bodily
practices. In fact, it is an astounding feat by the ‘organism that persons’ to ignore or not
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attend to the myriad perturbations of motions within motions. For example, how is it that
we are not constantly motion sick? At every level of physical existence there is a
maelstrom of turbulence; the coordinologist must work against the tendency to rely upon
skills of inattention and participate in the selection of rate and type of change. If Arakawa
and Gins are to learn from and also move through the lessons of a thoroughly East-West
industrialised, post-Enlightenment, post-Freudian, post-structuralist and post-modern
experience to develop the possibility of transformation through cultural and meta-cultural
selective mechanisms (Sheets-Johnstone) – where there is no more secret agency, no need
for the mind to break into the body, no need for the organism to make the person stand in
line, answer questions and declare the contents of all its baggage – they must do as they
say and build/construct both the dismantling process and the potential for reassembly.
Coordinology brings everything out in the open and notes how it all lands. No more
mythologising, no more poetic description or mysterious processes. There is only attention
to landing sites and learning from every act of coordinology. At this point constructing has
begun. Information and awareness are useful, not because they correspond with our idea of
the world but because they correspond with our experience of the world.78

78

Wittgenstein (1967) turned Copernicus, Kepler and Newton on their heads, like wooden tables, by showing
us how language games orient and dissolve the attention-perception controversy (whether attention is
constitutive of and therefore prior to perception or vice versa, that attention is a result of constraints already
operating in a perceptual schema). ‘The term language-game is meant to bring into prominence the fact that
the speaking of a language is part of an activity or form of life.’ (Wittgenstein 1967: § 23)
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2.4 Constructing

A collective sentiment can become conscious of itself
only by being fixed upon some material object, but by
this very fact, it participates in its nature.
(Durkheim1965: 269)

Coordination is the embodied action that constructs the ‘shape of awareness’ (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 86) through the configuration of landing sites and the sequencing of
movements from one configuration to another. Architectural procedures guide awareness
towards increasing subtlety and allow a person to develop more and more finesse when
moving from an observational-heuristic procedure to a transformational procedure.
Arakawa and Gins describe the coordinating skills activated by tactically posed surround:

Architectural surrounds have distinct neargrounds, middlegrounds, and
fargrounds. Landings-site configurations will articulate at least this many
positions:
nearnearground,
nearmiddleground,
nearfarground,
middlenearground,
middlemiddleground,
middlefarground,
farnearground, farmiddleground and farfarground. But these positions
can just as well be thought of as areas of an architectural body, which
takes its ubiquitous cue and command from the form and features of an
architectural surround, subtending all positions within the surround’s
confines. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 71)
A question immediately arises concerning what constructing entails and how it differs from
coordinating, especially when a person is dealing with sites that abound within sites.

Coordinating links specific actions and events across scales of actions that an ‘organism
that persons’ can touch (directly or via transmission). Constructing is the deliberate reentry into the ongoing co-construction of the surrounds, consciously bringing perceptual
learning and procedural knowing to bear upon co-constructing operations. The activity of
constructing follows through on the conscious bodily impetus to modulate or intensify
particular qualities of movement that are already occurring in coevolving, natural selection.
Constructing deploys coordinological skills, and the configurations that result from
coordination, to deal with the confluence of actions that are initiated in/from other parts of
the surround. Therefore, constructing attunes embodied configurations to the possibility of
an organism-person-surround, and in the process of constructing, a person becomes attuned
to biotopological space and the features of the surround that may lead to the emergence of
configurations more open to change. Constructing, and the procedures that guide the
‘tentative constructings toward a holding in place,’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 69) make the
‘shape of awareness’ perceptible (2002: 86). The ‘organism that persons’ guides and is
guided by the shape of the surrounds. The ‘shape of awareness’ tentatively holds the
organism-person-surround in specific configurations resulting from encounters among
densities, intensities and textures of (inorganic) organisation and (organic) sentience which
are the bioscleave. This is the ‘state of play’ from which we will begin the discussion of
the built works of Arakawa and Gins.

In this section, by re-entering the activities discussed so far, I will discuss a selection of the
discursive and built works of Arakawa and Gins. These include individual works such as
Arakawa’s Eureka, and Gins’ Helen Keller or Arakawa as well as their collaborative largescale projects The Mechanism of Meaning and The Bridge of Reversible Destiny/The
Process in Question, which indicate the development of Arakawa and Gins’ enactments
and the ideas and processes they deploy.79 I will discuss Ubiquitous Site House as a
prototype for reversible destiny houses which projects the possibility of real-time
reciprocal feedback of an organism co-constructing an environment. The final work to be
discussed in this section is Bioscleave House, which tests and develops these procedures,
enacting architecture as hypothesis under the special circumstances (non-art context) where
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The procedures that Arakawa and Gins set up – critical resemblances, dispersal and tentative holding – are
implemented as the guiding principles which become reversible destiny modules used to devise cities:
Sensorium City proposed to be built on Tokyo Bay (Arakawa and Gins 1997: 230-46) and the Isle of
Reversible Destiny proposed for Venice (1997: 257). Other city planning projects focus on more specific
activities aided by architectural procedures: the Ten Hill City of the Architectural Body (1997: 251) and the
Antimortality Fractal Zipper City (1997: 252-53) and Architectural Body Configurating Farm City (1997:
255), approach the realisation of procedural constructing using different modules and modes of linkage.
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residential building codes apply. The discussion of Bioscleave House will move from
analysis of the house as an architectural structure to a discussion of it as a reconfigurative
tool by which to ‘invent and assemble’ and architectural procedure.

The thoroughness of participation in each embodied activity (reading, scaling,
coordinating, constructing and repositioning), in full knowledge of the conflicts, blind
spots and paradoxes that emerge, is the difference between empirical science that can
physically test hypotheses, speculative philosophy that can discursively reason out
hypotheticals, and a creative practice that can realise the subjective and objective
potentialities these activities require. Thus we arrive at a point where coordinating
becomes constructing, because the configuration of landing sites, activated by the
procedures, is focused to make our perception enterable. When perceiving, imagining and
acting are deliberately linked, becoming more closely implicated, landing-site
configuration becomes a means of constructing the surrounds. Tactically posed surrounds
construct ‘critical resemblances’ allowing a person to produce additional landing sites that
begin to articulate the undifferentiated block of our habitual perceptions and actions.
‘Adding carefully sequenced sets of architectural procedures (closely argued ones)’ (Gins
and Arakawa 2002: 55) operates on the hypothesis that, a person must feel and understand
the subtle impact coordinating has upon constructing. For example, the shifting of physical
spaces in order to question the processes of measure and critically evaluate how different
this embodied approach is from traditional modes of constructing built environments,
discursive sequences, systems of knowledge, system of value and the set of responsibilities
that attempt to hold these in place.

Therefore, before discussing Arakawa and Gins’ works, I will address the philosophical
context of constructing by working through the traditions we have inherited to construct
value (aesthetic), to construct knowledge (poetics) and to construct the communal
obligation to life (ethics), and contrast these with Arakawa and Gins approach. Because
Arakawa and Gins’ work confronts the separation of theories of knowledge acquisition and
theories of value from the material processes and practices that we invent, it is crucial to
survey the current conditions under which the aesthetic philosophical tradition of
constructing the relation between forms and values and the poetic theories of the
acquisition and construction of knowledge, interact and are often conflated with or linked
to ethics.
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In an issue of the Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art devoted to Art and Ethics (4,
2 and 5, 1, 2003/4: 11-42) Okwui Enwezor discusses how the role of the document makes
the formal means of a work secondary to the transformation of the political (2003/04: 11).
He observes that, in relation to the morality of the documentary (and documentation) in art,
there is a ‘moralisation made in the name of critical questioning’, eroding art’s efficacy
and ‘this paradoxical situation corrodes the particular position taken by art that stakes a
territory within the tension between ethics and aesthetics, or politics and poetics’ (2003/04:
16). While Enwezor observes the tendency in contemporary art to use the forms of the
world to critique the meaning of the world, he consistently lumps together aesthetics and
poetics throughout his article, at no point differentiating between their distinct systematic
approaches to acquiring or constructing knowledge.

There is a potential danger in not differentiating between the aims and means of poetics
and aesthetics. A renewed interest in the ethical implications of art may be seen as a
reaction to the multiplicity associated with postmodern aesthetics and the erosion of
measure – here, specifically the measure of the ‘good’. If the welding of aesthetics to
ethics constitutes an effort to understand difference, and to attend to the
incommensurability between each scale of action, then the ethical concerns of art may
become transdisciplinary, non-reductive approaches to meaning. However, if the welding
of aesthetics to ethics is a move to diminish the cultural capital of deconstruction and the
critique of knowledge, then the ethical concerns of art become aligned with the search for
invariant values measured by instrumental reason and consensus. In postmodernism,
aesthetics, traditionally aligned with theories of value, has moved towards a theory of
construction and process more traditionally associated with poetics. Currently, the trend80
towards using aesthetics as a social measure of the production of meaning, has positioned
aesthetics as the needle on the moral compass of Western culture.

The misplaced priority of judging what is ‘good’ over problematising what specific effects
a form or system has not only abolishes the ‘truth effect’ (Foucault’s version of fictive
certainties), irony, innuendo and slippage of all sorts – especially from one scale of event
80

In 2005 in Australia there have been conferences where Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics (1998)
has been prominent in the session, the keynotes and the underlying tone of the conference. These conferences
included ‘Speculation and Innovation: Practice-led Research’ at Queensland University of Technology,
Brisbane in April; ‘Sensorium: Philosophy and Aesthetics’ at the University of Melbourne in July; and
‘Transforming Aesthetics’ at the Art Association of Australia and New Zealand at the Gallery of NSW in
August. In addition, a special day of presentations at the Institute of Modern Art, Brisbane was organised by
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to another – but it also leaves no room in principle for Otherness, processes of innovative
differentiation and the experience of otherness. Linking aesthetics and poetics to ethics is a
sanctioned analogue of intolerance, of an aesthetic ethnicity that makes belonging into a
formalised system expressing life as the identification of forms and value-relations in need
of surveillance and constant correction. This is tantamount to a culture war on choice,
requiring that we must take sides and be loyal to institutions of value regardless of their
evolution. It is no longer acceptable to risk the perception of sympathising with the enemy.
Our ability to ‘build’ reason from interaction with facts (poetics) and our ability to provide
forms to the facts that are given (aesthetics) has been politicised and placed under generic,
user-friendly flags.

It has long been the contention of poets like Don Byrd (Poetics of Common Knowledge
1994) and Jed Rasula (Poetics of Embodiment: A Theory of Exceptions 1989) that poetics
is the process of making that enacts theories of knowledge-value. In contrast to Foucault’s
‘truth-effect’, which is a tool to analyse epistemic information systems, poetics, understood
as active constructing, deliberately configures the personal, political and physiological
conditions of knowledge-value production. J.L. Rush points out that Arakawa and Gins’
work, The Mechanism of Meaning, recognises the moral obligation that flows from
reciprocity with an environment. However, he concludes, ‘such a moral bearing involves
nothing less than organising our interaction with the world so as not to implicitly transfer
to others the authority latent in our having this or that concept of the world as a whole’
(Rush in Govan 1997: 52). For Arakawa and Gins, this is not a contradiction – to allow
both the invariant of ethical obligation and the incommensurable difference of each
concept for the world. This irony of internal contradiction and reversal (passing through
the sites of oneself) reflects the lived and embodied experience of producing knowledge,
rather than invalidating orders of logic to establish the ‘right’ or the ‘good’.

The conflating and superimposition of aesthetics and poetics is one of the effects that
Arakawa and Gins’ procedural architecture differentiates. Architectural Body is published
in a series on Modern and Contemporary Poetics, and of the commentators on their built
works, the majority would be poets. Clearly Arakawa and Gins’ priorities are focused on
forming not forms, processes instead of outcomes, and on the transdisciplinary, nonreductive logics that allow these differences to ‘be made’.

Mark Pennings with speakers from Queensland University of Technology, the University of Queensland and
Sydney University.
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The move away from multiplicity towards invariant features is evident in the way in which
Žižek engages with Deleuze.81 Commenting on Deleuze’s attempts to address the abyss
between theories of value and theories of knowledge through the apprehension of
immanence, Žižek characterises Deleuze as an idealist due to his efforts to include the
effects in the cause and to show how effects exceed their causes (2004: 113). When Žižek
holds Deleuze responsible for the effect Deleuzianism has ‘caused’, he is holding Deleuze
to the letter of the ‘effect that exceeds its cause’. This would mean we should hold Durer
responsible for Norman Rockwell, and perhaps we should. Žižek argues that this effect has
transformed Deleuze into ‘an ideologist of today’s “digital capitalism”’ (2004: xii),82 ‘an
ideologist of late capitalism’ (2004: 184) and a ‘covert idealist’ (2004: 113). Deleuze very
carefully avoided offering anything as a ‘theory’ even if Žižek has chosen to turn Deleuze
from a ‘proceduralist’ into a theorist in order to be able to accuse him of being ‘idealist’.83

Deleuze posits ways of working with knowledge situated where the overflowing effects of
power and desire meet statistically viable knowledge. Contra-Deleuze, Žižek is arguing for
invariant value attained through scientific method even when causes chase effects into
literary machinations. Žižek does not allow for multiple values and multiple configurations
of knowledge. He argues against alternative modernisms which do not account for the
unifying historical character of capitalism (2004: 186-87) and he argues against
multiplicities that might ‘combine the unambiguous affirmation of the Virtual as the site of
production that generates constituted reality with the no less unambiguous statement that
“the virtual is produced out of the actual”’ (2004: 26).

See Žižek Organs without Bodies: On Deleuze and Consequence (2004), which includes an essay
published in Critical Inquiry (2003) as ‘The Ongoing “Soft Revolution”’, under the section titled ‘A Yuppie
Reading Deleuze’ (2004: 183-87). I will cite the book but have included both in the bibliography.
82
Žižek proposes that ‘what the digital information revolution, the biogenetic revolution and the quantum
revolution in physics all share is that they mark the re-emergence of what, for want of a better term, one is
tempted to call a post-metaphysical idealism (2004: 24).
83
Žižek observes, ‘as we know from Kant, transcendental constitution is a mark of our – human – finitude
and has nothing to do with “creating reality”: on the other hand reality appears to us only within the
transcendental horizon, so we cannot generate the emergence of the transcendental horizon from the ontic
self-development of reality.’ (2004: xi) If we add Duncan’s Fictive Certainties to Žižek’s version of Kant’s
transcendental constitution we arrive at both Deleuze and Arakawa and Gins: self-reflective, auto-affecting
process that acknowledges the domains of the faculties but is able to occupy positions adjacent to, or outside
of, the embodied configurations from which these horizons form.
81
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In fact, what Žižek is arguing against is the premise of inclusive disjunction – that
Deleuze’s philosophy relies upon ‘two logics, on two conceptual oppositions’… ‘a logic of
sense as the EFFECT of bodily-material processes-causes’ and ‘the logic of becoming as
PRODUCTION of Beings’ (2004: 21). Žižek finds these to be the opposition between
materialism and idealism at which point he proceeds to conduct an either/or analysis of
these becoming positions (2004: 22). Behind the conflict of materialism and idealism, the
problem for Žižek is what he sees as Deleuze’s vitalism which is contrasted with ‘Badiou’s
thesis on mathematics as the only adequate ontology, the only science of pure Being: the
meaningless Real of the pure multitude, the vast infinite coldness of the Void’ (2004: 29).
The difference, as Žižek portrays it, is:
In Deleuze, Difference refers to the multiple singularities that express the
One of the infinite Life, whereas with Badiou, we get multitude(s)
without any underlying Oneness. In Deleuze, Life is still the answer to
“Why is there Something and no Nothing?” whereas Badiou’s answer is
a more sober one, closer to Buddhism and Hegel: there IS only Nothing,
and all processes take place “from Nothing through Nothing to Nothing”
as Hegel put it (2004: 29).
Žižek is working from a conceptual, discursive approach that will not permit what he calls
Deleuze’s ‘standard attitude’, an attitude crucial also to the trajectory of this thesis, which
simultaneously considers ‘objects as isolated positive entities occupying a particular
location in abstract geometric space … and as objects perceived through the standpoint of
the subject’s existential engagement’ (2004: 29). This not only describes the philosophical
position of Deleuze (and the point of contention for Žižek), but it also describes the
approach of the existential practice of Arakawa and Gins. Žižek suggests that this is not
critical of Deleuze’s philosophy and proposes that what Deleuze ‘defines as the proper
conceptual work of philosophy undermines both our immersion into the life-world and out
position as abstract observers’ (2004: 29). However, I would suggest that Deleuze’s selfdifferentiating difference of becoming and Arakawa and Gins’ practical research on ‘the
extent of the site of person’ are both processes that enable modes of inclusion and
movement between positions. Both approaches construct these positions through discursive
sequences and material practices, thereby making ‘the elementary metaphysical gesture …
[of] withdrawal from the immersion into a concrete life-world to the position of the
abstract observer’ (2004: 29) available. Žižek is adamant about the duplicity/multiplicity
of the positions and the logical paradox they create, which does not recognise ‘Capital as
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the “concrete universal” of our historical epoch’ (2004: 185) and seriously problematises
‘alternate modernities’(186).84
What, then, does Žižek propose be done to dissolve the misguided belief in multiplicity
and the ignorant willfulness by which what we do not know is hastily named an ‘emergent
property’ (2004: 113)? He posits in the introduction to his book on Deleuze that in dealing
with ontological difference ‘perhaps … one should even take the risk of proposing that
psychoanalysis – the subject’s confrontation with its innermost fantasmatic kernel – is no
longer to be accepted as the ultimate gesture of subjective authenticity’ (2004: xi, note 1).
Žižek’s voracious appetite for critique seems to be the symptom he chooses to enjoy. His
objective is a revolutionary cultural politics even though the practice that would achieve
this stems from actions closer to the body. The only signpost to a way out of the vicious
circle of the symptom would be the one he imports from Jameson85 in the form of two
moments in the revolutionary process: the first a world reduction and destruction of idols,
which I have been calling a dismantling process, and the second a new way to image
Utopia. Jameson describes this new way as ‘a desiring to desire, a learning to desire’ and ‘a
set of narrative protocols with no precedents in our previous literary institutions’ (Jameson
in Žižek 2004: 211). Žižek reformulates this as the crucial link between psychoanalysis
and revolution:

People not only “realize their old (emancipatory, etc.) dreams” rather,
they have to reinvent their very modes of dreaming. Is it not the exact
formula of the link between the death drive and sublimation? It is only
this reference to what happens after the revolution, the “morning after”
that allows us to distinguish between libertarian pathetic outbursts and
true revolutionary upheavals. (Žižek 2004: 211)
Žižek implies that, unlike a Lacanian book on Deleuze, which would close the gap to
present a totalising view, his efforts are aimed at tracing the contours of the encounter
between two incompatible fields (2004: xi) – Lacanian psychoanalysis and Deleuzian
philosophy. However, it is clear from the critiques I have outlined that he aligns his
discourse with the search for invariance. While it is also clear that Žižek and Deleuze
agree on the important sites that require intervention (the imaginary, and the intersection of
subjectivity and the social), Žižek chooses critique and the destruction of idols, and

84
85

Žižek cites the critique of ‘alternate modernities’ from Jameson’s A Singular Modernity (2002: 12).
From Jameson (1994: 89-90).
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Deleuze chooses the production of concepts of process. The former is sequential and can
be derived from unprecedented narrative protocols; and the latter is non-sequential and
operates on inclusive disjunctions. They have each chosen different scales of action on
which to submit their reimaginings, Žižek at the level of the figural revolutionary model of
interaction and Deleuze at the level of self-differentiation.

The difference between Deleuze’s approach and that of Arakawa and Gins is that, although
both projects produce discursive sequences and concepts of process, Deleuze leaves the
implementation of the concepts/processes to the singular life. Arakawa and Gins propose
that discursive sequences are part of sited awareness and must work in conjunction within
and across other sites and material practices. Sequences of actions in surrounds built to
enable self-perceiving produce situations where daily researchers are able to ask questions
of the concepts of process in which they participate. Whereas Deleuze and Arakawa and
Gins would all agree that discursive sequences are forms of construction, Arakawa and
Gins use ‘coordinating’ (the activity of doing more than one thing at a time including
materialist and idealist operations) to develop the concept of process and the process of
observing embodied cognition. They continue the development of unprecedented narrative
(discursive protocols) by extending the notion to concurrent sequences in the person and in
the organism, examining them practically and existentially. Techniques that Žižek traces
and supports – withdrawal, restoration and revolution – are presented as one-way
movements of abstraction. These actions, however, are embodied and are not written in
stone or hardwired. They can become learned skills of distributed and configured
embodied cognition and an anticipated consequence of coordinating and constructing.

The tension enacted by the inversions and complex interactions of invariance and
incommensurability resurface frequently in the contemporary theoretical (aesthetic) and
practice (poetics) climate, and not just in debates between art and science. It is a slightly
more refined or newer disguise for the old argument of the One and the Many, same and
different. In previous sections this seemingly primordial debate has already appeared in the
guises of the totalised images of process and progress (evolution, utopia and teleology) and
the monorails of homeostasis that form the bodily basis for action (agency, groundedness
and the enactment of language). Here, I propose to examine problematic modes of
constructing and the embodied positions they produce: the autonymic neutralisation (a
specific discursive mode of positioning) and the lived experience of paradox versus irony,
which are more general applications of positionality. I will discuss how each of these
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modes of positionality reflects the embodied configurations that produce them, and the
embodied experiences they produce.

As the discussions of invariance and incommensurability have shown, the impulse to
configure one’s perception and action around one mode or engagement dampens the ability
to recognise the value of moving from one position to another because the single mode
becomes a function of identity and not of self-organising activity.86 In light of the potential
benefits of ‘moving within and across modes,’ a range of different tactics must be
employed by a ‘person’ in order to anticipate and interact with the automatic function of
the organism. For example paradox is the conflict produced by mutually exclusive
conceptual schemas, while irony, as an act of inversion and reversal, is the means by which
a person may practise moving attention from object to environment, from form to
significance, from image to sign, from genre to world, and from one scale of action to
another. By considering these movements to be a result of cognitive configuration and the
constructing of cognitive configurations, it is possible to position the role that abstract
schemas play. Instead of deliberately choosing to avoid reducing the encounter of logics to
one perspective and one logic, Arakawa and Gins are suggesting we become aware of not
investing in one mode or one way of configuring that mode of perception and action within
the distribution and coordination of embodied cognition.

Lyotard demonstrates ways of engaging that are directly connected to the bodily
implication of the making distinctions that construct a world. For Lyotard, The Differend
(1988c) was a way to make good on his rallying cry, ‘wage war on totality’ (1988b: 82).87
The differend constitutes ‘doing philosophy’, not unlike the pragmatic approach of
Wittgenstein’s project, but operating beyond logic and proposition in the expanding field
of anti- and para-aesthetic material structures.88 To review the stakes of The Differend,
Lyotard asks: ‘In what genre of discourse, in what phrase family would the supreme
tribunal be able to render its judgement upon the pretensions to validity of all phrases …?’

86

Baudrillard, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and contemporary economic rationalist business approaches have all
been popularly described as post-ideological. However, my discussion of embodied movement within and
across positions that would eventually lead to a figural and personal stance on public issues is pointed first
and foemost at the heuristic value of these configuration on embodied understanding.
87
This observation was made considerably earlier in the original French edition of The Postmodern
Condition: A Report on Knowledge, which dates from 1979. While The Differend: Phrases in Dispute was
originally published in 1983, the first English edition became available in 1988.
88
In effect, transdisciplinarity is an attempt to immunise discourse and research against the reductive and
prejudicial problems that the differend makes visible.
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(1988c: 31). ‘The differend’, he notes, ‘is a case of conflict that cannot be equitably
resolved for lack of a rule of judgement applicable to both arguments’ (1988c: xi).

Citation (or quotation and appropriation in painting) is one of the sites where a differend
may occur and indicates a situation where a single regime of cognitives is extended or
under which all phrases may pass. Citation and citability highlight the site where the
material structure and the informational structure are no longer parallel or in concert yet
neither are they repositioned by means outside the discourse. Lyotard identifies one formal
move of this kind as an ‘autonym’ (1988c: 31), which is the inclusion of a statement within
a statement constructed to frame it. For example, the question ‘is this lipstick?’ is replaced
by the autonym ‘it was asked if this is lipstick’ and so on (1988c: 31). All attempts to
determine value or knowledge can be cited and thereby effectively neutralised: ‘autonymic
transformation of the phrase consists, first of all, in not expecting its effectuation’ (1988c:
31). No effect and seemingly no movement, dialectic or otherwise. Yet my thesis is
attempting to reconnect scales and modes of effect. In self-organisation, everything has an
effect, therefore we must ask ‘what is the effect of no effect?’ a question to which
eventually Lyotard replies: the sublime, the sense that the infinite produces the realisation
and sensation that nothing more will happen. However, instead of the infinite remaining in
the figural guise of confrontation with the terrible image of the infinite, Lyotard has
relocated it as the infinite nuance that telescopes away and out of reach within the rub and
matter of thought.89 Working through whether the differend can be resolved by a dialectic,
Lyotard concludes that:

A dialectical reading of this kind has no access to the sublime that is
subjectively felt by thought as differend. One has only to refer to what
concerns the sublime in the Hegelian (and Romantic) aesthetic in general.
It is clear that for critical thought such a reading expresses the
transcendental illusion of which reason is always the victim, or expresses
a failing in the “domiciliation” of the acts of thought. (Lyotard 1994:
131)

89

At the end of Lyotard’s essay ‘After the Sublime, the State of Aesthetics’ (1994: 135-43), he asks what the
analogue of matter in thought would be, concluding that words are its matter, its timbre and nuance. His
remarks on the paradox of art ‘after the sublime’ is that art ‘turns towards a thing which does not turn
towards the mind’ (1994: 142) by which he means matter equated with the Thing. Lyotard’s notion is that
matter and the continuum of infinite nuance, or ‘the Thing’, does not enter into ‘a pragmatics of
communication or a teleological destination’(1994: 142). This æffects both theory in general and aesthetic
theory in particular, which he characterises as the attempt ‘by which the mind tries to rid itself of words, of
the matter that they are and finally of matter itself’ (1994: 143).
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Incommensurability cannot be eradicated by invariance. It is in this light that art in the
1980s became a function of the proliferation of citability and the impotence of
contemporary dialectic strategies. Art, and painting in particular, along with the art world’s
interest in theory as a mode of legitimation, embraced the autonymic transformation of
content. Art no longer stated ‘It was raining’ but only offered ‘The sentence “it is
raining”’. No doubt this distancing and politesse is the irony of denial and barely hides
what is both genuine questioning and long-toothed cynicism. This history of the
endeavours to position the ground of meaning, has contributed to a backlash that currently
swings towards the quest for invariance in both arts and sciences. According to Lyotard
(1988c), the autonym and autonymic transformation signal the ability to politically
neutralise ideological commands. I would add that it also erodes the ability to make
meaningful statements to oneself in the acts of auto-affection. He uses the example of
when soldiers link the command ‘Avanti’ to the cry ‘Bravo’, observing that this move repositions the imperative into an utterance to be commented upon as if to say, ‘yes,
advance, that is an idea worth applauding’ (1988c: 31). The linking of phrase regimes leads
to an aestheticisation of events, a distancing strategy that comes from recognition of the
differend that allows us to situate addressors and addressees under one regime. The
neutralisation of the statement opens the possibility for other forms of linkage to operate.
Coordinating scales is not the same as opening the floodgates between the scales, although
the implication of infinite nuance-blending is present. The aestheticisation of events is a
standardising tactic while the democratisation of attention activates degrees of difference.
Landing sites are not able to erase difference by standardising the forms of appearance;
they are the cleaving of self-differentiating difference that questions how forming occurs.

I remember thinking during the 1980s that art had gone into an autonymic tailspin.
Painting, having died a number of times, seemed, only able to point – zombie-like – to
issues and slices of experience, ceasing to ‘speak’ in the manner that we could perceive.
The autonym seemed to be the only way a statement could operate – making encoded
commentary on or enthusiastic pointing to the fact of its own presentation– raising the
ironic neutralisation of meaning to the pinnacle of communication. My understanding of
the transavant-garde of the 1980s, typified by the ironic heroism of Schnabel, Chia,
Clemente, Paladino, Polke, Richter, Immendorf, Keifer, and others, was reinforced by
Lyotard’s The Differend (1988) which was well suited to the taste that art had developed
for theory and the inversion of the value of history and history painting. At the time, artists
had reached the end of making statements. Sherri Levine’s appropriation art pushed this to
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the extreme. Even the materiality of the art supports had been overly codified so that they
no longer operated effectively as sensation. In light of these changes, any ‘new’ poetics or
aesthetics would have to address what to do after the neutralisation of all statements
through autonymic transformation had taken place, since any subsequent authorising
regime is susceptible to the same neutralising treatment. It is almost automatic. Autonymic
neutralisation, which I would describe in Æffective terms as erosion, is not so much a
function of the art strategies as it is an indication of the status of embodied cognition. If,
within art, both painting and poetry have become statements about statements in order to
instigate the bottoming out of any pervasive system of knowledge acquisition or value,
then these activities also need to be reinvented as operations from which statements can be
made. It is because the domain of figural knowledge restricts what is permissible as
content, because it tautologically or autonymically determines the objects of knowledge,
that Arakawa and Gins have focused their research on ‘the mechanism of meaning’ (not
meanings themselves or the indeterminacy of meaning). They have invented non-ironic
irony as a mode of constructing and a way of generating statements that are not obliged to
deliver on the truth of their contents, but rather to invite re-entry and stimulate
coordinating skills.
Arakawa and Gins have directed their efforts towards the use of statements90 as embodied
configurations rather than considering them as part of a progression leading to erasure. The
erasure of meaning is counter-productive to the task of understanding how meaning is
produced, maintained and deployed. As a result, specialised processes and products, such
as art and artworks, no longer need to be maintained (as paintings or poems, ready-mades,
built environments, situations, actions, buildings). In the art world, the reaction to the
neutralisation of meaning and quarantine of reference can be seen in the ‘return of the real’
(Foster), in the ethnographic turn of art and theory and in the social value or ‘relational
aesthetics’ (Bourriaud) informed by sociology and critical theory. However, another
alternative is that art and artworks can become modes of forming (configuration) that enact
what was once the subject of the poem or the painting.

Arakawa and Gins have decided to pursue a research path that does not re-enchant
meaning through the recombination of systems of value, nor relocate the measure of
90

‘The term language-game is meant to bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of a language is part
of an activity or form of life.’ (Wittgenstein 1967: § 23) Theorists who develop the noton of language games
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meaning to another cultural site of assessment and judgment. Neither have they appealed to
a modernism of sympathetic magic, the abracadabra (I create as I speak) performative
utterance of interconnection. Instead they have devised a way of exploring The Mechanism
of Meaning through an existential ontology which involves the democratisation of
awareness and the deployment of landing-site configurations. They have decided that the
site of questioning is precisely these bodily activities that have been presupposed to be
undisturbed by or impervious to being unduly influenced. The very acts of attending,
perceiving, questioning, deciding and judging, enact the responses that legitimate meaning
and value.91

The embodied implications of constructing an autonym are twofold. First, the autonym
allows the making of statements to be easily generalised, formalised and distributed as a
commodity. A person can make a statement by inserting his or her name or content into the
format ‘The sentence “___________”.’ Its legitimation is embedded in the ability to sew
up and present the statement. The second implication is the lived experience of the
autonym, and autonymic transformation, as it Æffects the embodied configuration. The
raw material of language devoid of its content and context is presented under the banner of
variety. The tendency for all statements to erode into autonyms in the entropy of
informatics can always be used as a device to stir up conflicts and inequitable rules of
judgment: all indifference is absolute difference. Here we have entered into a universe of
paradoxes, which remain discursive in their deployments and removed from the world in
which they operate. Here too, the traces of Lyotard’s sublime, relocated from elsewhere to
the sensation of thought (1991b: 143), are hard to find. ‘Sensation is always valued inferior
to language because it is logically intransitive’ (Byrd 1994: 184). This is the embodied
reason that Arakawa and Gins have concentrated on landing sites and procedures that

do not pursue language and speech in terms of embodied cognition, whereas for Arakawa and Gins,
discursive engagement is always a body-wide engagement.
91
Habermas’ Legitimation Crisis (1975) and the heated debates between Lyotard and Habermas on the
different approaches to the production of meaning in the postmodern era indicate the implications that attend
each position. Habermas’ approach takes the form of a theory of communicational activity grounded in a
materialist social anthropology. He pits ‘work’ (instrumental activity) against ‘interaction’ (communicational
activity). Habermas recasts Kant’s pure reason as cognitive or theoretic and recasts practical reason as moral
and practical use of reason in an effort to safeguard rationality in communication. By delimiting the realm of
technical activity from practical reason it becomes possible to restore the importance of the sphere of
interaction mediated by language. Interaction is a symbolic social practice oriented toward an ethical and
political objective. Lyotard’s alternative is to take the multiplicity of heterogeneous language games as the
basis for a pluralistic social pragmatics by abandoning attachment to an underlying stable system and the
need for consensus (Godzich 1992: 120-24). Arakawa and Gins continue Lyotard’s argument by moving the
site of interaction from ‘abandoning the stability of any underlying system’ to the need to recognise the
embodied operations that ‘construct’ and functionally implement stability and instability.
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guide the construction of landing as both transitive and intransitive, belonging to the logic
of the plan and the specificity of the site where one tentatively lands towards a holding in
place (combining the nuances of landing sites and architectural procedures).

The process of landing inside intransitive forms of forming produces a quality of
movement necessary to designate some thing or event as either this or that, invariant or
incommensurable. Within this process, it is not the cognitive realms of paradox that shift
scales of action and modes of sensing, it is the embodied experience of irony that moves
us. Embodied transitions are the purpose of Arakawa and Gins’ mode of tentatively
constructing. Both irony and paradox initiate transitions in the configuration of embodied
cognition.

I propose that, for embodied cognition, the difference between the Æffects of irony and the
Æffects of paradox is indicative of the orientational conflicts that arise when difference is
theorised by type rather than by degree. Differences between modes of perception and
action that are oriented to affect or effect, invariance or incommensurability, materialism
or idealism are constructed on the embodied disposition that prefers paradox. Differences
between modes of qualities of movement, modes of distribution and coordination of
attention, and tactics of positionality are constructed on the embodied disposition that
favours irony and the heuristic benefits of historical ironic movements.

The experience of irony is inflammation while the experience of paradox is paralysis.
Paradox exists in discourse, and the discursive rules that govern regimes of thought, by
producing a case of conflict where the two modes of existence are made present but
mutually exclusive. The only way to resolve the conflict is to eliminate or negate one mode
so that the other can have its existence reified. In an organism, however, there are no
paradoxes – that is to say, there are no negative existences, only the continuous present of
bodily existence. Therefore embodied experience of paradox is the experience of a
movement from one position to another across a line in the sand. The paradox exists in
logic but the movement that comprehends the paradox occurs in the body as an ironic
condition, circumstance or situation that arises from the Æffect of the paradox – the literal
effect of the degree (intensity) of the affect. Because irony is a mode of positionality and
paradox is a mode of categorical inclusion/exclusion, the latter requires the former to be
realised, actualised. In the formula of the liar’s paradox: ‘I never lie’, ‘I’ must dis-pose myself, and tactically pose my relationship to one or the other contexts embedded in the
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surround. In the surround I stand with or against myself, I am my word or my words
exceed me. I petition and re-petition; I make a motion to be a liar or not liar. The identity
decision is an actual literal distinction where all of the sites of my ‘person’ pass through
themselves to arrive at where they were except now pointing in a ‘different’ direction.
Head over heels to arrive in the different place without moving. Is this the dance that
Marx’s wooden table first jigged? Is that infinite regress the thousand plateaus between the
sites of the liar and the sites of the observer beside him or herself? Embodied irony occurs
all the time in a conceptually structured world and is generated by either stimulating or
inhibiting the transfer between degrees of inclusion or between direct and indirect means
of change. When choosing, literally and figuratively, to break the strict rules of inclusion,
an identity crisis explodes to envelop the difference between self and other, the extent of
the body, the status of objects and the degree of reciprocity and symmetry that can actually
be maintained with the surrounds.

The meaning of Arakawa and Gins’ tentativeness and particular brand of embodied irony,
called ‘non-ironic irony’ (2003b: 20), is quite different from sarcastic irony, which aims at
correction by pointing out conflicts in codes of practice, or parodic irony, which aims at
productive engagement not simply delegitimation through humiliation (see Hutcheon
(1985 and 1994). Arakawa and Gins offer a sincere or operative irony – Massumi’s
‘operative reason’ (2002: 109) joined (cleaved) to non-ironic irony, which taps into the
awareness of the ironic condition and experience of the living body as it turns in and from
itself, aligning with various aspects of its informatic existence. Non-ironic irony is the
condition of inversion, reversal and strategic repositioning that is deployed because the
ironic position becomes a site of triggering, priming and indirect directness, which is to be
taken seriously and literally. For example, the irony that an organism interacts with internal
descriptions as if they were external descriptions becomes the non-ironic irony of learning
how to interact with the ironic condition in a heuristic fashion that enables re-entry and
engagement with that condition.

The Works of Arakawa and Gins

In the following discussions of selected works of Arakawa and Gins, there are several
important tactics of constructing that emerge from the shift from function to procedure
(discussed in Section 2.3 Coordinating). For example, embodied irony can be made to turn
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into non-ironic irony as a way of linking material and composing sites that enact the two
architectural procedures discussed in Coordinating: ‘disperse-to-contrast’ and ‘tentativecradling towards a holding in place’. The embodied sensation of irony in contrast to the
logical conflict of paradox, will provide a constant reminder of their tactics. Non-ironic
irony, as a coordinological mode of organisation and as a formal tactic, provides a way of
thinking

about

the

quality

of

bodily

movement

between

invariance

and

incommensurability. The movement across scales of action and across modes of sensing is
the focus of one of Arakawa and Gins’ deployments of the liar’s paradox to initiate bodywide activity, as opposed to cognitive conflict. This movement takes on the qualities of
thinking-feeling that which we experience as movement from:
•

incommensurability to invariance or vice versa;

•

‘saying one and thinking two’ (Arakawa and Gins in Govan 1997: 77);

•

the relation of the finite to the infinite, or organism to surround;

•

the dual potential of cleaving to separate and join;

•

the set theory of embodied ramifications: the liar’s paradox.

I have explored how Arakawa and Gins approach the idea of constructing through landing
site and landing site configuration, the coordination of body-wide modes of sensing and
Æffects across scales of action. Their work tries to change the isolated activities of poets,
artists, philosophers, scientists, researchers and practitioners of any description, into bodywide active enactive practices. Re-entry cannot be postponed. We are in the midst of its
timing chain at its threshold state. When Arakawa and Gins decided to give up their
individual practices and pool their resources, the aim was not to produce a ‘new’ poetics,
aesthetics or science but to discover, encounter and explore a new body, an
atmospherically intricate domain of sites that can be reconfigured.

I will begin this discussion with individual works from Arakawa and from Gins to indicate
the personal dispositions and orientations that they brought to the collaboration. These
books are primarily of interest as modes of discovery: Poe and Arakawa’s Eureka exhibits
Arakawa’s strong diagrammatic approach and exploration of the ‘blank’; and Gins’ Helen
Keller or Arakawa sets up the operation of ‘cleaving’ – both operations inform the ways in
which a person constructs the perceiver, the maker and the encounters with organismperson-surround.
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In 1991 Arakawa published a series of relief prints inserted into the reprinting of Edgar
Allan Poe’s Eureka, An Essay on the Material and Spiritual Universe. Arakawa selects
specific passages to interact with and extrapolate from, not overwriting Poe’s text but
diagramming its movements at certain key points. Poe’s Eureka combines aesthetic
philosophy, prose poem and essay in an irrepressible oration on the role of intuition in
human knowledge being as valid as deduction and induction. It also demonstrates a desire
for reconciliation of science and art; plays through the nineteenth century’s preoccupation
with the macabre; contains a letter from the year 2848; and exhibits the serious irony that
overflows from brushes with the infinite in thought (Todd ‘Introduction’ in Poe and
Arakawa 1991: iii). Poe’s science is certainly suspect by today’s standards and betrays a
vitalist view of the universe. However his use of science is not for proof, but a supplement
to his vision, inductions and deductions. Knowledge is ultimately useless; one reaches the
point where only ‘intuition … of which the processes are so shadowy as to escape our
consciousness’ can lead one to the truth (1991: ix).

Figure 17. Edgar Allan Poe’s Eureka with prints by Arakawa – cover and open book.

Poe’s passions and the circumstances of his personal life (the death of his mother and wife
and his reactions to these events) show the degree to which he is embedded in his
surrounds. Arakawa develops the idea of the environment’s potential, which has been
influenced by his friend and ally, Duchamp. The latency of the world does not haunt
Arakawa, who views imagination and perception as actions. This is why he extends and
engages Eureka in a diagrammatic material encounter. The type of irony that these prints
represent is as close as Arakawa comes to sentimentality. The interactions are severe but
respectful of Poe’s naive vision and extraordinary foresight. The ‘will’ of Poe has given
way to a more complex interaction and configuration of blank, tentativeness and the
216

activity of landing as a site. His ‘sorrow’ has given way to the tools of procedural knowing
which combat desperation and defeatism through crisis ethics. This sorrow extends to the
entire set of conceptual limitations placed upon persons with which the organism may not
and should not have to comply. Not irreversible loss but changeable direction – reversible
destiny. The basis for this possibility – that dreaming is the foundation of reality and
science – proceeds by intuitive leaps (1991: 7): ‘The simple truth is that the Aristotelians
erected their castles on a basis far less reliable than air, for no such things as axioms ever
existed or can possibly exist at all’ (1991: 8). The ironic construction of Poe’s simple truths
supplies the switching mechanism between perception and imagination, neutralising both
possibilities in suspension, but not erasing or devaluing them.

Figure 18. Arakawa Blank Dots, 1982

Each set of prints begins with a right-hand page where a single line marks a horizon or
watermark level (see Figure 20). In each subsequent set of prints, the line on the first page
moves incrementally higher. The next two pages form a diptych; two facing pages which
constitute a single print where Arakawa interacts with Poe’s text. The last page follows the
diptych and always falls on a left-hand page that is blank. The text of Eureka resumes on
the subsequent right-hand side. This blank (page) is loaded with all that Arakawa has
invested in it since his ‘blank’ paintings of the 1960s onwards. The blank page presents a
state of depletedness and readiness, not the expansive blank page in Olson’s Maximus
poem where the page becomes the sea, but a blank of tentative yet active possibility that is
attached to and kept separate from the text Arakawa is re-forming. These insertions into
and reconfigurations of Eureka enact the living response that Poe sought to elicit from his
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readers. The irony of the interplay is evidence of the seriousness with which Arakawa reenters the space, time and layers of the text. This is most noticeable where Poe’s ideas are
developed in Arakawa and Gins’ work. For example, Poe’s belief that there are many
centres of sentient activity within the text (1991: 11, 12), which radiate outward through
the site of the person, to the environment and universe, is posited by Arakawa and Gins as
the microevents of distributing sentience though landing sites (2002: 9).

Figure 19. Example of one set of Arakawa’s prints for Eureka consisting of four pages.

Arakawa uses passages from Poe’s text in each set of prints. The text that appears in the
prints is never chosen from the place in the text where the prints are inserted. The selected
texts are anachronistic within the original sequence of Poe’s prose poem and do not
comment on or engage with the flow of Poe’s ideas. Arakawa uses portions of text usually
before they appear in Poe’s text. Arakawa’s prints are diagrams from the future and the
future Æffects of Poe’s thoughts. As Poe himself does with the letter he transcribes from
2848, Poe also invokes an anachronistic and synchronistic universe where, although logic
denies it, ‘a tree can be a tree and not a tree’ (Mill in Poe 1991: 14). Poe challenges the
veracity of one of John Stuart Mill’s axioms: ‘Contradictions cannot both be true – that is,
cannot co-exist in nature’ (1991: 14). Mill says the tree cannot be and not be, because it is
impossible to conceive it so. From this a ‘differend’ and a paradox ensue between logic
and experience, science and art. The differend exists in the recognition that logic victimises
intuition and that the paradox is the result of judgments made from this position, which
does not logically allow a single thing to have two (contradictory) values. Poe’s indirect
answer to Mill is: ‘Infinity is the representative but of a thought of a thought.’ (1991: 17)
The intuition on which Poe relies edges towards Arakawa’s notion of the blank as reservoir
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of regenerative possibility. As Duchamp changes Kant retroactively (De Duve 1998), so
Arakawa’s selection makes it difficult to hear Poe’s words without Arakawa’s blank in
one’s ears. Poe states:

Let us now endeavour to conceive what matter must be, when or if, in its
absolute extreme of simplicity. Here the reason flies at once to
imparticularity – to a particle – to one particle – a particle of one kind –
of one character – of one nature – of one size – of one form – a particle
therefore “without form and void” – a particle positively a particle at all
points – a particle absolutely unique, individual, undivided, and not
indivisible. (1991: 17)
The movement in and out of idea and material, nothingness and form, is possible because
of bodily actions which allow an organism to interact with its own descriptions as if they
were external, or allow the ecological niche to ‘co-select’ features in an organism.
Arakawa performs a similar process in all of his prints for Eureka. The placement of the
excerpted text requires a correlation between the literal and implied space of the page and
the orientation of the text on the double page. The texts both float and are anchored – that
is they participate in the implied infinite space ‘behind’ the surface of the page and they
adhere to the material texture and the way in which ink is pressed into paper in the printing
process. The operation of orienting oneself to the relationships on the page recapitulates
the observation in Poe’s text that repulsion proceeds from coalescence or condensation, an
idea that Poe equates with heterogeneity. Arakawa’s breaking and repeating of texts set up
ratios and scales, perspectives and condensations, depending on the local diagrammatic
system for each page. They are literally finite and infinite spaces in Poe’s sense of being at
the limits of the conceivable. Arakawa subtly plays with the way his diagrammatic lines
intervene with Poe’s text. Lines that initially appear to underline important phrases also
seem to cross out the same phrases.

For Poe, the universe is implicated in the disruptions of atoms, which have real and
unimaginable effects (1991: 31). According to Poe’s Romantic pseudo-science, the spirit
world’s being bound to the living body parallels the finite’s dependency upon the infinite.
Once division begins, every splitting of a hair buys a possibility for moving the absolute
points of the thresholds. Such an encroachment on the energy and matter of the universe’s
domain is precisely the threshold Arakawa and Gins declare can be found in the site of the
body and activated. They understand that the relation of infinite to finite, and the excess of
the effect over the cause, can be used to accentuate tentativeness, which would allow both
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sides of an irony to come into play without prejudice, opening configurative possibilities
and shifting scales of action. I will discuss three of the eight sets (numbers 3, 4 and 7)
which will serve to indicate the pertinent issues and complexity of interaction which
Arakawa brings through to his collaboration with Madeline Gins.

Figure 20. Arakawa’s third set of prints for Eureka

In the third set of prints (1991: 32-35) there are different texts on each page but with
exactly the same spacing and placement, and they are justified on both sides. Arakawa’s
diagrammatic interactions are not symmetrical but play off repeated motifs, implying
inclusion through the use of brackets, and connection through the use of arrows, which
activates the pages, unlike the more static lines of previous prints. Poe’s text anticipates
Bergson and Einstein, declaring that ‘space and duration are one’ (from 1991: 90). The
dramas of the universe are what happen while all things return to unity and the inevitable
end. Poe is not attempting to dismantle the inevitability but to reanimate the dead by
attenuating the effects of animate matter so that they can be felt and interacted with long
after their death. After the death of his child bride, Virginia Clem, Poe was in a state of
physical collapse for months and his body began to deteriorate rapidly. The central concern
of Poe’s Eureka is wrapped up at every level with truth’s relationship to beauty, and beauty
is tied to the changing (transmuted) forms of animation. ‘Poetry and truth are one’;
therefore his theory of the universe should be regarded as coming into being through
mythopoiesis.
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Poe exhibits a late romantic version of Duchamp’s infrathin where the ways in which we
are tied into environment allow us to attach and fixate upon certain persons and things to
draw from them what the entire environment might normally provide (Todd 1991: vi). The
old-fashioned romanticism Poe exhibits becomes in time the postmodern melancholy of
Lyotard (1988b: 80) or the condition of being caught between the motivation of
unrelenting regret and an insistence upon innovation as beginning again in the twentieth
century. Poe sought a universal answer to the meaning of death. Arakawa and Gins seek an
answer to sustaining life. Poe entertained the idea that man could triumph over death, not
through immortality but by coming back to life. ‘That life and death could synchronically
exist in the same body is the basis for Poe’s prototypical story, Ligeia’ (Todd, 1991: vii).
The poetry of Poe was aimed at writing so as to bring back to life. Arakawa and Gins do
not exhibit, or concur with, the tropic approach or romantic, melancholic motivations.
Instead they counter Poe’s metaphysical irony with sincere irony – non-ironic irony –
exemplified in the statement ‘we have decided not to die’ (Arakawa and Gins 1997).

Figure 21. Arakawa’s fourth set of prints for Eureka

The fourth set of prints, above (1991: 44–47), offers an asymmetrical field operating on
zones of attraction than rather than conventionally framed pages. Arakawa’s more chaotic
coordination of diagram and text, bodily attention and ideational positioning, breaks with
the formality of the page to imply a stronger connection to the reader’s world/universe. In
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this set of prints there are remnants of previous repetitions, perhaps a last battle between
the infinite and finite, except that now Arakawa’s more complex perception of the world
begins to reposition how we continue to understand Poe’s Eureka. This idea of staging a
critical point in a program or series of interactions is consistent with much of Arakawa and
Gins’ architectural approach in which reassembly often begins to occur mid-way through
the process of disassembly. Because the diagrammatic schema in the fourth set of prints is
denser and not aligned as much with the grid of the text, the traces can be seen on the other
side of the page, through to the blankness of the last print of the set. This kind of control is
very deliberate as a material consideration that has critical overtones, in the sense that as
we witness Arakawa’s discoveries through Poe’s text (of discovery), the ability to contain
the categories of our interaction and attentions becomes less conceivably possible, or
perhaps more conceivably impossible. The embossed and intaglio transmissions of the
universe are reanimated and transmuted, betraying infrathin dealings that pass into other
modes of presentation and other forms of limited and limitless exchange.

Figure 22. Arakawa’s seventh set of prints for Eureka

In the seventh set of prints, above (1991: 80-83), a vertical division of the pages is
demarcated by repeating the same text but joining the right-hand text to the lower bottom
edge of the left-hand text so that a four-quadrant or checkerboard pattern appears. There
are sets of brackets, which cover differing amounts of the texts on the vertical axis (half of
one, three-quarters of another, etc.). Two thicket-like bundles of arrowed lines, pointing up
and down in their bundles, present slight variation. The bundle on the left side of the
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diptych thins at the middle while the other bundle thickens. The top and bottom lines,
which in other prints contained the image, have been turned at a slight diagonal to open out
and include other conceptions of space, both imaginary and actual space, rather than the
consensual space of the book page. Arakawa uses the passage in Eureka where Poe
discusses what can be associated with Arakawa and Gins’ notion of the blank (1991: 105,
used in prints: 81, 82). Poe’s text arrives at a point where matter fulfills its purpose. Matter
comes full circle, expelling ‘Ether’ and returning to unity, paradoxically without attraction
or repulsion. Poe concludes: ‘matter without matter – in other words, again, matter no
more’. This neutral and blank regenerative reservoir of possibility that pervades the world
is important to the development of Arakawa and Gins’ work, explored at length in their
book To Not to Die (1987).

It is important to note that Arakawa is not responding to the logic of Poe’s petition in
support of intuition. Arakawa is responding to Poe’s approach which resists the limits
posed by impossibility (1991: 41). Poe and Arakawa are both concerned with the mutual
adaptations and the reciprocity of ‘divine’ constructions. Arakawa would replace ‘divine’,
which attempts to point to unnameable scales of complexity, with a non-teleological
adjective such as ubiquitous or existing. Poe states that we consider things to be the
expression of a design when they connect to other events or objects that appear as a closed
system. We may choose to regard it either way, ‘and we may take at any time a cause for
an effect, or the converse – so that we can never absolutely decide which is which’. Poe
goes on to conclude that ‘the pleasure which we derive from any display of human
ingenuity is in the ratio of the approach to this species of reciprocity’ (1991: 90, used in
prints: 47, 48). However, Poe voices the question we might easily imagine Duchamp or
Arakawa also asking, ‘have we any right to inferences?’ (1991: 78). The asymmetrical
doubling of the text in the seventh set of prints indicates that inferences emerge from the
movement of same to different; a movement that tentativeness produces. Because our
conclusions are intolerable, it is the quality of the movement that is crucial to the exercise.
Blank and the cultivation of the blank through tentativeness allow interactions (between
the background and the figure, between the context and the text, and the surround and the
organism) not to be wasted or ignored by the measures that search only for fully formed
autonomous agents (animate or inanimate). In their collaboration, Arakawa and Gins
transform the ‘will’ of Poe’s text into a far more complex interaction (embodied cognition)
and configuration of blank, tentativeness and landing sites.
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Figure 23. Arakawa/Eureka – remaining sets of prints.
No. 8

On the first page of Eureka, Poe tells us that the Destiny of the universe is ‘Inevitable
Annihilation’ (1991: 1), but at the end of the prose poem he reassures us that if we can
understand the operations of Divine Injustice we no longer need to rebel against Sorrow.
‘We ourselves have imposed [sorrow] upon ourselves’ and ‘in this view alone the
existence of Evil becomes intelligible; but it becomes more – it becomes endurable’ (1991:
106). This is the ‘balm of Gilead’ for which Poe had longed, the solace for the irreversible
loss of the beloved. Here is where Poe and Arakawa part ways. Arakawa utilises the
leverage on the universe which Poe uncovers as a way of dismantling the psychoanalytic
limits that construct a ‘person’. The ‘Sorrow’ and irreversible loss of which Poe speaks is
the entire set of conceptual limitations (Imaginary and Symbolic) that Arakawa
224

demythologised and deromanticised into changeable direction and reversible destiny that
does not require compliance other than to the state of one’s self-organising practices. Poe
could only conceive of re-animation while Arakawa and Gins have embarked upon modes
of sustainability.

The second book of discovery is Madeline Gins’
Helen Keller or Arakawa (1994). In this work it is
possible to observe Gins’ distinct orientation and
mode of production in relation to their shared
processes. The ‘poetic’ that emerges from this work
constantly layers and re-enters the shifts within and
between modes of sensing, and movement across
scales of action, particularly evident in the relation of
body to written and spoken language. The text not
only discusses this but demonstrates and enacts it in
varying ways, asking the reader to engage with it in
Figure 24. Gins’ book cover

almost all of the ways in which a text can perform.

The book operates as both a catalogue and as a reworking of ideas from Arakawa’s
paintings and their collaborative works; it constructs an argument using both observation
and critical/analytical engagements with contemporary philosophy, physics, mathematics,
biology and psychology. It also employs dialogue and speculative fiction as ways to
explore the experience of reconfigured sensing and the movement towards embodied
otherness. Finally, it is a propositional work, setting forth what will become procedures in
Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures: constructing towards a holding in place,
notions of cleaving, and tentativeness.

The most important discovery of the book is awareness of the mobility of our systemic
blind spots, which Helen Keller’s perception and action exemplify. Each mode of sensing
perceives landing sites unable to be perceived by other modes. With this embodied
understanding on board, it becomes possible to think about uncharted movements within
and organism and between an organism and the surroundings. Mobility is both a
physiological and an organisational structure. Movement between modes of bodily activity
is directly and indirectly tied to the blind spot that focuses, and effectively edits or
suppresses, perception. This becomes clear when considering the way various methods of
camouflage target different modes of visual detection. For example, the well-known forest
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or desert pattern on clothing is designed to conceal forms from visual or photographic
detection at a distance; infra-red camouflage is designed to conceal warmth but not visual
form; dazzle camouflage is designed to delay visual recognition of the class of war ship on
the horizon. The practice of increasing the sensitivity of or combining modes of sensing in
the ‘organism that persons’ works conversely to camouflage’s purpose of concealment by
revealing the way a person’s senses are configured into a perceptual system. This is what
Gins is referring to when she observes:

Any interfering with the event of cleaving, any bringing in of petty, local,
bodily concerns would have prevented the variegated, many ways of
cleaving from having their day, from moving into and through each
other. (1994: 281)
The ability to ‘move into and through’ is what is mobilised. Blind spots are not inabilities
to detect. They are inabilities to move among one’s modes of sensing compounded by the
top down processing of conceptual parameters that constrain attention. Clarification is the
result of more highly defined search parameters and not of procedures which examine the
basis of perception. Gins has St. Augustine speak: ‘although I can lift my finger to point
something out, I cannot supply the vision by means of which either this gesture or what it
indicates can be seen’ (1994: 283). Gins’ book is about the question of what constitutes the
sites of this ‘I’ and what it means to ‘supply’. These are bodily activities, not presupposed
speaking positions (1994: 283).

The part of the brain called the reticular activating system performs what is called a gating
function. It pre-selects from the organism’s point of view what the person needs to know.
This can be picking one’s name out in a noisy crowd or inhibiting movement stimulated by
perception in a dream. Each mode of sensing requires a blind spot to allow the object and
subject of its sensitivity to appear. This is why the unpacking and cross-referencing
phenomenological experience of affect in relation to physiological structures and processes
is important.

As discussions of Helen Keller, Karl Dahlke and Ian Waterman have demonstrated, we
under-estimate the connection/configuration of our modes of sensing. For example, we do
not explore seeing as a body-wide activity, nor do we take advantage of visualisation to
prime bodily coordination. Landing site configurations cross modes of sensing and
constitute recursive somatisation/visualisation techniques of task performance. Gins draws
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attention to Helen Keller’s many modes of perceiving, which are embedded and envelope
each other. Her sensorium is already cross-referenced. Configurations of sensing rise in
Keller to meet each occasion of perception. Gins’ description of Keller’s ability to move
within these configurations maps an array of positions that congeal momentarily as
configurations we might identify: Helen Keller or Arakawa or Anne Sullivan-Mace or
Madeline Gins or the plethora of other proceduralists and coordinologists that assemble in
her book and spill over into the reader’s sited awareness.

Arakawa and Gins in the course of their collaboration put in motion a heuristic process or
procedure that suggests a range of positions to be taken up, relinquished or revisited. They
are learned persons and autodidactic organisms. The heuristic aspect of all activity is
crucial when attempting to work on the site of selection and change. These positions are
temporary images of configurations that emerge from the dynamics of atmospherically
intricate domains encountering difference, noting differences and producing landing sites.

One example of the way Gins’ writing parallels Arakawa’s diagrams and achieves a
similar movement of abstraction and re-entry into the middle of things is Chapter XXI,
‘Birds’. In this chapter, Gins is exploring the notion of texture and a thickening that the
body lends to ideas which already had some of those qualities to a lesser degree. She is
also demonstrating how the voice ‘figures’ the texture of the world to make the figures of
speech we presume are already formed. Throughout the thirteen pages of the chapter every
use of the letters ‘th’ is printed in bold. Th within the words becomes a pattern of forming
air, forming body and forming the texture of the word-things used to encounter the
surrounds. The opening lines are:

When declaring something to be thick, why not instead of dragging out
the whole of the word thick to see this accomplished, simply declare it
to be /th/. /Th/ should suffice – more than suffice. (1994: 190)
She is diagramming the attention of a person’s eyes to the attention of a person’s mouth
and the tactile kinaesthetic perception of thickness making them resemble and differ from
each other in suddenly proximal and bodily ways. Atmosphere is not a continuous volume
but a cooperative turbulence of texture and it is within this texture that we arrive on the
critical beach where sites wash back through the tide of sites coming ashore. In the
penultimate chapter of Helen Keller or Arakawa, Gins returns to, and re-enters, the notion
of cleaving ‘putting an end to sterile coupling of things regardless of action and
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microevents’ (1994: 279), before we wash up on the other shore of the book, the ‘critical
beach’ that is the site of person that becomes the practice of person. This practice is a
micro-beckoning from within each site of the embodied configuration:

Through the isthmus of the voiced /ths/, both voiceless (as in ether,
thee, thumb, thank, thought, thunder, theory) and voiced (as in either,
then, the, weather, bother, gather), thurl their transitive threads … but
what if these fraternal twin fricatives, existing as I find them to do as the
tense, even the ‘sound’, if you will, of deafblindness, were ones all of
innate echoing within the cave of human form? (1994: 196)
Helen Keller or Arakawa demonstrates the awareness that an organism-person might
acquire in order to make ‘other’ connections and insights. Gins shows us that every
behaviour is the result of a body-wide configuration. It must be remembered that, included
in embodied configurations are the way reason and imagination envelop and emerge from
physical sites. Side by side the singularities that each of Helen’s configurations represents
enables learning to occur through the perception of internal contrast. Each of the
configurations that Helen is able to perceive, in the extended site of her person, enables her
to transform the identity boundaries that usually hold a person to their skin. In the same
way that a person can become more aware of his or her knee or elbow or ankle by focusing
attention on it, Helen’s advanced landing-site configurations link and enhance the
configured awareness of her hand, the tapping of the deaf-blind alphabet, the cup, the
fountain and the misty air. The qualities of movement that cleave landing sites within
landing-site configurations become unforgettable hot spots or ‘atoms of excitement’ in
Helen Keller or Arakawa and Gins’ procedural way of knowing. The collaborative project
of the ‘architectural body’ hinges on an ability to learn about and then to mobilise our
habitually fixed and institutionally captured modes of being in the world.

If Arakawa’s interaction with Poe yields a better understanding of embodied intuition and
the blank as the infinite reservoir of threshold states, then Gins’ interactions with Helen
Keller or Arakawa yield a better understanding of the notion of cleaving. Both ‘cleaving’
and the ‘blank’ are subjects of To Not to Die (1987) which pre-dates the individual works
of Eureka and Helen Keller or Arakawa. In contrast to the later works, To Not to Die takes
a propositional, almost Wittgensteinian, approach to working through these concepts. The
tone of Helen Keller or Arakawa has a bodily texture. Within this visceral texture,
perceiving is not transparent but is the result of ‘cleaving’, so that ‘anything perceived
must adhere to some event no matter how briefly’ (1994: 13). The active tentativeness of
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cleaving that Gins describes and the enveloping
tentativeness

of

the

blank

that

Arakawa

demonstrates, combine to form their common
interest in the atmospheric texture of perception.

Arakawa and Gins attempt to go beyond the
discursive

restriction

of

phenomenological

observation to the inseparable actions of embodied
cognition. In his essay, ‘Saving Not’ (in Govan
1997: 124-39), Mark Taylor contextualises the
influence of phenomenology on the thinking of
Figure 25. Arakawa and Gins’ To Not to

Arakawa and Gins. It is worth quoting Taylor at

Die book cover.

length, not only because of the way he develops his
analysis but also because, despite his insight, he gives an erroneous impression about
Arakawa and Gins’ elusive notion of the ‘blank’.

Arakawa and Gins’s phenomenology of perception falls between Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit and Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of
Perception. In keeping with the tenets of post-Kantian idealism, Arakawa
and Gins insist that the subject is active at every level of awareness.
Furthermore, it is possible to understand the way in which the mind
operates in perception and conception. Nonetheless, Arakawa and Gins
agree with Merleau-Ponty’s recognition on the limits of reflection.
Though the mind can grasp how it grasps the world, not everything is
comprehensible for the sentient subject. Perception is riddled with gaps
that interrupt the mechanism of meaning. In contrast to Merleau-Ponty’s
analysis of the faults of reflection, Arakawa and Gins maintain that the
insurmountable cleavage of perception does not reveal an alternative
order but implies a nameless blank that repeatedly eludes the
apprehensive subject. (Taylor 1997: 128)
The basis of Arakawa and Gins’ phenomenology is the ability of a person to increasingly
break down the threshold and limit of reflection through practice. Purposeful interaction
provides direct information on ‘the mechanism of meaning’. This significantly changes the
outlook available to a person engaging with the world. The invisibility of reflection (as the
content of information) can be opened and rethought by the architecting organism.
Through the notion of ‘organism that persons’, Arakawa and Gins acknowledge their debt
to phenomenology; it is the recursive organisation of the organism that produces persons
capable of constructing a world. The organism uses whatever it can hold on to; it is not
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bound to the logic of reflection and modes of presentation that are fundamental to the
construction of ‘persons’.

Taylor, despite his skilled summary and critique of the historical connections between
Hegel, Merleau-Ponty, and Arakawa and Gins, does not pull the last and crucial thread
through, indicating that the way he discusses the ‘blank’ is poetic, employing a poetic leap,
precisely what Arakawa and Gins have been trying to demystify. They have discussed the
blank in terms that avoid substituting one order for another, breaking the vicious circle of
modernism. However, Taylor’s discussion falls back on a romantic positioning of the blank
in the unknown, as ground or wellspring. The apprehensive subject to which Taylor refers
is a grasping, sorting, categorising and wilfully autonomous entity.

As a consequence of placing the blank in a ‘grounding’ position for interactions, it
becomes necessary to consider precisely where the site of change is located. The blank of
Arakawa and Gins is the world-in-waiting, ready in various forms of elementary and raw
material. The blank as material potential stands in relations to the organisation (agent,
subject, self, person or organism) that will configure/reconfigure it. Anything whatsoever
that can initiate active reconnections in the organism-person-surround becomes a/the
project. What begins with poetry and poiesis, and continues into all points of contact
accessible, inflects all possible relations.92 The blank undoes the insurmountable conflict
that is a function of reflection, because Arakawa and Gins never forget the living body, the
‘organism that persons’, when considering the rules of engagement. The organism does not
find the differences between modes of perception to be in conflict, the person does. That is
to say, the person relies heavily upon his or her figural modes of soothing and his or her
historically reliable practice of equivocation.

92

Geoff Bennington (1988) suggests that it is through a perspective supplied by phenomenology that the
figural (the bodily, the perceptual, the fantastic) can become opaque and therefore visible by ‘contesting the
arbitrary nature of the sign by working directly on the reader’s body, rhythmically and affectively’ (1988:
94). Working through Lyotard’s Discours, Figure (1971), Bennington comments on how it is the
‘phenomenologist’s dream to reconcile language and the world, the speaking and perceiving body’ (1988:
95). Lyotard contests the manoeuvre to make the ‘visible’ discursive and produce a ‘poetics of reconciliation’
(1988: 95). The ‘visible’ and ‘the bodily’ enter into discourse as the ‘figure and figural’ which here can be
understood as the movement in language that is anchored to the body of the speaker/perceiver. This point is
already noted by Verbrugge, who requests that all language be considered as indexical where words such as
‘here’, ‘now’, ‘I’ acquire meaning only through acts of bodily location. This does not reduce the arbitrariness
of signification but complicates it through the importance of bodily location in the designation of meaning.
Bennington notes that Lyotard’s notion of a work of art hinges on resistance to this complication (the
reconciliation of the figural in discourse) and becomes art’s critical and therefore political potential (1988:
95).
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By keeping a differend visible between figure and discourse, the body is not subsumed
under a ‘natural language’ of the organism or a figural language of the person. Arakawa
and Gins non-reductive approach to perception and action makes it possible to constantly
check the undeclared concepts that underwrite perception. In this way their work takes on
an ethical dimension as each re-entry into perception becomes a ‘critical holder’:

An implement for examining and assessing what holds as what, a critical
holder forwards the poetics and the architectonics of cognition and
action. It enables a person to discover how she holds a world, that is, it
helps her to determine the landing sites with which she holds it, each
holding of the world equaling a landing-site configuration. (Gins and
Arakawa 2002: 81)
Poetic leaps and poetics, as the constructing of knowledge, are bodily tactics that position
discursive activity without destroying it. Reconciliation would promise an assimilation or
homogenisation, or perhaps even complicity, between the two incompatible positions of
figural and discursive. Lyotard observes that:

Discourse is not poetic because it seduces us but because, beyond this, it
lets us see the operations of the seduction and the unconscious: lure and
truth together; ends and means of desire. Our poetic pleasure can thus
greatly exceed the limits fixed by our phantasies and we can do this
strange thing: learn how to love. The pleasure of the game reverses the
game of pleasure. (Lyotard 1971: 322 in Bennington 1988: 96)
What Lyotard does not imagine is the development and practice of a productive movement
between the figural and discursive, which results from ‘seeing the operations’. This is what
Arakawa and Gins have devised as the procedural. Their collaboration produces a practical
or applied phenomenology of awareness from which re-entry and purposeful actions can be
made. The rich inheritance of phenomenology, of the tug-of-war between universal or
invariance and self-differentiating reflection, between language and the experience of
language, are developed by Arakawa and Gins’ into body-wide modes of perception
through the embodied cognition involved in coordinology and tentative constructing.

I have ended my engagement with Arakawa and Gins’ individual works with a discussion
of phenomenology because the tradition of introspection, reflection and contemplation
upon which the humanities is founded has taken place as solitary activity, as the struggle to
figure out the content and implications of one’s own thoughts. Artists and poets are
phenomenologists who apply the meaning of the phenomena they observe in sites different
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from the sites in which the observations were made. Architects who were once artists and
poets have the option to resist the consumption of phenomena and the consumptive
narrative to which they belong and build tools of insight rather than vistas of legitimation.

Whereas the individual small-scale works set out the micro-attention and the scope of
domains to be coordinated, the large scale works of Arakawa and Gins focus upon
constructing the tools of disassembly, reassembly and transformation through communal
devising and shared research.

The books that Arakawa and Gins use to discover and work through their ideas require
extramural knowledge, external to the book, the room or the discipline in which a reader
operates, whereas the large-scale projects are environments and act upon how we practise
logic, reason, intuition and perception, instead of what we know about these activities.
Reading a book may be affected by the surroundings of a living room or a library or a
subway, but encountering symbolic information that is part of an environment affects
body-wide coordination in terms of the manner in which percepts form concepts. A
billboard, sky-writing, earth drawing on the plains of South America or the pyramids take
up a direct and reciprocal relation with the surrounding which a book skirts (unless it is a
rare book for use only in an archive). Despite all our efforts, encounters with environments
are not in our control. Our efforts, therefore, should be focused on landing site activity that
would increase the way we approach site-specific selection. This approach organises the
construction of the two Arakawa and Gins’ projects that I will now discuss: The
Mechanism of Meaning and The Bridge of Reversible Destiny/The Process in Question. In
these works, we will be able to see how landing site configuration may become a process
of communal devising.

Recognising that the situation of reading and learning from books is only barely similar to
environmentally situated information, these works change tactic. While The Mechanism of
Meaning confronts participants in the highly focused surroundings of the museum, The
Bridge produces a complete environment that is incessant and unrelenting. The Mechanism
of Meaning allows viewers in a gallery situation to choose the mode of engagement and
select sequences, distance and degree of interaction. Much like an architectural bookobject, The Mechanism is both situated and insular. The Bridge environment, however, is
inescapable in that the architectural surrounds do not allow respite or a moment of
reflection to come between the puzzle-at-hand and perceptual learning. The Bridge
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establishes an awareness of real-time feedback of learning, perception and application, or
adjusted interaction, and in this way it takes research and practice of perception and action
into the realm of organism-person-surround. The Bridge situates the fragmented body-wide
understandings gleaned from The Mechanism of Meaning within a large-scale built
environment that is continuously transforming. Both projects have a disassembly and
reassembly program that proposes to relentlessly draw attention to the enactment of
thinking. The neutralisation or dismantling comes from disruption of order, continuity,
sense and codified correspondence, and in both cases the reassembly stage comes in the
middle of the sequence.

The Mechanism of Meaning is a series of 82 painting puzzles produced from 1963 – 1973,
with two additional panels produced in 1996 (listed in Govan 1997: 110-11). The works
are grouped into 16 subdivisions:

1. Neutralisation of Subjectivity
2. Localisation and Transference
3. Presentation of Ambiguous Zones
4. The Energy of Meaning (Biochemical, Physical and Psychophysical aspects)
5. Degrees of Meaning
6. Expansion and Reduction – Meaning of Scale
7. Splitting of Meaning
8. Reassembling
9. Reversibility
10. Texture of Meaning
11. Mapping of Meaning
12. Feeling of Meaning
13. Logic of Meaning
14. Construction of the Memory of Meaning
15. Meaning of Intelligence
16. Review and Self-Criticism

The sections of The Mechanism of Meaning ‘read’ like chapter headings and imply a
journey that impacts most intensely on the ‘constructs’ used to hold things in place. From
1963 to 1973, they worked on ways to reconfigure or liberate the cognitive apparatus from
the tyranny of ‘given’ modes of thought in order to access the move towards more fully
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embodied interaction and how this affects/effects the acquisition and construction of
knowledge. The tyranny comes from isolation and distancing of knowledge into categories
and the cauterisation of the body from environment which historically, knowledge delivers
in medicinal fashion. This is why the set theory of irony and its expression in the liar’s
paradox is a key figure to understanding what the mechanism is. The mechanism is, of
course, us – bodies, the bones, blood, nerves and tissues as well as the set of organisational
and structural relations of organism-person-surround. The liar’s paradox, when used to
engage bodily activity, is a tactical way of deploying the procedures that Arakawa and
Gins have developed. From an embodied perspective, the liar’s paradox is not a paradox: it
is an ironic condition, the manifestation of the world’s sincerity, and amounts to the quality
of movement that perpetuates lives. The movement is not invariant but the mechanism, the
logical or analogical possibility to learn and transform, even at the expense of one’s own
rules – of structure, connection and engagement – is almost invariably a successful
catalyst.

The mechanism that Arakawa and Gins describe is a condition configured by structure and
content, microevents, nuances and infinite attention. While Arakawa and Gins would agree
with Maturana and Varela that there is a fundamental difference between organisation and
structure (Maturana and Varela 1980: xix), and that ‘unity and medium operate in each
interaction as independent systems that, by triggering in each other a structural change,
select in each other a structural change’ (1980: xx), the two sets of researchers differ in that
Arakawa and Gins suggest that deliberate interactions Æffecting the selection process
place intentionality and the content of description back into the structural selection loop.
Because Maturana and Varela position the descriptions in the domain of language as
representations, they do not effect structural coupling (1980: 28). They concede that
mammals seem to have developed a functional internal reflection so that the internal
organisation can project itself on to itself while retaining its shape (morphological and
topological relations), concluding that an autonomous evolution has occurred in the
development of the neo-cortex accompanied by an increased dependence of the organism
on its own nervous activity (1980: 26).

This raises once again the paradoxical situation that Maturana and Varela (1980) observe
but do not explain. The internal feedback has resulted in organisms being able to include a
subset of their interactions with their own internal states as if they were independent
entities (1980: 13). The paradox unleashed by the ‘as if’ requires an embodied set theory to
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resolve, where a cognitive domain is included within a cognitive domain. The liar’s
paradox is an embodied experience, a function of our structural processes, or rather the
expanded notion of mechanism, which must include the content. They also concede that ‘it
is not apparent the extent to which the coupling of living systems in the integration of a
social system entails the realisation of their autopoiesis’ (1980: xxiv), and this is why the
theory of autopoiesis has given way to studies in self-organisation and dynamic systems.
Therefore, if one can embody the irony of the liar’s paradox, it no longer needs to operate
as a dismantling of logic but can become the cognitive form of linking one perspective and
bodily activity to another. In the past, the choice between one cognitive configuration
invalidated or discredited the other system. The large-scale works of Arakawa and Gins
propose landing sites and landings site configurations as the embodied alternative.

The small selection of panels reproduced here from the different sections of The
Mechanism of Meaning demonstrates how the cognitive is not mental, or hand-eye, or
imaginary or memory based, but requires various configurations of these along with, and
inflected differently by, specific bodily orientations and engagements with objects and
surroundings. (The numbers used in the original work will be maintained.) The panels
confront our ability to coordinate thought, attention, positionality and spatiality. If we
accept that much of our language uses physical descriptions for cognitive operations:
understand, oversee, etc. (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1997, 1999), we must also explore the
way orientational metaphors, for example ritualise cognitve response or simply conflate
arbitrary designations with the bodily implications of language.

The ‘Neutralisation of Subjectivity’ panel (Figure 26), begins by pinpointing the thinkingfilter a person uses to address the relation of objects to relevant information in both
physical space and in the abstract, purely relational space of cognition. At this point we are
still both ‘in our heads’ and in the gallery confronted by these tasks. The aim of these
initial panels is to make the viewer aware of him- or herself as an ‘organism that persons’.
The panels present the difference between attention to the modes of transmission (physical
qualities of the media) and attention to the content of a communication. A person might
experience these attentions differently and notice the movement of the eyes as a behaviour
distinct from the sorting of symbolic references. When thought and attention are given
different tasks it is possible to understand that they are not the same cognitive activities,
nor do they produce the same sensation of Æffects in the body.
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Figure 26. Panel 1.1 from The Mechanism of Meaning

Panel 3.3, ‘Presentation of Ambiguous Zones’ (Figure 27), includes a direct address: ‘Do
you like this painting?’ A smudge sits next to the question ‘Do you like this painting?’
positioned under two boxes, yes and no, presumably for us to tick. The word ‘blank’ is
centred at the bottom. The panel is a complex spatial version of the liar’s paradox. The
simple version of the liar’s paradox, ‘I always lie’, requires that we select a speaking
position which is abstract, non-spatial and not tied to bodily orientation at that moment.
‘Do you like this painting?’ complicates the possible number of scales that are evoked and
alluded to. A person encountering this panel must make decisions about the words ‘like’
and ‘painting’ and ‘blank’ and determine the border areas to which they refer or
correspond, many of which cross abstract and actual borderlines. To figure out what the
word ‘like’ means, we must figure out how we understand and place the word ‘painting’
and whether the question which contains these words is to be excluded from or constitutes
the painting. The word ‘like’ hinges two domains: likeness as identity and likeability as
pleasure. Is the panel the mode of presentation of a painting about which a person is being
asked, or is the entire object a painting which includes a question? We must also decide
whether it is a real question or an autonymic statement (the act of painting DO YOU LIKE
THIS PAINTING might assume it is possible to switch modes of presentation from a
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sentence or phrase form to the ‘page’ of the canvas), in which case we would ignore its
reference.

Figure 27. Panel 3.3 fromThe Mechanism of Meaning

Finally, a person must decide what the ‘blank’ is by judging the relationships of all the
above and most importantly in relation to the person who is drawn into the position of
judgment. The decision would include correlating the painting, its efficacy, its validity as a
painting, its usefulness to our world orientation and its appeal to our sensorium as pleasure,
pain or other qualities. In other words, does a person experience reinforcement or
disruption of his or her organisation, if he or she likes or likens the painting to him- or
herself as measuring implement. Can either of these determinations be considered
pleasurable? For Arakawa and Gins, the spatialised and Æffective version of the liar’s
paradox provides an opportunity to develop the connection between cognitive domains and
bodily activities. From an embodied perspective the liar’s paradox is not really a paradox;
it is an ironic condition that produces a specific quality of movement in a human organism.
Triggering ‘the’ mechanism with irony is a successful catalyst for change because it opens
the connection of embodied learning to possible transformation, sometimes at the expense
of one’s own self-organising rules. These rules are not natural laws but programs of
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maintenance, evolving from enduring and specific interactions that influence selection.
Therefore, non-ironic irony may be understood as the use of embodied responses to the
liar’s paradox in the service of learning. The logical paradox no longer needs to operate as
a dismantling of logic but can be redirected to trigger awareness of our modes of sensing
necessary to change one embodied perspective to another. (An embodied perspective is
where our dispositions, including genetic and physiological sensitivity expressed in
learning better visually or auditorially, are combined with orientational views of the world
such as affinity groups, cultural or community identities, which come with specific ways of
configuring the relation of person to physical, social, cultural and historic environment.)

The question ‘Do you like this painting?’ complicates the possible number of shifts
between scales and domains and takes the liar’s paradox out of an abstract, purely
cognitive domain into a specific situation. The non-ironic irony of Panel 3.3 can be
condensed into any of the decisions about the status of the words, but in combination their
coordinated Æffects begin to make the body sore with the exercise of thought newly
thought – a kind of cross-training of thinking configuration. The panel puzzle is not about
logic but aims to make a person aware that logic is a pragmatic and realistic action
embedded in the embodied approach he or she constructs to interact with the physiological
and structural basis of change. The irony is explicit and implicit. The panel does more than
provide conflicting domains of knowledge to which we either do or do not belong; it places
us in an actual situation and we are asked to notice how we position its positioning. If a
person is able to get to a point where he or she no longer needs to ask which register the
question addresses, he or she can then answer, realising that any response refers to learning
about learning. At this point a person is ready to begin reassembly because the The
Mechanism of Meaning guides persons to an awareness of that meaning is a result of the
processes of embodiment.

Panel 7.3, ‘Splitting of Meaning’ (Figure 28), develops the embodied movements
articulated and mobilised by the spatialisation of conceptual domains in the body and the
surround. The lessons of the complex liar’s paradox give a person the experience of
developing the skill to coordinate moving from one position to another (unlike the way
‘this’ operates in Magritte’s This is Not a Pipe, which has no bodily relation to the.
viewer/reader, only a discursive relation). The spaces a person occupies are not imagined
or imaginary spaces that affect him or her but actual positions that Æffect him or her. This
section of The Mechanism of Meaning gives a person the opportunity to experience two
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things at once that are not paradoxical or mutually exclusive, but relate to the degree of
perceptual acuity and environmental information available.

Figure 28. Panel 7.3 from The Mechanism of Meaning

Webster’s Twentieth Century Dictionary is blocked out with crayon-coloured lines. A pun
on the letter A is made in the statement ‘A line is a crack’, where the A takes on two
denotative meanings, as indefinite article and letter. So too, a ‘line’ is declared to be two
things, the context of which is not provided in the same way that the context for the double
signification of A is provided. At the bottom of the panel the typed and hand written text
reads: ‘say one think two’, as if the numbers might be changed in the formula. Of note is
the changing texture of actual to representational pages within the panel. The
denotative/connotative ‘A’ is on an actual printed page collaged to the panel whereas the
statement ‘a line is a crack’ is on a page that has been represented, and the box with the
changing formula is drawn on to the panel directly and made to look as though it was
drawn directly. Here the splitting of meaning is not the paradox of meaning, nor the
illusion of meaning, it is the participation of things (including words) in the surrounds
under different perceptual and relational conditions, which both apply. The final statement
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is again a non-ironic version of the embodied set theory born in the liar’s paradox. A
person would decide or select whether the meaning of the number refers to saying one
thing and doing another or saying ‘one’ while thinking of more than one way ‘one’ can
operate, echoing Joyce’s ‘two thinks at a time’ and Deleuze and Guattari’s inclusive
disjunction.

Figure 29. Panel 8.1 from The Mechanism of Meaning

Panel 8.1, ‘Reassembling’ (Figure 29) begins after making evident the articulated
differences in body-wide activities that a person often mistakes as the same activity simply
because the actions are usually superimposed and occur at the same time. It is important to
provide an experience of coordination and cleaving that would allow a person to
reassemble the activities that had become suddenly mobile. Instead of stimulating
recognition of the function or operation of cleaving, this section works towards embodied
interaction with the process initiated by cleaving. The question at the bottom of the work
‘to what extent is = a function of + ?’ may be read either as ‘to what extent is equals a
function of “plus”?’ or ‘to what extent is equals a function of “and”?’
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This participatory form of question addresses the unexamined relations of equivalence to
ideal forms, distanced and outside of time, or to the ongoing processes of contingency. The
question begs for the absolutism of choice to be modified by the living experience and for
re-entry into the multiplicity of conjunction outlined by Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘and …
and … and …’ (1987: 25). At the outset of A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari
offer the following description of rhizomatic operations:

It is a question of a model that is perpetually in construction or
collapsing, and of a process that is perpetually prolonging itself, breaking
off and starting up again. No, this is not a new or different dualism. The
problem of writing: in order to designate something exactly, anexact
expressions are utterly unavoidable. Not at all because it is a necessary
step, or because one can only advance by approximations: anexactitude is
in no way an approximation; on the contrary, it is the exact passage of
that which is under way. We invoke one dualism in order to challenge
another. We employ dualisms of models only in order to arrive at a
process of challenging all models. Each time, mental correctives are
necessary to undo the dualisms we had no wish to construct but through
which we pass. (1987: 20)
The description Deleuze and Guattari give regarding the use of dualisms is an accurate
description of the experience of the panels in The Mechanism of Meaning. Deleuze and
Guattari produce a host of process-concepts that Arakawa and Gins extend by building the
physical surrounds and dynamic situations to explore the singularity of these processconcepts on site, in situ where the process occurs and the coordination – that is a
constructing – can be developed.

The Mechanism of Meaning is on
the cusp of book space and gallery
space in relation to bodily modes
of engaging and constructing. The
panels are not logical propositions
but a pragmatic and observational
heuristic

approach

to

the

positioning that dualisms invoke,
Figure 30. Computer generated view of surrounds on The Bridge

evoke and trigger. While Deleuze
and Guattari do not prescribe modes of actualisation for their process concepts, Arakawa
and Gins explore the actual situations in which concept-process-bodywide sensing
constructs the site of person (organism-person-surround). This means placing concept241

processes into specific situations to learn how they operate and how they allow a person to
interact with the physiological and structural basis of types and rates of change. The irony
could not be more explicit and implicit, making it non-ironic irony: the recognition of the
proliferation of dualisms and the deployment of them as observational-heuristic tactics. If
one were to build a liar’s paradox, the constructed surround would become a perceiver’s
non-ironic irony, an immersive surround replete with critical resemblances, features that
attune a person to the tentativeness of constructing perception, action and surround, and the
opportunity to hold the differences differently and thereby transform the atmospheric
constitution of the biosphere. If one were to build a procedural architecture on the model of
the liar’s paradox, it might look like The Bridge of Reversible Destiny or Bioscleave
House.

I have already discussed The Bridge of Reversible Destiny / The Process in Question in
relation to landing sites (in Section 2.2 Scaling) and in greater detail in relation to
procedures (in Section 2.3 Coordinating). The Bridge is, however, worth revisiting (reentering) again here because it is a pivotal work that makes the transition to constructing
surrounds and, like the Ubiquitous Site House, is a compression of many of the procedural
architecture tactics that Arakawa and Gins have been researching in subsequent projects.
To review, The Bridge was presented as scale models and plans. It enlarges the field of
engagement by constructing an immersive surround. The important point to note for this
present discussion is that the layered steel mesh of The Bridge construction allows no
respite from the situational, or the possibility of retreating to a safe viewing distance,
which the gallery setting of The Mechanism of Meaning provides.

The Bridge is a sequence of rooms:
1. Bodily Conjecture at Light
2. In the Recesses of the Communal Stare
3. The New Missing Link
4. Diffuse Receding Gauge
5. Point Blank Entrance Ways into the (Provisional) Dissolution of Space Time
6. Volume Bypass
7. Points of Departure Membranes
8. Epi-phenomenal Pass
9. The Where of Nowhere
10. Edges of Apprehension
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11. Inflected Geometry
12. Accrual Matrix
13. The Planet’s Cry
14. To Not to Die/ The Helen Keller Room
15. Than Which No Other
16. Reverse-Symmetry Transverse-Envelope Hall
17. Gaze Brace
18. Assembly of Latent Perceivers
19. Cradle of Reassembly
20. Forming Inextinguishability
Already the difference in the names of the rooms of The Bridge give a very different tone
to the journey-about-to-be-taken compared with the names of the sections in The
Mechanism of Meaning. As a person heads to the middle of the bridge to arrive at the
‘Helen Keller Room’, he or she may also find themselves overwhelmed and disintegrated
from the lack of language cues or regularised perceptual features. Arakawa and Gins
position ‘Reassembly’ at the very end of The Bridge, while it marks the mid-way point in
The Mechanism of Meaning.

Unlike the names given to the body-puzzles in The Mechanism of Meaning, the names on
The Bridge act more like body triggers for stages of experience rather than stages of
understanding. Arakawa and Gins, dissatisfied with the segregation of language from the
study and practice of bodily engagement of an organism with its environment, extend the
tactically posed experiences, which are set close to the body in The Mechanism, to the
entire proximity a person occupies on The Bridge. The names they assign to the rooms on
the Bridge are less scientific and more poetic, which keeps vivid the tentativeness of
perceptually acquiring information. The immersive perceiving and learning situation on
The Bridge is a stark and brutal confrontation with the coordinating skills persons use to
orient themselves. The heuristic nature of The Mechanism of Meaning, where you
discover, or are brought to an understanding of, your body as the mechanism of meaning in
book-like sequences of engagement, is not offered on The Bridge. The safety of a familiar
learning environment is discarded for the ongoing environment where learning is only one
of the things we do. In an experience on the actual bridge, were it to be over the river in
Epinal with the river rushing under the open steel gridwork structure, the degree of
information would be physically, emotionally and intellectually draining.
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Figure 31. View of tenth-scale model of The Bridge of Reversible Destiny.

It is at this point in Arakawa and Gins’ work that the production of built environments
demonstrates different benefits, as surrounds deliberately built for observational-heuristic
engagement with thinking-feeling that is body-wide, embedded, situational and above all
undergoing constant co-selection and co-construction. The Bridge, and Ubiquitous Site
House envelop their occupants and present many body-wide questions that later procedural
architecture reduce to a few. Not only is observation changed by the tactical surrounds, but
a person learns that the co-constructing aspect of the relationship now revealed, presents
the built surround as tactical devices for transformation. The Bridge ‘dimensionalises’ the
many situations that a person uses to construct and maintain a cognitive body-schema.

In this situation the dots, crosses, cognitive categories, degrees of implication and arrows
of time brought to our attention in The Mechanism of Meaning (Figure 26, panel 1.1) are
shifted to the qualities of the surround. The rooms are blank in that there are no objects,
only contexts. The contexts have now become subject to interrogation; that which
produced the coherence of reference is no longer foundational but unfixed and emergent.
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The business-as-usual body must give way and find another configuration of modes of
sensing to perceive, navigate and understand what is happening. This is the non-ironic
irony of Arakawa and Gins’ work where, for example, a metaphor does not represent the
embodying of a physical orientation but is a literal exchange of qualities: a tree is both a
tree and not a tree. The rules that govern our thought reject this but the bodily experience
knows this irony well. The body lives it every day, because an organism is both the object
and subject of its own descriptions, both a liar and not a liar, amateur and sophisticate,
student and teacher. These positions are best deployed by producing deliberate ways to
intervene in the persistent modes of subjectivity.

Reassembly, for Arakawa and Gins, is a biotopological task that occurs within the process
of disassembly. It requires tentativeness and a strong commitment to crisis ethics. The
large-scale works explore the possibility of reassembly which attempts to follow through
on change to find the point at which identity no longer holds, and to determine whether
that point, too, is moveable. These large-scale works necessitate further research into how
reassembly can be tactically posed to the ‘organism that persons’. Towards the end of their
work on The Bridge (1973-1989), Arakawa and Gins began to design a series of reversible
destiny houses (1984-1994) for the purpose of studying the components of landing site
configuration. Reversible destiny houses contribute to research on disassembly and
reassembly through a rigorous investigation of ‘critical resemblances’ (Arakawa and Gins
1997: 258) and ‘critical holders’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 81).

Ubiquitous Site House envelops the potential of many of the other houses in the sheer
scope of the activities it addresses. Though the Ubiquitous Site House

93

is one of the

reversible destiny houses designed in 1993-94. It combines and recapitulates many of the
goals of body-wide sensing and configuration that inform subsequent designs. While all of
the reversible destiny houses are devised as tools for sited awareness, the Ubiquitous Site
House demonstrates the complex reciprocity of landing as a site, distributing a sense of
body and interacting with surrounds. The Ubiquitous Site House needs currently
unavailable technologies before it can be built because it promises real time feedback
response by the surround to the movement of the body. Therefore, Arakawa and Gins use it
as the site of a hypothetical dialogue in their recent book (2002: 23-38). The constantly

93

The Ubiquitous Site House, an unbuilt tactically posed surround (Arakawa And Gins 1997: 311), should
not be confused with the tube-shaped structure of Ubiquitous Site at Nagi’s Royanji, built in 1992-94 (1997:
189-93).
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changing structure of Ubiquitous Site House shows the complexity of procedural
architecture through the close links between built feature and landing sites.

Figure 32. Ubiquitous Site House set at ‘snail setting’ where ‘the material stays at a slight
remove from those within it’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 30).

At first glance there seems to be no entry into Ubiquitous Site House. One must insert
oneself into a pliant structure that is lying flat on the ground (see lower part of Figure 32).
Before entering, Madeline Gins comments: ‘Isn’t it wonderful that you can see all of it at
once – as if you were looking at a plan’ (2002: 23). This movement from conceptualised
plan-view to perceptual walk-through view occurs as part of the activity of constructing
that becomes crucial to the activity of ‘repositioning’, the subject matter of the final section
of this chapter. The room responds to the organism’s movements, and every feature of the
house is within touching distance:

Each piece of material on the pile has ribs of spokes that open like those
of an umbrella. Ready-to-be-activated expanding mechanisms lie at fourfoot intervals. Depending on which setting has been selected, the house
lies low, just as it was when you first saw it … or it expands a little
getting some height, or, on the highest setting, it really achieve its full
stature, including a dome and a vaulted ceiling. (2002: 28)
In regard to activities in the house, they continue:

Cooking can take place within an example kitchen that forms and stays
formed until one selects a setting that causes the material to close back in
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and down. We predict that drawing unfurled material back and down to
be within touching distance will be a priority for inhabitants of houses
like this. Remote-control switches operate sensors that bloom and
fabricate the house on behalf of those who are ill or handicapped. You
are not given a finished house but instead form it through your
movements and through whoever else is in there with you. All materials
are impervious to weather. (2002: 28)
Although observation and learning are its primary concerns, the Ubiquitous Site House
immediately presents visitors with the possibility of reconfiguration, and gives them a real
feeling of the sensation which occurs with subtle shifts in embodied reconfiguration. This
is an imaging landing-site exercise because the Ubiquitous Site House has not yet been
built. However, it shows us how, by landing on/within the perceptions to which the
interlocutors give voice, dimensionalising them, and trying them out in body-wide
configurations, we can even now, prior to moving in such a house, contemplate our own
tactics of learning.

The important moment for observation and learning comes when the body is fully engaged
in all landings. Recognising every particle of awareness as a pretext speeds the process.
This is what Arakawa and Gins are referring to when they speak of atmospheric
interchange between body and bioscleave (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 60) as atmospherically
intricate domains that can be ‘engineered’ to produce a reversible destiny (Arakawa and
Gins 2003b: 25). Producing an atmospheric potential as a pretext is the recursive motion
that allows a person to understand that perception and action are the events of coordinating
and constructing. As poet Charles Stein says, ‘the thing that excites the narrative hasn’t
happened yet’ (1985: 6). For Arakawa and Gins, the materials of procedural architecture
‘stand as shaping moulds for the “What happens next?” of life’ (2002: 43). Kauffman’s
notion of the ‘adjacent possible’ suggests that we ‘gate our rate of discovery’ in the same
manner as the biosphere: ‘There are many molecular species that are one reaction away
from the current actual in the chemically possible adjacent to our biosphere.’ (2000: 22)
Ubiquity is the potential to compose the world and be in contact with it. The Ubiquitous
Site House allows a person to become aware of him- or herself as an architectural body in
contact with all that can take shape and happen next.

Arakawa and Gins developed the notion of a ubiquitous site in order to emphasise
investigations within a world that is neither given, or infinite, or private, rather one that is
contingent and constantly within reach. They observe that ‘each of us becomes an
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everywhere evenly distributed agent, dropping the centralising habit that members of our
species have had for such a terribly long time’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 34). Ubiquitous
distribution of awareness and tentative holding set up conditions of emergence and coconstruction of the surround, the person and the organism. In the dialogue that takes place
as Gins and Arakawa guide Robert and Angela through the Ubiquitous Site House, one can
hear the change from uncertainty and disorientation to excitement as the pair gain insight
into the dispersal of their landing sites (2002: 23-38). The important moment for
observation and learning comes when the body is fully engaged in all the landings.
Holding something in place fixes it, usually by holding it down. Tentative holding in place
carefully figures out a purpose, an embodied learning site which is tentatively landed upon.
Constructed to exist in the tense of what-if, architecture that ‘hypothesises’ presents itself
as intentionally provisional. ‘The tense of architecture should not be that of “this is this” or
“here is this” but instead that of “what’s going on?”’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 49).
Definite form is replaced by tentative form. The notion of lasting structure changes into
adaptable structure.

How may an architecturally built environment be ready for and yet not dictate, impose,
seduce or corral responses or movements? The Ubiquitous Site House has several
objectives it must fulfil in order to work theoretically and practically as a laboratory and
site of daily research and inform the design of Arakawa and Gins other large-scale efforts:
•

to disorient and disrupt current patterns and habits of orientation and disposition;

•

to avoid supplying pre-figured systems of orientation in its structure;

•

to supply pretexts for action that may become procedures;

•

to allow for the relationships between person and surround to emerge from the
interactions formed by the occupants.

Although from the outside, the Ubiquitous Site House appears to be a plan or a blueprint
except that it does not represent a house – it is the architectural structure, plan and pretext.
The relationships are not represented or superimposed through a map or a mapping of ideas
upon the unorganised material of the world. It is a plan or blueprint that is deceptively
organised to expand and contract, hold and fold, etc., but only in response to and in
coordination with the organism-person.

Eventually a person may recognise that the possibilities are only limited by the way they
use, move and think about their (architectural) body. In this way, the Ubiquitous Site
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House contains in its engineered structure the ability to respond to its occupants. Its
ubiquity emerges from the undetermined (tentative and hypothetical) design of the
structure. It is piled and arranged. However, like a pile of books on a table, the
arrangement may only reflect the last person to use the books and in no way indicate a
program or determine interaction. The Ubiquitous Site House does not immediately
suggest, reveal or surprise. It is not a material monument or spectacle but a series of
practical events. It suggests itself as a raw material structure, which remains potential until
a person engages with it. The house produces disorientation and disruption through its lack
of stabilising factors and features. These responses arise from unexpected continuity with a
surround as much as the discontinuity between measures uses and experiences obtained. In
Ubiquitous Site House, possibilities of sensing are explored through the relationship of the
tactically responsive construction to purposeful movements.

Sustaining ubiquity through functional longevity depends upon the person’s ability to
sustain projects, hypotheses, activities and thoughts. The occupants are all by design
superintendents. They ‘run’ the building and create its sequences and consequences in the
very acts of utilisation. Here, utilisation becomes realisation as the ‘organism that persons’
enters into the possibility of super-intention and becoming super-intendents of the
architectural body. The Ubiquitous Site House was conceived as the built structure of
tentativeness – a tent of nomadic attentions; a wandering, searching and figuring out of a
place whose interior mobility is as extensive as its range of exterior placements. This
describes the reconfigurative-transformative process that the tentativeness-cradling
procedure makes available. It would mark the arrival of the architectural body, which has
not happened yet. The house guides its occupants to experience tentativeness and
connectedness simultaneously. Arakawa and Gins propose that humansnails would be an
excellent model for an architectural body:

Thick with one’s own breathing.
Thick with one’s own landing site configurations.
They carry landing sites with them, they swallow them,
Heuristically for a direct mapping.
They expel, extrude and disperse landing-site configurations.
They go through their ubiquitous sites,
i.e., the sum of all landing sites of each moment.
Their ubiquitous sites go through them. (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 31-32)
Interacting with Ubiquitous Site House would be a way of introducing people to the need
for the task and tool-like learning environments of the reversible destiny houses because it
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supplies a crash course on the biosphere as it currently operates as well as the
transformative potential of the bioscleave.

Much like the experience I described earlier of exiting the subway assuredly in one
direction to find myself travelling in the opposite direction, procedural architecture makes
a person aware of passing through all the sites of him- or herself in order to arrive at a
more accurate orientation. The humansnail is constantly passing over, through, within and
across its own sites. The ‘organism that persons’ moves towards becoming a ubiquitous
site as it is able to mobilise the atmospheric qualities of a flowing-forming process of
research and learning that constitutes the practice of embodied cognition. Such a process
concerns the stuff of life – for example breathing – as the basis of architecture. The actual
benefit of Arakawa and Gins’ architecture is the practical linking of sited awareness,
thinking-feeling and processes of transformation that have an anatomical basis in the body,
and selective and processual basis in the surrounds.

‘Critical resemblances’ and ‘critical holders’ situate the discursive sequences (procedures
as guidelines) in relation to perceptual sequences by building a series of situations where
architectural features are seemingly doubled, but in fact, have been changed in size, scale,
or layout, and then inverted or rotated. This means that a person must construct the
resemblances and thereby question the degrees of sameness or difference that a
resemblance exhibits. This increases landing site acuity, coordinological skills and
reinforces the connection between perception and construction – perception as
constructing. The multi-level labyrinth provides a format which fosters critical engagement
with the doubling of features, the shifting of orientation and the taking of measurements on
the move.

A survey of the seventeen reversible destiny houses detailed in the Guggenheim catalogue
(Arakawa and Gins 1997: 257-301), shows that each tactically posed surround is
constructed specifically to develop architectural procedures. Exploring permutations of the
multilevel labyrinth requires architectural procedures be built in order to pose bodily
question in material, environmental ways. To the extent that the procedures increase and
intensify sites of awareness, that which ‘counts as procedural will need to be enlarged and
made to exist so it can be entered wittingly …’; ‘only once the procedure has been writ
large’ (2002: 53) will persons be equipped to reassemble, that is, reconfigure themselves
anew.
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The names of the reversible destiny houses indicate the scope and complexity of the
reconfigurative tasks: Infancy House, Twin House, Cleaving Wave House, Iteration House,
Gravitational Ethics House, Indeterminacy House, and so on. Critical resemblances cause
a person to oscillate between déjà vu and jamais vu experience, between having already
seen something and having no sense of reference for something. When the sequencing that
confirms the past and the conviction that holds the future in place is broken a person’s
expectations and bodily phasing are more attuned to and able to align with events in the
surrounds.94

Reversible destiny houses, as a collection of sustained investigations, heighten a person
awareness of the difference between habits of adjustment and unprecedented adjustments.
The impossibility of repetition makes repeated actions and distinct actions dissolve into
each other. Reversible destiny houses stimulate neuro-muscular acuity that elicit unusual
bodily articualtions characteristic of responses to the park at Yoro. Instead of asking
different questions to different parts of the body at the same time, reversible destiny houses
are asking specific questions in a sequence of houses. The houses, as they occur in the
Guggenheim catalogue, become increasingly complex and culminate, as mentioned above,
in the Ubiquitous Site House (1994), which brings the many strands of the interpenetrating
investigations of indeterminacy and ubiquity back together in one tactically posed
surround. Through the development of critical resemblances, the plastic structure of the
labyrinth and the tactics of doubling, reversible destiny houses produce practical ways to
infuse tentativeness into the purposeful decisions that arise from the reconfigurative
approach to perception and action.

With regard to the development of landing sites acuity, critical resemblances require that
the relationship between perceptual landing sites and imaging landings sites becomes more
rigorous and precise. This relationship provides occasions for observational-heuristic
research. Generalisations of what a person cannot see but knows to be there (e.g. the
underside of the table) are made extremely tentative. The tactic of doubling details of a
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Tohru Moriyama from the KANSEI Institute in Japan presented a paper, ‘The Jamais Vu Experience’, at
the 8th World Conference on Systemics, Informatics and Cybernetics in Orlando Florida, July 18-21, 2004.
His paper suggested that the experience of unfamiliarity or inability to understand a present experience in
relation to a definable past produces jamias vu, and that this is a result of cognition. In his experiments using
a maze to produce unfamiliar surroundings that can be made familiar, he noticed a point in each trial where
an initial encounter with arrows positioned to help with orientation resulted in a jamais vu experience.
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structure and specific features (position, form, colour, orientation to light) would seem to
stem from Arakawa and Gins’ emphasis on the importance of horizon, both somatically as
far as bodily orientation is concerned and conceptually when it comes to body-world
schema. The shifting of the horizon when lying down, sitting or standing led them to
multiply the horizons in their environments in order to experience reflexively the way a
body locks strongly or holds loosely on a surround. In Antarctica/Horizon Project (in
Benjamin 1994: 115-17) they stack artificially produced horizons to draw attention to the
way a person feels that it is his or her body that is repositioned by the horizon, rather than
the horizon that is always subject to bodily positioning.

The horizon is such a strong orientating figure – invisible because it is thought to be
invariant – that when it is literally shifted, the sites of a body will follow. They explain that
‘in order to study the effects of the horizon on the site of a person, we thought it best to
begin with the most uncluttered of terrains: Antarctica’ (1994: 115). They follow this up by
showing a person on a beach lying and sitting, and comment that the position of the body
shifts the horizon level which in turn influences the site of person. The important
movement again is procedural, from function to movement within and across sensing –
‘not only to experience the shift from one horizon level to another but actually to construct
it’ (1994: 117). We will see how this movement is developed in Bioscleave House.

When the body is given more than one ‘location’, the aphoristic (delimited) horizon of
thought becomes significantly affected, producing some degree of disorientation. Doubling
can also lead to an axial doubling, that is, simultaneous engagement with plan and
elevation, or birds-eye view and straight-on view.95 Tactically posed surrounds built to
accentuate critical resemblances through doubling of structures, forms, features and
textures (implemented on all combination of axes) provide a series of checks for systems
of measure and the integration of information (learning and knowledge) gleaned from
multimodal perceptual structures. The logging of this information – where coordination
meets constructing, observation meets learning and discursive procedure meets tactically
built surround – also builds in the tentativeness necessary for unbiased and rigorous
comparisons.

95

Recall discussion of Gaze Brace in Section 2.3 Coordinating.
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The multi-leveled labyrinth serves up a doubling of doubling, thereby affording its users an
abundance of critical resemblances. Persons negotiating the labyrinth situated at three
levels of their body – floor to mid thigh, thigh to chest and from the chest up – must
coordinate the landings sites because the labyrinth requires changes in body-wide
configuration. The coordination needed in multi-level labyrinths is an elaborate version of
hand-eye coordination as it is needed in juggling, except the coordination cannot
adequately be resolved using sight as the primary mode of sensing and measure. The
coordination also cannot be facilitated by synchronisation of bodily movements as one
does with rubbing one’s stomach and tapping one’s forehead. Juggling, too, allows inphase alignment of movements to occur, which is how jugglers increase the difficulty
when they juggle objects of varying sizes, shapes and weights such as a chain saw, a
bowling ball and an apple. Again, this coordination can be systematised. Michael Turvey,96
ecological psychologist and specialist in haptics, considers the example of cascade juggling
of three balls in a figure eight as an example of intricate, highly skilled and learned
coordination. In examining the large number of combinations of anatomical components
coordinated in juggling, he asks: ‘How are proper relations achieved among this many
degrees of freedom?’ (1990: 939). Any given task determines the type of regularisation
being sought and is always a result of phase locking (exact coordination) of bodily activity
(1990: 949). The insight Turvey offers is that highly specific bodily tasks of coordination,
such as juggling, do not entail perfect phase locking and that this inexactitude is both
inevitable and desirable (1990: 950-51). The ‘tilting of time’ or ‘distributed and
independent sequences of coordination’ (1990: 948) and the distributed and flexible
counter-alignments with one’s own body required in juggling become the subject of
observation in procedural architecture such as the multi-level labyrinth. Although Turvey
is in pursuit of invariant laws to explain complex bodily coordination, he concludes that
‘we are beginning to appreciate the paradox that in the lawful restrictions on behavioural
degrees of freedom lies the basis for the indefinitely many qualitative distinctions among
coordination patterns’ (1990: 952). Such laws, if they exist, would supply important
information to be used to further the capacity for everyone to understand and practically
implement in daily research what the experimental psychologist enacts in the laboratory.
Coordinating becomes constructing as the patterns do not simply mirror each other but
96

In ‘Coordination’ (1990), Turvey identifies and develops the many dimensions of any ‘state space’ for each
and every movement (1990: 938). If we extend this analysis to the environment and to the Æffective sites in
the person, which include self-reflexive, propositional and imaginary domains, the coordination takes on the
propositions of an architectural body (body plus surround). His use of the word ‘proper’ (in the first quote
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begin to connect with other phase states in the surround in a critical resemblance, thus
extending the sites of person.

One built work that makes direct use of the multi-level labyrinth is the Critical
Resemblances House at Yoro (built towards the end of the period in which the reversible
destiny houses were being designed – see Figure 33). In her article on Arakawa and Gins’
use of the labyrinth, Marcelyn Gow (2000) is critical of the relationships between the
different ways the labyrinth is operating. She finds that the representational elements
‘undermine the operative qualities of the labyrinthine model in terms of destabilising and
resituating’ (2000). Building enterable sites based on procedures is problematic in that the
way in which perceiving is coordinated with existing bodily orientations cannot be
anticipated, nor is it the point of the exercise. While Gow makes an important observation
concerning the relation of a
conceptual

model

to

a

perceptual engagement, she
does not see this conflict as
potentially multimodal, or
flexibly configured. Instead
she

considers

demonstrative

it

a

case

of

correspondence between the
body and language. In short,
Gow is proposing that the
Figure 33. Critical Resemblances House 1993-95: Bird’s eye view.

model (top down processing)
is stronger than the organism

and self-organising pragmatics. Arakawa and Gins suggest that, if this is true, the organism
needs to be exercised and developed to provide options that reconfigure the dominance of
the model. This example of the reaction to an Arakawa and Gins tactical surround
highlights the importance of critical resemblances that work across cognitive domains and
not only within the logic of a perceptual system.

The multi-level labyrinth, differently than Gaze Brace (building the bird’s eye view of a
room next to the room one has just visited), does not throw out the skills we already have –

cited above) refers to his search for properties of perception and action that do not change under
transformation (variation and movement in an environment).
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the symbolising skills of maps, plans, names and concepts – but challenges a person to
reconfigure kinaesthetic coordination in relation to the coordination of perceptual and
conceptual skills. Tactically posed surrounds connect coordinating skills and body-wide
sensing to constructing.

The last work of procedural architecture I will discuss is Bioscleave House. The
Ubiquitous Site House is currently unbuildable, relying on technologies such as nanotechnology that are not yet available. Bioscleave House, by contrast, is currently being
built in East Hampton, Long Island, NY, USA on a residential plot where the existing
structure is a Frank Lloyd Wright house. As an approved residence, Bioscleave House
must comply with stringent building and safety codes, and zoning restrictions. Needless to
say, this limits the types of physical conditions that produce disorientation and preventing
the use of some of the more extreme topological features that appear in the installations
and the Reversible Destiny Site (park and buildings at Yoro) or were envisioned for
reversible destiny houses. As a result, Arakawa and Gins claim that Bioscleave House only
enacts 10 percent of what a procedural architecture house might, under other
circumstances, set into play.

Figure 34. Bioscleave House, view on site from front and rear of house still under construction

What follows is a Bioscleave report. For this last discussion, I have decided not only to
critically engage with the idea and plan of the house but to report on my experience of
visiting the house while under construction in July 2004. The reasons for reporting rather
than only unpacking and interpreting are:
•

to provide a measure and evaluative engagement for the differences between the
discourse on procedural architecture and actually constructed material surrounds;

•

to apply the directions for use and the instructions for invention of architectural
procedure;
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•

to draw upon my experiences in the Bioscleave House to re-enter or practise
tentative constructing and invent an architectural procedure.

The ‘Crisis Ethicist’s Directions for Use’ provided in the last section of Architectural Body
(2002: 97-100) help orient a resident-researcher to landing site configurations prompted by
an surround built using architectural procedures. The ‘Directions for Architectural
Procedure Invention and Assembly’ in the INTERFACES journal (2003a: 11-15)
accompanied by ‘Vital Contextualising Information’ (2003b: 17-27) however, are focused
on the task of coordinating landing-site configurations in order for a person to produce
their own procedural architecture. These are the directions I used when visiting Bioscleave
House.

The ‘directions’ are very practical. As with any practice focused on use of tools
(machinery, or information systems), and especially practices focused on the body, a
participant must be told how the systems work and what kinds of experiences indicate
these uses. An apprentice using a circular saw for the first time needs to know not only
how the tool works but also how to stand, move and anticipate one’s own dangerous
actions (over-extending or poor safety), and to anticipate the way materials behave.
Similarly, in learning computer programs or cooking recipes, there are sets of knowledge
that have to do with what to look for, and how to interpret the interaction with tools in a
system that produces complex outcomes, whether a web site or pastry. These knowledges
are always both historical and innovative. More complex feedback occurs in learning
situations where the body is involved. Yoga, Pilates, Feldencris, Alexander Technique, but
also martial arts and meditation practices, all provide different forms of feedback and
develop awareness of these indications through a programmatic set of instructions. They
are also often accompanied by discursive material, Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, for example.
These instructions can be prescriptive to beginners but after numerous re-entries become
general scaffolding for a range of inner experiences that can only be measured and checked
against themselves. The technique of feedback and re-entry is the same for procedural
architecture except that the subject of the instructions has moved to how the practice of
embodied cognition allows engagement with other forms of learning, with a body-wide
basis of awareness and movement and with the surrounds.

Because it is currently not able to be built, Ubiquitous Site House is a thought experiment
for the tactical surrounds that comprise Bioscleave House. As mentioned above,
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Ubiquitous Site House can anticipate a range of possibilities for which we are not yet
ready, since humans continue to be born into a biosphere where the body and the
surroundings are habitually separated. Bioscleave House is a laboratory for daily research
and testing, posing as a residence. It puts landing sites more vividly into play and
facilitates their coordination. Arakawa and Gins talk about the house and the body as two
pieces of equipment to be activated. The term bioscleave indicates this relationship of
separate but joined components. As a result, the pair becomes a unit of research: body plus
house.

Arakawa and Gins concur with William James’ contention that there are only acts of
knowing, and do not leave consciousness or awareness to ruminate in the brain or the
mind. They develop James’ radical empiricism by making acts of knowing into literal acts
of producing sites through different ways of landing, even as the ways of landing change.
Because constant erosion of holding patterns established moment to moment by landing
sites persists, the structure of our world, for all its invariant features, is constantly
transforming. When our perception of the world is under constant transformation from our
own movements, the two dominant structures of our personal and social conditions,
language and architecture, should be undergoing constant revision.

Arakawa and Gins provide ‘directions for use’ to instruct a person, now occupantresearcher, on how to use the procedural tools embedded in the residence. The directions
orient the coordination of embodied cognition, which tie bodily sensation of site to
thought, feeling and sensation of space, time, culture and history. The directions offer a
context through precise description and thought-feeling scenarios to erode the authority of
discourse over body-wide cognition. Procedural architecture, such as Bioscleave House,
reconfigure the social body, the production of body image, and the interactions between
thoughts, organic processes and the surroundings. The architectural body represents a
configuration in which the body is always considered part of the surrounds. Arakawa and
Gins’ ‘Closely Argued Built-Discourse Hypothesis’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 55)
proposes to ‘reconfigure inevitability’ through architectural procedures that prompt the
body to know all of which it is capable.

The body must either escape or “reenter” habitual patterns of action –
habitual actions that have customised life into only a few standard
patterns. Upon the body’s mastering new patterns of action, bioscleave
emerges reconfigured. (2002: 62)
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Bioscleave House is situated in a wooded area of East Hampton on the north shore of Long
Island. It is attached by an enclosed breezeway to a Frank Lloyd Wright house in which the
client has lived. It is ironic for an Arakawa and Gins house to be the addition to the Wright
house (from the office of Frank Lloyd Wright rather than directly from Mr. Wright) with
the latter epitomising functionality as it does. Walking from Bioscleave House to the
Wright house a person also makes a conceptual transition from function to procedure. The
juxtaposition of the two houses may be ironic, but the two houses relate to each other
through a non-ironic irony. Bioscleave House turns Wright’s functional integration of
interior and exterior, habitat and nature, light and solid into the procedural forms that allow
us to attend to and question the construction of these relationships. The ‘disperse to
contrast’ procedure is given multiple sets of contexts to check and re-check our measures.
The exterior of Bioscleave House has superficial resemblance to the International style
architecture of Van Der Rohe, Gropius or Corbusier, due to the flat roof, geometric and
economic elegance of the forms, and the use of transparent materials, which integrate into
the structural elements of the house (compare Figures 34 and 35). This impression soon
gives way to the inconsistencies and commentary on International style that become
apparent in the placement of the windows and the complexity of the forms, all of which
repeat in non-symmetrical ways. Placed very high or very low in the rooms, the windows
do not allow a view of a horizon, one aspect of perceptual learning Bioscleave affords. In
addition, a person becomes aware of the interpenetrating structures, both actual and
implied, which separate the forms and function from the modernist architectural
references. The house’s elaborate colour schemes work perceptually. This is
simultaneously enhanced and confounded by the house’s elaborate colour schemes that
perceptually work against the conceptual, that is to say structural, continuity of the house.
The bright exterior colours will not correspond to functional parts or rooms of the house.
Along the lines of dazzle camouflage used on ships in World War II, the colour breaks up
the form and structure and delays recognition.

On the elevated plan the exterior colours can be seen to ‘bleed through’ to the interior
walls, implying connections of forms and spaces, which in typical architecture are
categorically divided into shell and lining. Wright’s work, of course, also defies this
categorisation, allowing the functionality of the materials themselves to make and enhance
the spatial connections. However, at some point in my surveying the exterior, I not only
became aware of the interlocking structures of the house, but I also became acutely aware
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that my ability to calculate size and volume varied dramatically from interior and exterior
vantage points. From the outside it is difficult to anticipate the interior space of the house.
A person’s bodily relationship to the roofline sets up expectations that are counteracted by
the ceilings once inside. This discrepancy makes the house seem as plastic as one’s
impressions of it.

Figure 35. Computer drawing of Bioscleave House with existing house and landscaped terrain

I will follow the path into the house from the veranda of the existing house, as it is
designed to disrupt a sense of orientation by making the breezeway into a mini-labyrinth
with limited vision of the outside environment. The passage also consists of a series of
steps up and down which make it difficult to judge the height of the interior floor in
relation to the ground. By the time you traverse the 15 or 20 metres to the house ‘proper’,
you are unprepared for the Ames illusion that the ceiling produces in the central space,
making the far end of the room appear closer rather than larger. Bioscleave House
tactically re-positions the psychological experiment called the Ames room, which is the
model for the main and central room of the house. The Ames room construction makes
shallow-space appear deep, confounding the perception of distance by which to judge the
height of a person in the space. Arakawa and Gins use the Ames room for heuristic
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application, prioritising the bodily coordination of sensing it produces over the inattention
it highlights.

The Ames room is constructed to be viewed
from a single view point external to the room. It
‘works’

because

the

room

offers

false

information and not enough information to
judge distance and therefore size. The second
photo taken in front of a simple backdrop,
shows that the ‘illusion’ can be reduced to
manipulation of a single element: the floor. If
Figure 36. Ames room reconstruction

the ability to use the floor as a perceptual
measure is subtracted, the ability to judge object relationships diminishes and
generalisations are used instead. For psychology, the false perspective aids in the study of
the relation of prior knowledge, precepts and expectations to the act of perception. The
Ames room is functional with respect to data collection, just as the Frank Lloyd Wright
house is functional in terms of amplifying the inter-penetration of interior and exterior
space. Neither makes us aware of how we construct these perceptions, nor do they require
we question the mode of perception by which we assess the situation. The inclusion of the
structure of the Ames room in Bioscleave House is of another heuristic order. In this
tactical surround the awareness and research findings are not for the benefit of an observer,
the psychologist, external to the site. The inclusion of the Ames room structure is for the
researcher-in-residence who is the beneficiary of the findings that question existing
subject/object/environment relationships.

Figure 37. Ames room effect (photo by visual psychologist Richard Gregory)
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It is important to note that Arakawa and Gins have inverted the Ames room ‘effect’.
Instead of collapsing the perspective of the room, they have exaggerated it, making the
room appear very deep. Although, these photos do not show the finished floor, which will
be an undulating terrain of
rammed earth, Arakawa and
Gins have used the floor as part
of the perceptual challenge,
except instead of eliminating
the perspective cues afforded
by

the

floor

they

have

constructed Bioscleave so that
no horizon steadies the floor by
locking the mounds into a
visible horizon. Even though
the final earth floor was not in
place during my visit, it was
still

possible

to

read

the

undulation of the floor’s design
in the skeleton concrete floor.
The perceptually ambiguous
Figure 38. Bioscleave House interior view of central room.

rammed earth floor combined
with the placement of the

windows very high and very low does not permit a resident in this central room to establish
a relationship to the horizon. There is no vantage point from which to see the interior floor
in relation to the exterior ground. The windows visible in the photos are semi-transparent,
allowing light but no exterior view. The windows diffuse the light, even making it difficult
to perceive the direction of the light for orientation. The Æffect of this is dramatic and is
accentuated when walking around the sunken kitchen and dining area, where the ability to
determine levels is never reinforced by corresponding to the walls, ceiling or other
features. The absence of a fixed measure results in an initial unbalance and disorientation
followed by the finding of other modes of balance such as proprioception and event-based
rather than structure-based cues. Disjunction of the visual (instead of completion of an
illusion) means a person establishes connections to the architecture momentarily rather
than in ways programmed by the history of Architecture.
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The interaction of the floor and the ceiling are reminiscent, for me, of the way the multilevel labyrinths operate on different portions and apportionments of the body in the
surround. This occurs in Bioscleave House because of the omission of a fixed visual
horizon so that the resident must use vision to orient the top portion of the body and
proprioception to orient the lower portion. It is the coordination of these apportionments
that perceptual learning provides, which reason and rule of judgment cannot. Steve
McCaffery (2003) observes how the labyrinth is an architectural space where the
categories of subject and object are made unsound and no replacements are offered. As a
result, a person is never inside or
outside of the labyrinth (2003: 114).
The labyrinth allows an ‘organism
that persons’ to become aware of
both the separate articulation of parts
and the connection and connectivity
of parts through acts of sited
awareness.

For simplicity of reference I will call
the rooms by name and designate the
space on the central circular hall by
numbered positions as seen on the
plan (Figures 40 and 41). Clockwise
as one enters from the connecting
breezeway: Bathroom = 1, first
Figure 39. Bioscleave House interior, central room,

bedroom = 2, second bedroom = 3,

alternative view.

and study = 4.

Examining the layout of the walls from the plan perspective the rooms have a consistent
rectangular shape with one of the shorter sides (walls) beginning to complete the rectangle
but curving to connect with the fourth side. From the plan view, the curved walls form a
smaller oval than the outer walls. The rooms also imply a doubling or symmetry except
that they are not directly across from each other but offset. The bathroom and bedroom 1
are offset to the point that only one wall from each could be connected directly by a
straight line. The study and bedroom 2 are offset considerably more but still share the same
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north-south

orientation.

(The

semi-

transparent walls of the central room have
an east-west orientation and align with the
window orientations of the Wright house.)
On the north and south sides of the house a
small partition wall (curved V shape) joins
the rooms to the transparent oval central
structure. This small, three-dimensional line
(the thickness of the wall) is where the
doors directly to the outside are placed.
Figure 40. Plan with reference for researcher’s
positions in Bioscleave House.

These small walls, that almost escape
notice, perform cleaving in two ways.

Firstly, they separate and join the side rooms to the central room. Secondly, they separate
and join the interior and exterior because they seem to be freestanding yet interpenetrate
other walls of the house. They do not seem structural but define the space. For example,
their intersection with bedroom walls can be seen from the central room, making the walls
appear joined like cabinetry, rather than fastened like large structures. The rooms press into
the central space, producing a central plan made of curves that one is tempted to perceive
as circle, an impression that concentrates movement in the space while betraying a desire
for symmetry.

Entering Bioscleave House from the connecting entrance to the central room, directly to
my left, I notice are a few stairs up and the bathroom wall. To my right the room opens and
another small set of stairs leads down into the centre of the central room. This counterclockwise direction is the more inviting route perceptually and proprioceptively. This
means residents and visitors would need to make a conscious decision to move in a
clockwise manner. I believe that in the Northern Hemisphere and in countries that drive on
the left-hand side of the road a clockwise movement is the more automatic and involuntary
choice.

After several circuits around the central room and forays into the rooms, I attempt to begin
to notice what I am responding to in the site and how it is Æffecting me. The complex
relationships slowly become apparent between the geometrically defined ceiling, which is
tilted but nevertheless at a consistent raked angle, and the floor level, which is a circular
path with a sunken kitchen and dining area set in a constantly changing floor level.
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Figure 41. Bioscleave House plan with terrain and wall forms

Travelling from the breezeway entry half a tour to the amphitheatre, or the small end of the
Ames room, it is extremely difficult to determine the size of the room, the highest point on
the circular central passage, or how steeply the ceiling is pitched. Because my position
changed and my point of reference of floor to ceiling changed at a rate inconsistent with
each other, the room slowly shifted, moved, stretched and contracted. When consciously
trying to determine whether a position directly across the circle was higher or lower using
my body to estimate a level line – for example, position A in relation to C, or B to D – I
found the task impossible. Then, I tried to measure my distance to the ceiling, by counting
the number of steps up and down to find a height measure attempting to find a point of
reference on the interior architecture to act as a constant. None of these systems or
combinations of systems worked with any degree of certainty. An inability to determine a
point of reference meant that shape and size fluctuated with each measuring attempt. By
taking away the surety of the ground, both in relation to a vertical axis and in relation to a
horizon, Arakawa and Gins force a resident researcher to find stability, which quite
literally feels like a floating anchor point. At the moments when I was most unsure of my
perception, I was also most aware of the intricate connections between the construction of
my perception and the way I perceived the forms of the surround. Fleetingly and only in
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these moments did I both understand and feel the relationship of perception and
construction.

My initial impressions regarding the slow and incessant unfolding of the house have not
changed upon reflection. Even though the gross and subtle features of the Bioscleave
design had to be ‘toned down’ in order to comply with residential building codes I did not
feel that they were diminished in their procedural promptings. In some ways the incessant
quality seemed to sneak up on me rather than confront my inability to cope with extreme
circumstances such as persons are confronted with on the Bridge or the Reversible Destiny
Park and Office at Yoro. My experience of the space was as an unfolding, strengthening in
compression and atmospheric dispersal as time passed and as complexities ebbed and
flowed. By the end of the day I spent in the house after having given myself over to
intermittent concentrated doses of perceptual learning, I felt that I had been put through a
wringer.

Until this point, I have discussed the works of Arakawa and Gins in terms of the way they
challenge and disrupt habitual perception and action, and provide the opportunity to learn
perceptually how to move and change identity boundaries. Whereas an analysis of the built
surrounds of Arakawa and Gins will help a person to initiate a practice of embodied
cognition, it will not automatically establish ‘daily research’. This requires that the houses
be used to invent new architectural procedures and apply the practice of embodied
cognition to the invention of oneself. To this end, I conducted an experiment using the
‘Directions for Architectural Procedure Invention and Assembly’ (Arakawa and Gins
2003a: 11-16) to engage with Bioscleave House. This experiment highlights the difference
between engaging with the house as a perceptual tool that facilitates sited awareness and
engaging with the house as research tool to begin daily practice. I will work through each
step, reiterating some of the observations from the analysis of the house, but applying them
to the task of inventing an architectural procedure in order to show the landing sites that
emerge due to the research task.

Alongside the ‘Directions for Architectural Procedure Invention and Assembly’ Arakawa
and Gins have provided ‘Vital Contextualising Information’ (2003b: 17-30). At the outset
they advise: ‘Having read through the following eight steps once, spend time studying the
accompanying material (VCI) before attempting to invent and assemble an architectural
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procedure’ (2003a: 11). The first step is too long to quote in full, whereas the remaining
seven steps can be cited in their entirety:

Step One:
Choosing a stellar purpose for an architectural procedure equals selecting
or diving into an area of emphasis that begs for change. So as to discover
what most urgently needs to be made to be otherwise, take a long, bold
uncompromising look at what goes on as (an) organism that persons
(human being). Directly addressing your own body and keeping it always
in the forefront, give some thought as to how, by broadening your knowhow or by expanding or reordering what you exist as, you might come to
be more in the know.
… Do not forget it is the task of those who would produce architectural
procedures to augment the bioscleave, the insufficiently procedural
bioscleave, and thereby recast it. Architectural procedures are meant to
fill in the gaps and to address subtle lacks or glaring or nearly glaring
insufficiencies. You may desire to resuscitate an underused X (a
property; an attribute; an urge; a tendency; a propensity; an arena of
know-how; an overall capacity; an activating condition; a qualitative
state; a quality; an ability; a skill; a coordinating skill; a landing site; a
landing-site configuration; or whatever) that has over time receded into
the background (i.e. tentativeness), or, terrifically, there might arise in
you an intimation of an X that might be a tremendous boon. It is never
amiss when inventing an architectural procedure to concentrate on
landing sites, but landing sites can also be kept in the background to good
effect. To help you get started here is a list of prevailing conditions that
could and should be improved upon, suggested areas of emphasis, stellar
purposes, and X’s to be pursued. (2003a: 11)
The purpose of the first step is to identify an X, that ‘if used more fully, could significantly
alter what it means to be alive’ (2003a: 12). They give twelve examples of what that X
might be, each of which begins with the phrase ‘Could there be an X that, once activated in
or brought somehow into the possession of organisms that person, would decrease their
ultimate cluelessness as to how it is that they…’ The twelve endings to that question range
from ‘coming to know what they are thinking’ or ‘how it is they are able to have the
feeling they have’ to ‘what makes them able to feel in sympathy with others’ or ‘take a
stand against their own automaticity’ (2003a: 12).

I chose ‘balance’ as the underplayed X, which I thought to explore in accordance with the
experiences I have discussed above – specifically, the difference between the conflicting
sets of information provided by visual perception compared with information acquired
through proprioception. The experience of Bioscleave House is not nearly as violent as the
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turning inside out from exiting the subway (described earlier), but is similar to the
sensation of being aboard a small boat in a gently rolling sea. In order to maintain my
balance I had to recalibrate the way each perception corresponded with my systems of
measure on a moment to moment basis. When Arakawa and Gins speak of ‘renegotiating
gravity’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 34), it is the sea-sick sensation of co-motion that proved
most useful for the invention of my architectural procedure.

Step Two:
An improbable event would be that you would find it hard to choose
between promising candidates for an X to be sought. If faced with such
an eventuality, select one that will be most likely to stand you in good
stead for becoming transhuman/a post human/a bioscleavist, i.e., what
will help you most in engineering reversible destiny. (Arakawa and Gins
2003a: 13)
The purpose of Step Two is to give guidelines for the final selection of an X, allowing a
moment of reflection to refine and clarify the choice. I decided to change my selection
from balance (my specific distribution of weight management) to the negotiation of
gravity. The possibility for me to inflect the way gravity interacts with microconfigurations would be difficult to imagine and worth investigating. Therefore, it would
be of value to re-check the visual, kinaesthetic and proprioceptive reckonings that I used to
establish my ‘fiction of place’ in the house. In making these determinations I was
confronted by the degree to which I depended upon my relation to the ground outside
(position in the local world) to hold myself in place. This was how I visually measured
distance to detect size and scale. In most architectural spaces, I would look to where the
walls meet the ceiling for visual orientation, but even this strategy is confounded in
Bioscleave House by an inability to determine the grading of the slope of the floor or the
ceiling with any accuracy or certainty. I was forced to measure the floor grading
proprioceptively. Counting the number of steps up and down from the breezeway entrance
around the circular central hall counterclockwise, I tried to find a differential – a way to
account for equal levels given the changing slope of the floor. Whichever side I looked
across the sunken kitchen and dining area to determine a height, the opposite side seemed
higher. Descending into the kitchen made the stepped area below the frosted window
appear double my height. Standing in the kitchen makes it appear only half my height. This
discrepancy is caused not only by forgetting to account for my own height (as when on
being on a 5 metre diving platform), but features that, by design, will not function as a
handrail for the eyes. The visual inconsistencies throw off the proprioceptive calculations.
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Stuck with guesswork and an increased sense of my weight distribution when walking
around the central room, I concluded that within the duration of an hour I was heavier and
no longer sure of my own height. I have made a few sketches that try to follow the changes
in elevation and the way these approximations in my body begin to take on shape and
direction and velocity:

Figure 42. Sketches made in the house attempting to follow my changes in elevation in the central room.

This observation caused me recollect experiencing the erosion of measure regarding my
own height in other circumstances. A practitioner/performer becomes aware of his/her own
physiology and anatomy, proportions and rhythms by noticing the selection of materials
and interactions with his/her work. This translates as well to everyday activities, sports,
and so on. From an ongoing measure and checking, knowledge of one’s own body accrues.
For example, within the proportions of my body, the torso is short and my legs are long,
comparatively, while my wife, shorter in overall height, is long-waisted with shorter legs
for her height. When sitting at a table in a restaurant we are closer in height than when
standing. After sitting for several hours, the visual measure of relative heights erodes and
skews so that when I stand up, there is a mild surprise in the degree to which I am taller
than my wife and taller than I had expected to be in the space. The tactically posed
surrounds of Bioscleave House instigate precisely this type of critical resemblances and
allowing a person to check mis-measurements in a continuous fashion. The slow and
incessant inconsistencies fixed but not perceptible in a whole or unified way in Bioscleave
House begin to impact upon the automatic systems of the ‘organism that persons’. Persons
who were to think of themselves as body and mind, organism and person, would feel how
the two are modes of the same inextricable biotopology. Procedural architecture cleaves
the person and the organism in order to demonstrate how linked they are, attenuating their
connection (slows and stretches) and flushing it with landing sites. This is not unlike icing
an inflamed muscle to draw blood more vigorously back into that area.
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Step Three:
Designate a hoped-for outcome of your nascent architectural procedure to
be the supplementing of the body’s repertoire with the X you have come
up with. So as to better to bring about what you need to effect, proceed to
name your nascent procedure for your choice of an X, which is to say,
architectural procedures should be named for their hoped-for outcomes
(i.e., tentativeness cradling procedure). (Arakawa and Gins 2003a: 13)
It seemed too early to name a hoped-for outcome as a procedure, but my feeling was that
the name of my procedure should convey the perpetual motion sickness I felt or related to
the abundance of asymmetries that became evident with sustained awareness. Step Three is
meant to make the hoped-for outcome more precise. Some names that might designate the
type of awareness I experienced regarding the inconsistencies between my perceptual
measures and the feedback from situated architectural features are:
•

projected asymmetrical imaging procedure;

•

projective anomaly procedure;

•

texturing differential procedure;

•

gibbous factoring procedure.

These tentative names for a new (nascent) procedure point to the situation that the body
experiences and reports upon as differences emerge between habitual modes of sensing but
in particular between imaging landing sites (generalisations) and detailed perceptual sites.

Step Four:
Strive throughout your body to imagine sequences of actions (if need be
[provisionally] isolated actions) that might lead to or in some way be
constitutive of what you seek to put in place, which is to say, assemble a
list of bodily action that could directly get you to your hoped-for
outcome even before you have begun to manage the situation
architecturally; which is furthermore to say, have at the ready all those
actions that could nudge events in the direction of your nascent
architectural procedure’s hoped-for outcome. (Arakawa and Gins 2003a:
13)
In order to address the issues of balance, gravity, motion-sickness and proprioceptive
measure, it occurred to me that the fixed-point process of determining position used, for
example, in navigation of longitude is a luxury of stillness that cannot always be afforded.
Humans are ambulatory and take measurement on the walk, run or fly. Even internal
measures are taken amid motion. Instead of trying to fix and plot quantitative measures
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that could be verified in reference to determinable features, I began to walk around the
circular central hall and take cumulative measurements of my co-constructed fields of
sensing. In addition, I began to notice the impulse to speed up or slow down, to veer off
into a room or to lean into a circular motion. Whereas this set of actions did not produce
observations of height, size or distance, it did produce a situated measure that can be
described as imagining a mass taking shape.

The centripetal and centrifugal pulls I felt sequentially, and sometime simultaneously,
seemed to have more to do with the actions of the attachment a baker puts into the mixer to
find the desired texture and blend the dough. The dough that results is specific to the
architectural shape (the bowl) plus the shape of the attachment that, through speed and
form (architectural procedures
plus body), produce a texture
(new configuration of the
researcher). I also noticed an
impulse to speed up in order
to

make

the

comparisons

between sensory fields blur. I
use the words centripetal and
Figure 43. My diagram of centripetal and centrifugal tendencies
in the configuration of landing sites

centrifugal because they have
a sense of location or centres

of action attached to them. In Bioscleave the sensation had become atmospheric; it was
both locatable as a place that orients perception, but was also the sensation of these centres,
or sites of awareness, passing though each other, loosely cohering and coalescing. Figures
43 and 46 are diagrams that I have imposed upon a view of the central room that indicate a
folding or passing ‘through the sites of oneself’.

Analysis of my landing sites, as they take shape from the centrifugal and centripetal
tendencies, appear very much like studies done by Arakawa and Gins (in Benjamin 1994:
58-59) tracking landing sites and screen-valves to check, hold and view them (Figure 44). I
have reused the illustration of ‘the familiar passing through itself’ (Figure 45) because this
image (in Benjamin 1994: 73) captures the sensation that I have come to associate with
Arakawa and Gins’ notion of ‘atmospheric resemblance’, atmospheric denotations and
connotations (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 60) and ‘atmospherically intricate domain
productive of reversible destiny’ (Arakawa and Gins 2003b: 25). As landing sites move
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and reconfigure sites previously apportioned to the surround are found to be passing
through and becoming sites of the ‘organism that persons’.

Figure 44. Studies of landing sites and screen valves to hold perception at various distances from the
body

Figure 45. The atmospheric resemblance of landing site configurations
‘As the familiar passes through itself’

These studies provide precise images for visualising the landing-site configurations I
experienced after spending time in Bioscleave House re-entering the relationship between
imaging and perceptual landings sites. These experiences represent the beginning of a
practice and provide an inkling of what I suspect it feels like to become atmospheric.
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Figure 46 approximates the image I associate with my experience, which would involve
folding each corner of oneself in a room through the others and generate ripples of varying
intensities.

Figure 46. My drawing of the interlocking sites of bodily
awareness passing through themselves in Bioscleave House

Step Five:
Think of how to structure into a built surround the capacity to call forth
precisely what it is you seek. Devise architectural elements and features,
and various juxtapositions of them, that will help call this forth. The
hoped-for outcomes may simply spring into existence as a result of what
has been worked into the architectural surround, but it is more likely that
it will only make an appearance indirectly, having been brought into
existence by called-forth sequences of actions that have led the way to it
and which will, in some cases, turn out to be, to various degrees,
constitutive of it. What physical circumstances – juxtapositions of which
elements and features – might precipitate the hoped-for outcome?
(2003a: 14)
The assembly of a surround based upon a newly invented procedure seemed like it would
take more time than I had allotted for my one-day experiment, considering what might be
involved in ‘calling forth’, or at least moving towards, the atmospheric intricateness I had
experienced. No doubt a resident would have longer periods of time and different periods
272

of duration in the house to respond to the emerging shape-texture-atmospheres. The
coloured poles, which appear in the plan but were not installed at the time of my visit,
would complicate the measure of depth since they would be expected to have standard
form rather than vary in height, width and colour.

Most of the architectural features I imaged to construct, would fall short of the task and
either reinforce, duplicate or translate Arakawa and Gins’ tactics. However, I could
imagine incorporating sound in my architectural procedure to address perception of height
through a sonic horizon or variable level indicator. Sound is a component of the surround
that Arakawa and Gins have yet to investigate. For example, different pitched tones could
be made to correspond to the level of one’s head in the space. The tone could change with
the position of an occupant’s head and might operate in tandem or alternately with a
system of laser-light levels. The sound and light detection and feedback would require
video recognition software currently being implemented in automobiles to monitor driver
fatigue. This is perhaps another way of enacting the multi-level labyrinth through other
perceptual forms of the horizon.

Sound has a tactile yet non-objective quality and light has a textural and elusive
dimensional quality. Many of the proposals I would construct, in relation to the shape of
the movement I began to perceive in Bioscleave, fall back into my installation practice
rather than become viable research residences. For the moment it suffices to recognise the
difficulty of constructing architectural procedures and discursive sequences that do not
depend on the already described procedures of ‘disperse to contrast’ and ‘tentative-cradling
towards a holding in place’. The next steps invite this kind of rethinking and re-entry into
the research and development of the nascent procedure.

Step Six:
Before the nascent architectural procedure can be a full-fledged one, it
has to prove itself able to be built. Unable to deliver on this score, many
nascent architectural procedures will fall by the wayside. If, in the course
of an architectural procedure’s being invented and assembled,
architectural elements and features suited to its purpose readily suggest
themselves, or, put another way, if novel ways of structuring an
architectural surround to produce the hoped-for outcome tend to turn up
on a fairly frequent basis, that should be taken as indication enough of its
being a keeper. (2003a: 14)
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In response to this step, I decided to emphasise my interest in the persistence of
asymmetry, in particular the asymmetry of front and back versus right and left. Humans are
only approximately symmetrically divided into right and left, and are certainly not
symmetrical front to back – perhaps only in silhouette. For the most part, the terrestrial life
we deal with conforms to ‘faciality’, an established relation of front and back, top and
bottom. My solution to the invention of an architectural procedure would make forms
consistently inconsistent as a way to research the Æffects of asymmetry further.
Asymmetry is already present in perceptual systems in the form of the ‘I’ that
imperceptibly distorts an ‘organism that persons’’ sense of measure from the outset and is
carried over, imperceptibly to the design of other measures. My procedure would attempt
to explore the asymmetry formed by inaccurate assessment of the relationship between
centrifugal movements of self-reflexivity and centripetal movements of radical otherness.

Step Seven:
This step parades for all to see and use as a copyediting feature or a backto-the-drawing-board one. Review what you have invented and
assembled into (being) an architectural procedure, adjusting any item or
segment that calls out to be changed. Even go so far as to adjust the X
you have chosen to seek so that it matches more closely what currently
presents itself, now with more information and even more incisive
purposefulness in play, as the exigency of the greatest moment. Add or
subtract sequences of action meant to lead up to the hoped-for outcome.
Make ever bolder design decisions, rethink architectural elements and
features, piling refinement upon refinement – all for adding a new X to
the body’s repertoire or for beefing up an underused one. All these steps
would be well worth repeating, but this one, alternately might have been
classified UNNUMBERED STEP, requires by definition frequent
repetition (2003a : 14).
A review of my procedure increases my resolve to develop the ‘complex set of bodily and
abstract calculations characteristic of imaging landing sites’.97 My resolve takes the
discursive form of the gibbous factoring procedure,98 to keep the gibbous, asymmetrical
bias in our processes of formation under constant scrutiny. The features of Bioscleave
provide innumerable opportunities to cross-reference interior and exterior views and recalibrate the relationship between sited awareness and memory by kinaesthetically
checking how the surrounds transform due to movement. These calculations may already
97

This is analogous to the description in ‘Imaging Landing Sites’ of the far or underside of a table, which can
be perceived through this perceptual act of probability (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 8).
98
The word ‘gibbous’ is from ‘hunchbacked’ and is used contemporarily in reference to a particular phase of
the moon that is past three-quarters but not yet full. The appearance of the moon in this phase gives the
paradoxical impression of being overfull, which is why I chose this term.
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be part of the purpose of imaging landings sites, but I have chosen to emphasise the
approximating tendencies, which I noticed continued to persist in myself.

Unlike objects such as tables or pianos, architectural spaces and environments are too large
to survey or grasp in their entirety (unless constructed to afford this view as with sporting
stadiums or some theatres and concert halls). Even though the shell of architectural
structure may be grasped conceptually, it is important to connect the materials to the forms
we perceive as the building. Arakawa and Gins accentuate this perception of their
architecture in the way they place volumes and surfaces. This approach allows more
information to be available than can be grasped initially, making their buildings seem to
unfold over longer periods of time. In addition to the purpose of reviewing one’s decisions,
the aim of Step Seven, is to add a new X (site of awareness) to the ‘body’s repertoire’
(2003a: 14). Re-entry always produces more landing sites.

Step Eight:
Provide written instructions for how to best activate or perform your
architectural procedure, how to play it to the hilt. The work of procedural
architecture (house or town) that will have your architectural procedure
embedded into it will be delivered to its occupants together with a set of
Directions for Use in which these instructions for your architectural
procedure appear alongside the instructions written for the other
architectural procedures it contains. (2003a: 14)
To this last step they add a comment: ‘Once an architectural procedure has been invented
and assembled, still other ways to assemble it will become apparent, architectural
procedures can be assembled in more than one way’ (2003a: 15). Inventing and assembling
an architectural procedure is, of course, a larger work than can be embedded here and
which, in many ways, this thesis has been articulating. This last step provides an occasion
for me to reiterate the embodied connections between bottom-up and top-down processes
in light of my report on Bioscleave House.

Martin Rosenberg’s essay, ‘Constructing Autopoiesis’, offers instructive context for the
inventing and assembling of procedures. He notes that cognitive science rejects a top-down
model of the organisation of information, in contrast to Von Neuman and others who
thought that a top-down model was somehow natural (Rosenberg 2003: 164).

Accompanying this rejection we find an embrace of a model of cognitive
functioning which, while cognising top-down behaviour, (and its socio275

cultural correlates), signals an investigation into bottom-up emergent
properties. The term emergent properties refers to a process of selforganisation with two related properties – distributed and enactive –
which force the analysis of even single organisms as societies united
through spontaneous cognitive activities. (Rosenberg 2003: 164)
Rosenberg rightly aligns Arakawa and Gins with the revaluation of bottom-up processes
associated with standard cognitive science terms such as self-organisation, autopoiesis,
artificial life and consciousness studies. However, to make matters more complex,
Arakawa and Gins emphasise the use of indirectness, specifically non-ironic irony, in the
working of procedures. If we take this into account, in fact, they choose a bottom-up
approach to the connection of top-down and bottom-up models. In other words, embodied
cognition envelops the use of abstract and conceptual cognitive domains. These domains
are neither deleted nor diminished. This is part of the process that cognitive science has not
yet addressed. While cognitive science recognises the appropriation of an organism’s own
substratum, there is no research that explains how the ‘organism that persons’ may develop
unique and idiosyncratic cognitive configurations. We only have to recall Gins’ discussion
of ‘Helen Keller or Arakawa’ to remember how reconfiguration by necessity can become
reconfiguration by design (re-invention).

The potential to experience atmospheric intricateness of landing site configurations in
Bioscleave House has prompted me to link the movements I identified as centripetal and
centrifugal with the way in which top-down interacts with bottom-up processing. For
example, visually attending to the ceiling engages conceptual, analytical, orientation while
proprioceptively attending to irregularities of the floor engages perceptual biofeedback
orientation. Bioscleave House demonstrates how Arakawa and Gins use top-down
processing to draw attention to reconfigurative habits and blind spots. This is clear in the
way they use the plan of the house for the shape of the dining room table turned at 90
degrees to the house and reproduce it on the ceiling of the bathroom (Figure 47). The plan
is constructed as a perceptual object in relation to the other object that it resembles (the
house), inviting critical resemblances and more complex landing sites configurations to
emerge. In addition to the dining table and the bathroom ceiling, the labyrinth in the garden
is also in the shape of the Bioscleave House floor plan. This too offers imaging landing
sites of the unseen interior of the house. Neither the table nor the labyrinth offers a Gestalt
of the house, but they provide a critical resemblance, through the variation of scale and
context.
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Figure 47. Yellow table in central room, the labyrinth in the garden and ceiling of
bathroom all use plan of Bioscleave House

Sitting at the dining table, the resident researcher can casually refer to the plan, but from
the lower vantage point visual checking does not remotely resemble the plan, so dining
will also become a visual memory and transposition exercise (from looking down to
looking across). The table affords an overview that can be taken in all at once, effectively
providing a fictive version of certainty that requires imaging and dimensionalising landing
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sites be activated. Lying in the bathtub, a person would transpose their horizontal position,
looking up, into a hovering position, looking down onto the house from above. Walking in
the garden labyrinth a person traces the displaced floor plan on a slightly smaller scale.
This stimulates muscle memory of movements in the space and exercises the coordination
of visual, kinaesthetic, proprioceptive, aural and auditory perceptual landing sites. The
reduction in size helps a person to hold the actual house as an integrated shape in the
horizontal plane of the labyrinth. In each case, different modes, speeds and scales of
sensing are cross-referenced and are placed in varying proximities to the body and to the
house that the table, the ceiling and the labyrinth approximate.

This principle of using a totalised view or mapping to enhance engagement with the
ubiquitous site of a localised world can be transposed into other body-surround activities,
for example, the way a person on the balance beam conceives of space. On a balance
beam, perhaps it is more useful to conceive of space on a Euclidian model, where parallel
lines never touch, enabling a gymnast to use the structure of space to follow the line of her
feet unwaveringly over her head. By using one such overview to construct her ubiquitous
local interaction, the line of force will not curve but connect directly to the line of the
balance beam. This fictive certainty is an embodied strategy and can become an
architectural procedure by which to explore configuration of embodied cognition.

I am drawn back to Ian Waterman’s story (Cole 1995) and his autodidactic ability to
reconfigure direct (perceptual) responses with indirect (imaging) responses to literally
enact one of Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures: tentative constructing towards a
holding in place. Waterman talks of his deafferent experience as an emotional void,
shutting down his affect due to lack of touch. It is touch, even the lightest but nevertheless
perceptible touch of landings sites that brings a person back to the sited awareness of living
and the desire for community that literally touches upon that boundary of person. Touch
becomes the way we can understand the necessity of an ecology of landing sites and the
ways in which the shape of interaction which becomes the ‘social’. In this regard we may
rethink the social as the spatiality that results from communal devising based on body-wide
modes of sensing.99

99

This approach contrasts with city-spaces derived from the exocentric viewpoint. As Ben Basan observes, ‘Baudrillard’s
view of the [twin] towers resound with Lefebvre’s notion of conceived space where space is reduced to a conception, as
in blueprints and maps’ (Lefebvre 1999: 287 in Basin 2005: 12). Daniel Libeskind’s Freedom Tower was awarded the bid
for the Ground Zero. It is a prime example of the tendency in architecture to make materials, things and spatial
relationships operate within a discursive system of meaning. As Ben Basan has observed, the Freedom Tower is imageoriented, symbolic and predominantly visual in the position it takes on the skyline and in relation to the Twin Towers it
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Constructing, which is neither solely discursive nor practical, works against the isolation of
the visual in body-wide configurations by combining multiple modes of interacting
(dismantling and reassembling, landing and coordinating). Constructing involves the most
complex forms of coordination, bringing together initial orientation (disciplinary or
dispositional), approaches to reading, the scaling of measure and designation of value,
systems of attention, and the acquisition of knowledge. The purpose of constructing
architectural procedures is to make these embodied processes enterable so that they can be
perceived and, more importantly, re-entered to provide means of reconfigurative
transformation. In order to make reinvention viable, the complex actions of constructing
must form an ecology of actions, structures and surroundings. If we could glean nothing
else from Arakawa and Gins’ work, ‘tentative constructing towards a holding in place’
would be the best descriptor of the dynamics they seek to instigate and the most accessible
way to begin constructing perception, constructing architectural bodies and constructing
cooperation.

commemorates. I would go further to suggest that it monumentalises the past perspectivally and provides a logo for a
brand of freedom based on nostalgia. Its functionality is the symbolic function of cultural commodity. In this way,
material constructions are often primarily photo-opportunities that have been wedded to conspicuous consumption.
Basan’s critique deploys Lefebvre’s notion of transparency, which is the secret of the illusion of space that conceals the
social order by showing only an abstract space. As a result, transparency becomes ‘the apparatus of power and knowledge
that implies disclosure’ but delivers control and power (Lefebvre 1999: 287 in Basan 2005: 12). Basan follows
Lefebvre’s argument further, noting that transparency as an act of concealment achieves the conflation of material
structure with abstract symbol. When the visual is able to expel abject values by positioning them at the site where
‘abstract spaces use the façade of transparency to tuck away social relations and relations of production’ (2005: 24), we
arrive at what Hugo named ‘the victory of the Logos’ (2005: 24). Basan’s discussions highlight the importance of
Arakawa and Gins’ efforts to work against the isolation of the visual and the trend in architecture to construct the
observer’s subjectivity in the production of abstract space.
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2.5 Repositioning

Usually a path is a path and that’s that, with this
holding true even for paths within mazes. But a path
with built-in contradictions, a path that contradicts
itself, is another matter, and paths through a
multilevel labyrinth do just that. Impulses, impetuses,
and movements scatter, and there is no unified
trajectory of person to be found when a body is
constrained to move in two or more ways at the
same time.
(Gins and Arakawa 2002: 87)

There is one more activity to be considered in the collection of activities I have described
thus far: repositioning. I must be careful at this point not to insert an additional action
where one does not exist, but I also do not wish to overlook this crucial distinction. Similar
to the way Arakawa and Gins describe dimensionalising landing sites to be as a
combination of qualities and responses of perceptual and imaging landing sites,
repositioning is an activity that holds in readiness the qualities of the interarticulated
actions of reading, scaling, coordinating and constructing. If the accumulating Æffects of
these actions have opened the configurative options for the ‘organism that persons’, then
‘reading’ may be repositioned as embodied readings; ‘scaling’ may become the measure of
concurrent specificities across different scales of action; ‘coordinating’ may become
coordinology; and ‘constructing’ may come to characterise the relation of perception to
action. I have chosen to call this activity ‘repositioning’ because it best describes the
movement within movement I associate with atmospheric intricateness.
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Repositioning, therefore, connects configurations of landing sites and the qualities of their
movement to each other in a multi-directional, non-sequential dynamic. Making this
contracoup movement into a form of readiness will draw attention to the subtlety and
complexity involved in repositioning. As an act of holding all positions open, repositioning
operates across scales of action in two ways. Firstly, by repositioning awareness within
complex configurations of landing sites, which may or may not become identifiable with a
recognisable disposition, and secondly, by repositioning the notion of practice from
external goal-driven tasks to exploratory life-sustaining research. This important point
needs to be made clear. Arakawa and Gins’ approach enables a person to resemble
atmospheric configurations by guiding him or her to realise that the numerous modes of
sensing can be linked, and that a person can learn to deliberately sequence and connect the
configurations emerging from such links. Within this turbulent cloud of links, landings site
configurations may resemble existing dispositions toward action that conform with
postures specific to a given task or associated with a type of person or activity. For
example these postures and dispositions may resemble how a person stands ready, prepares
or behaves as a gymnast or a stock broker, a research subject, or a research scientist, etc.
Social construction can only partially account for the formation of these different positions.
The mobility of embodied cognition and the ability of a person to develop situationally
unique responses and approaches to cognitive re-configuration begin to account for the
exclusive impulse that models ‘position’ and positionality.

The architectural body configures sites that abound within sites and movements that
abound within movement. Through repositioning, I am looking to tease out the complexity
of actions that abound and are initiated from within actions – from simultaneous efferent
and afferent biochemical secretions and concurrent neurological stimulation and inhibition,
100

to the confluence of centripetally and centrifugally constructed boundaries – that will

help to study and account for the physiological basis of practice. ‘Repositioning’ is a vital
skill within the open set of reconfigured possibilities.

On their own, the actions that I have mapped in this chapter, sit comfortably within
traditional notions of practice, which value clarity, rigour and refinement. Re-entry is the

100

Recall Bill Faw’s description of the afferent and efferent projections that occur in the acetylcholine system during
REM sleep (Faw 2000: 65 cited in this thesis on page179).
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process associated with the progress and success of a given practice. The distinction
between re-entering and repositioning is important. Re-entry is a familiar and direct mode
of action; usually oriented towards specific tasks within a defined space of interaction.
Repositioning is a multimodal action operating indirectly by coordinating the direct
activities being carried out. Repositioning, as I define it in relation to Arakawa and Gins’
work, is a particular skill combining tentativeness, coordination and parlaying of
indirectness that allows a person to re-enter configurations of embodied actions (existing or
emergent) and recast traditional values for observational-heuristic and reconfigurative uses.
In this context, repositioning is a deliberate and inclusive approach to positionality. In the
following discussions it will become evident how repositioning enacts atmospheric
intricateness and indirectness to complete the reconfigurative skills that constitute daily
research/daily practice.

It is perhaps easier to imagine how the act of repositioning would change objects and
object relationships by altering contexts, or large-scale frames of reference. This is
consistent with top-down, or conceptual repositioning, a common strategy. Later in this
section, I will examine how objects and micro-movements may also import, produce or
alter frames of reference, consistent with bottom-up, or perceptual repositioning.

It must be reiterated that the aim of Arakawa and Gins is not to rid the ‘organism that
persons’ of conceptual repositioning (or any top-down mode of processing), but to
dismantle the stronghold that any mode has upon perception. Single modes of perception
are the target of Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures. The top-down processes that
frame meaning and reference include the cultural, historical, subjective and habituated
positions already rehearsed in this thesis. I have argued that the proliferation of dualisms
these positions foster can be treated as oppositions or as differences. When seen as
oppositions they produce tension, tragedy, and the tendency for persons to withdraw from
the world to establish security. Persons with historically embodied (dis)positions defined in
this way tend to pioritise one side of a binary over another (either/or). For example, such a
person might choose:
o effect over affect;
o invariance over incommensurability;
o the scientific observer (external to an experiment) over the phenomenological
observer (looking at oneself looking);
o the organism over the person;
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o the exocentric view over the egocentric view;
o top-down over bottom-up processing; and
o paradoxes (language games) over ironies (bodily experience of language).

By re-entering dualisms as sets of differences, these positions may be diffused and
reconnected into the intricate and turbulent movements of the world. This loosens habits of
selection that maintains form and function exposing the tentativeness of all connections,
which in turn means that embodied cognition can be repositioned as a practice of inclusion.

The term ‘positionality’ describes the ease with which the meaning of positions, their
systematicity, can be appropriated101. Focusing on the situated or embodied relationships
position produces, offers a way to make meaningful the meaninglessness of infinite
variety. Without sacrificing the degrees of freedom that infinite variety represents,
repositioning is a way of optimising the benefits of infinity by applying it to the
localisations of sited awareness and local embodied tasks. Rather than neutralising
meaning at sea with no anchor, infinite sets can re-invigorate the exchange between the
virtual (non-prefigured event space) and the possible (prefigured event space).

I understand Arakawa and Gins’ notion of ‘parlaying indirectness’ (2003b: 21) as
‘repositioning’ amounting to the ability to pass through all the sites of oneself in the
surround and, in doing so, reconfigure previously held relationships.

A major obstacle to repositioning and parlaying indirectness is the mind/body split, which
persists in the separation of the organism from the observer, the split upon which Maturana
and Varela (1980) model their autopoietic system. While autopoiesis and studies in selforganisation are important to Arakawa and Gins, they search for alternative biotopological
practices, rather than invariant biological systems. Maturana and Varela’s separation of
structural from descriptive domains in the organism omits the possibility of reconfiguration
in the way Arakawa and Gins have defined (or repositioning, in the way that I have defined
it). Maturana and Varela foreclose on the possibility of moving between biotopological
positions and deliberately repositioning movements in relation to physiological structures.
In the first part of Autopoiesis and Cognition, Maturana could not put the position more

101

Recall Gins’ poem in Helen Keller or Arakawa, titled ‘Position through Positionality to Position’ which
plays out the way each positon is a medium that registers and leaves a mark (1994: 252).
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clearly: ‘Truism: the nervous system cannot give rise to a conduct that implies the
concomitance of states of activity for which there is not anatomical basis’ (1980: 20). He
proposes that ‘the linguistic domain, the observer, and self-consciousness are each possible
because they result as different domains of interactions of the nervous system with its own
states in circumstances in which these states represent different modalities of interaction of
the organism’ (1980: 29).

It is crucial to note Maturana and Varela find that the descriptions generated by these
domains represent but do not cross into the domain of substrata where the organism
carries out its operations via an organismic or ‘natural language’ (1980: 30). For example,
Maturana states that ‘our brain, the brain of the observer, has specialised during evolution
as an instrument for the discrimination of relations, both internally and externally
generated relations, but relations given through and by interactions and embodied in the
states of relative activity of its neurons’ (1980: 39). This becomes more complex as the
observer discriminates between changes of relative activity that occur between its
components while at the same time generating the internal and the sensory motor
correlations, which these relative states have selected (1980: 38).

Maturana and Varela do not leave room for the possibility that a person can affect his or
her autopoietic system indirectly, nor do they permit the descriptive domain to effect the
structure or organisation of the autopoietic system. Under Maturana and Varela’s schema,
passing through the sites of oneself is done as an observer acting through descriptions and
‘behaviours as the logic of descriptions’, because rational behaviours are those which
occur ‘within the same frame of reference’ and appear ‘as concatenations of noncontradictory sequence dependent descriptions’ (1980: 52). There is a hidden romance that
Maturana and Varela inadvertently support: that our organism does not speak the same
language as our ‘person’ and we are shut out from this organismic language (which, of
course, could be understood as producing the discontents, disenchantments, alienations,
split subjectivities and general malaise which the modern has delivered to the
contemporary condition in culture).

From their assertions we may assume that, try as one may, it is not possible to make
suggestions to one’s own organism, because they are conceived as separate domains which
do not and cannot relate to each other. Therefore, one might conclude with Arakawa and
Gins, that it is more efficient to ‘parlay indirectness’ and pursue a circuitous route by
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changing the environment in order to change the organism. Crossing the organismobserver divide into a common sited awareness is the point at which to diffuse the
opposition between Arakawa and Gins and Maturana and Varela but requires repositioning
autopoietic findings to be limited, if innovative, revisions of the history of the body. The
findings are limited because their story omits the person from the ‘organism that persons’;
perhaps a predictable omission for biologists to make. The architectural body cannot exist
within the same world-model as an autonomous and closed autopoietic system. Arakawa
and Gins do not accept that a hidden autonomous agency exists, unless the product of
fictive certainties, nor to they accept that a natural language of the organism exists separate
from one we co-construct.

Repositioning is crucial to the practice of embodied cognition because it opens the
possibility to explore and engineer ‘atmospheric intricateness’ (Arakawa and Gins 2003b:
25). For example, a dancer with a contemporary training is potentially able to connect
different muscles and sets of muscles, holding one set against, or holding one set away
from, another to arrive at extreme positions and movements usually considered off- or
over-balanced, which dancers trained through other methods could not perform. This
capacity to enact extreme positions is achieved by articulating the connections in a
coordinated thinking-feeling body that in other bodily configurations would be made to
comply with axial, or linear geometries of the body. Moving from one configuration of
bodily connections to another demonstrates ‘repositioning’ within the figural scale of
action. Bodily atmospherics can then be applied to the larger configurations of sites that
envelop the surround and are also embedded within the surround.

Atmospheric intricateness is not a ‘trick’ or an ‘illusion’, which would represent the
tyranny of the figural perpetrated on the perceptual; it is a way of thinking about the most
open form of co-selecting, where the body, site and surround become variegated textures.
The fact that a person can reposition the thresholds that realise biotopological spaces is
what must become a research practice, not a magic act (insertion of a new frame of
reference). Brian Massumi notes that ‘the virtual is a lived paradox’ (2002: 30) and ‘the
trick is to get comfortable with the productive paradox’ (2002: 38). I have argued that
paradox is a conceptual, top-down mode of initiating embodied process and that in fact
when a person lives through a paradox, what he or she experiences are ironic movements
in the body: reversal, transposition, inversion, confluence, conflation, etc., that carry out
the embodied operations evoked by the conceptual conflict of the paradox.
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Philosopher of science Hideo Kawamoto (2003) offers a description of the bodily
operations or bottom-up processing involved in perceptual learning. He observes:

Perception involves two operations – cognition and movement – through
which it forms a topological space of its own. With respect to cognition,
sensation produces the boundary that divides the visible and invisible, the
audible and the inaudible, etc. The visible region is selected from wider
wavelengths of light, and the outside, invisible region may be
approximately termed “present” within ultraviolet and infrared
spectrums. The range of visible brightness will be reported by sensation,
this is also one of the ways to divide space, and we can call such a
divided space a topological space produced by sensation. At this point,
sensation occurs as the movement that forms a boundary through
repetition. Both cognition and movement, although they function
separately, are indispensable to one another during the formation of
boundary sensation. Clearly a double operation is also at work in this
situation. (Kawamoto 2003: 88)
I would argue that cognition requires movement and therefore Kawamoto is actually
talking about movements within movement. His ‘double operation’, neither paradoxical or
ironic, is echoed throughout Arakawa and Gins’ various observational-heuristic couplings,
such as the non-ironic irony that repositions functions within procedures, or the
indirectness that results in an ability to ‘say one think two’. Embodied process can be
observed perceptually and enacted in a number of ways – habitually or heuristically and
reconfiguratively. Kawamoto describes the physiological, anatomical basis by which
perceptual learning can operate in the domain of the organism and in the descriptive
domain of Maturana and Varela’s observer (Arakawa and Gins’ person). Notice that the
biotopological spaces to which Kawamoto refers are cleaved to each other and to the
‘outside’.

Historically, approaches to the revaluation of boundaries have been considered an escape,
an exit or declaration of the end. However, Deleuze and Guattari make us aware that a line
of escape can in fact be an embodied description for ‘becoming otherwise’ for which the
figure of leaving or exiting may be often used. In Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature
(1986) this embodied practice of self-differentiating movement is both discussed and
demonstrated.

It isn’t a well formed vertical movement towards the sky in front of
oneself, nor a question of breaking through the roof, but of intensely
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going head over heels and away no matter where even without moving. It
is only a question of a line of escape. (Deleuze and Guattari: 1986: 6)
The escape for Kafka is a ‘line of flight’ even without moving – a passing through the
familiar and the unfamiliar sites of oneself. Lines of flight are productive procedures, not
exits into a void. Even without moving, this escape into what one may become offers a
range of solutions to the problem of genre (territorialisation); the problem of the habituated
mind-body; and the problem of disciplinarity that has been described as ‘liminal’. Often
misunderstood as the edge or the frontier, the liminal is in fact re-entry into in-betweenness, as Kafka does. In describing Blanchot’s work, Charles Stein and George Quasha
(1999) characterise his oeuvre as ‘writing that goes beyond models, genres, contexts and
any limiting concept of what writing is’ (1999: 514). They align being ‘on the edge’ with
the opening of the middle by coining the term ‘metapoetics’ to indicate:

…the principles by which writing is beyond itself, the practice of the
unknown, the poetics of (im)possibility. (We retain in meta- the double
root of ‘beyond’ and ‘middle’, the poetics of what goes beyond and yet is
always in the very middle.) (1999: 514)
Although Kafka uses the figural term ‘escape’ to describe the movement that I ascribe to
embodied experience, his plan is not a ‘great escape’ to the elsewhere and beyond; it is a
liminal exit onto the self-differentiating escarpment of contingency and contingency plans
for becoming he-with-whom-I-have-put-off-becoming. Repositioning –moving without
moving, moving within and across movement – is the embodied reality of daily practice.

The danger for any practice, escape plan or system of thought, is an increasing
susceptibility to becoming generic, and reproducing a genre of relations that are merely an
extension of itself. Arakawa and Gins anticipated the generalisation or ‘genrification’ of
linking that can be called postmodern aesthetics, which arrived in full force in the 1980s
with the wholesale onslaught of ‘Endist’ thought.102 The tendency for any act to initiate a
genre of actions has not been explored fully, and may be addressed through a notion I am
calling ontological perspectives. Beyond orientation metaphors, ontological perspectives

102

Examples of Endist thought include: Thomas Lawson (1981) ‘Last Exit Painting’; Douglas Crimp (1981)
‘The End of Painting’ and (1993) ‘On the Museum in Ruins’; Victor Burgin (1986) ‘The End of Art Theory’;
Francis Fukuyama (1992) The End of History and the Last Man; Jacques Derrida 1993, Spectres of Marx (the
end of history as confidence trick); Joseph Kosuth 1993, Art After Philosophy and After; Arthur Danto 1997,
‘the End of Art’; Stuart Sim (1999) Derrida and The End of History. All these, in one way or another, stem
from Marx’s focus on Hegel’s dialectic and the directional notion of progress leading to the end of history in
1806.
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result from the underlying positionality that defines the relation of embodied concepts in
language to body-wide perception and action. In the discussions that follow, I examine the
formation of world-orders, or genres of being, that influences the totalities with which we
comply. Because humans can overdetermine and habituate, ritualise and become obsessed
with particular configurations of activities, the components and subsystems of selforganisation are able to substitute the experience of ‘being’ for the desire for Being, in its
metaphysical sense.

The addictive aspect

103

of the openness of new configurations can lead to an embodied

version of Endist thought – the unceasing production of EXIT genres in a variety of ironic
templates that provide generic lines of escape from any subjective position and/or
worldview. Whereas EXIT genres stem the tide of homeostasis and dutifully pursue the
uncertainty of concepts in the promotion of experience, they are, in the end, a remedial
measure that must acknowledge heavy losses in a losing battle. It is therefore important to
remember that any practice, no matter how intent upon avoiding habituation, is subject to
generalisation and ‘genrification’. All objects, but some more than others, are able to
capture the body’s attention and allow genres of world-order to seep in. Notions of totality
are the backdrop against which the senses are legitimated and become ‘theoreticians’ in
their own right.

Landing site configurations infused with tentativeness counteract the tendency to use
generalised solutions that would install one generic system after another. A closer
examination of inclusion and exclusion is necessary to understand how actions – from the
movements of elaborate rituals to the slightest turning of the head to glimpse something
unknown – can become the keystone of a genre that overarches direct perception and
substitutes a vaulted ceiling for a view of the sky. The criteria for inclusion are themselves
subject to conceptual schemas and genres of inclusion. This notion of generalisation
(genre) is crucial to any practice of attention.
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In Crack Wars (1992), Avital Ronell discusses the addiction to Being that Heidegger explores in Being
and Time, through its transformation into the addiction to forms/genres of being and forms of language which
substitute for being. (Being, the idea and ideality of existence, becomes the goal of genres of action.) The
forms that addiction to Being take comply with generalisations making the addiction’s extendibility easy to
exploit. Even the intensity of feeling can be genericised, formally generalised: the manic cocaine high, the
floating abyss of a heroin high, the false hope of an endorphin high, or the competitive rush of limitexperience highs of the intensity-addict. All these forms of addiction use the template of genericised modes
of distraction as motivation in the production of their reality.
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In order to convey how repositioning constitutes movement within and across modes of
sensing and scales of action, I will discuss several ways inclusion has been conceptualised.
Deleuze (1993) outlines several genres of inclusion which he attributes to classes of being.
He correlates each genre of inclusion with a universe defined through the type of infinity it
produces, the subject it calls forth, and the form of predication it unleashes (1993: 57). His
genres of inclusion are:
•

auto-inclusion or things that are identical to themselves and can be infinite
in form but remain isolated and without relation to each other;

•

reciprocal inclusion or things that enter into an infinite series of wholes and parts
related by qualities that define them;

•

unilateral inclusions or converging series that tend towards limits and set the
conditions for localisable combinations; and

•

unlocalisable unilateral inclusion, which relates to a degree of complexity where
the amount of combinations and possibilities are so vast that the outcomes cannot
be predicted. The limits of this form of inclusion therefore exist outside of any
infinite series in a different realm organised by complex and unrelated modes of
linking. (Deleuze 1993: 48-49)

The first three modes produce genres of infinity that function within a totalised genre or a
local consensus, constructing firewalls to ensure containment of the gathered contents.
These three genres roughly correspond to the operations of the ‘organism that persons’
which finds itself within an environment and a social context determined by a metanarrative. However, the last mode of inclusion, ‘unlocalised unilateral inclusion’,
corresponds with the shift from function to procedure and from heuristics to scales of
observational-heuristics in the approaches of Arakawa and Gins. In the language of
Deleuze, the last mode is constantly unfolding (1993: 57) and does not conform to
language games or rules of a given genre.

The implications of ‘genre’ have been explored by many theorists. Three are particularly
relevant to this investigation. Lyotard’s notion of genre in The Differend connects acts of
presentation to the creation of a universe.104 Irigaray in ‘The Three Genres’ brings the

104

Lyotard’s discussion of genre in The Differend connects genre to the totality of grand naratives. He states
that ‘For every phrase regimen, there corresponds a mode of presenting a universe, and one mode is not
translatable into another.’ (1988: 128) Lyotard equates modes of presenting with genres built up from the
smaller components of phrases and regimens of phrases. He continues: ‘A genre of discourse inspires a mode
of linking phrases together, and these phrases can be from different regimens’ (1988: 128).
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notion of genre directly to bear upon forms of subjectivity.105 As noted above, Deleuze’s
book, The Fold, brings genre into the realm of subjective activity by making thought and
perception participants in an infinitely self-differentiating world. The ubiquity and
openness that permits ‘unlocalised unilateral inclusion’ to make unprecedented links are
the qualities that also make it susceptible to generic conceptualisations found in current
patterns of the global economy and cultural colonisation through information.

One form often exploited for its low resistance to genrification is ‘the example’. Though
Giorgio Agamben has theorised ‘the example’ to be a two-way street between
universalised singularity and situated specificity, the example is too often used for its
capacity to extend and generalise. Ironically, Deleuze’s unlocalised unilateral inclusion,
‘outside infinite series’, becomes a generic operation that harvests modes of infinity for the
information age, the commodity age, the age of the bite-size sublime.

Agamben’s ‘example’ is an instance of inexact duplication – it switches scale even though
its movement registers as repetition, consistent with Arakawa and Gins’ notion of critical
resemblances. However, critical resemblances deal with specifics while ‘the example’
bridges the figural exchange between the singularity of the individual and the generic
extendibility of the universal. Agamben (1993) notices that ‘the example’ holds for all
cases of the same type and, at the same time, is included among these cases (1993: 910).106 For me, the ‘linguistic being’ (1993: 10) he ascribes to ‘the example’ establishes
belonging (inclusion) through the act of ‘being-called’, and in this way relies heavily upon

Incommensurability is the condition that occurs when it is not possible to separate the phrases within a genre
from the kinds of links they carry with them. Lyotard’s notion of genre revolves around the conflict that
arises when the finality of genres coexists with endless possibilities of linking.
105
Irigaray opens out the idea of genre by giving us a way to undo, suspend and possibly eliminate the
barriers between genres. In ‘The Three Genres,’ she defines genre as ‘a style of amorous relations and a style
of thought, exposition and writing’ (1991: 140). This ties together the corporeal, the affective, the social and
the cultural. Irigaray’s amorous affect places the process of linking back within the ‘organism’, or the
interaction of organism and person, rather than solely within the ‘person’. The ‘bodily’ establishes a
continuity external to the genre and fractures its conventions into the micro-events of attention, perception,
noticing, and linking. Irigaray suggests the micro-events prevent events from becoming configured into the
larger or figurative scale of genre regimes, allowing the discovery of other sources for linking, with their own
sufficient amorous reasons. Iragaray’s understanding of genres emphasises that the logics of the describing
system are not the logics of the system being described.
106
Agamben insists that ‘the example’ is not ‘particular or universal but a singular object that shows its
singularity’ (Agamben 1993: 10). He asserts the primacy of the enunciative activity, the embodied tie to site
and context that makes ‘the example’ into an object that stands outside of or next to itself. This mode of
inclusion allows a person practising embodied cognition to use ‘the example’ as a tool to perceive the
movement between localisable and unlocalisable positioning, and holds it up as an object for observation
long enough to figure out – configure – how it shifts perception and action. Agamben observes that ‘the
proper place of the example is always beside itself, in the empty space in which its undefinable and
unforgettable life unfolds’ (1993: 10).
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the indexical aspect of language. Because repositioning is immanent in the structure and
form of the example, what seems to be adequately described as linguistic being is more
adequately described as the way language is configured into acts of embodied cognition.

Massumi develops the ‘example’ into the ‘parable’, which accentuates the enunciative
capacity in relation to the virtual. He turns the neutral, empty space of the example into the
overfull realm of potential, which the parable suspends, because the ‘virtual is something
that happens too fast’ (Massumi 2002: 30). The parable is a transposed example of the
‘being-called’ through which Agamben infuses language with the power of demonstration
that operates simultaneously in two realms. That is, the parable is ‘real but abstract’
(Massumi 2002: 4, 21), specific and generic – a generic activity of doubling specificity.

This latter movement is the one that Arakawa and Gins attempt to turn in the other
direction, avoiding the generic by working on landing sites. Landing sites are not
rehearsals, examples, or analogies – they operate at the threshold of repetition and occur
before difference is generalised into sameness, or sameness into genres of difference.
Arakawa and Gins’ architectural procedures are the somatic instantiations of the ‘example’
turned parable for body-wide perception and action (that now includes language).
Examples readily become genres of prescription rather than the enunciative and rhetorical
iteration that Agamben understands them to be. Massumi claims that his parable is a
temporal slowing which must go at a different pace from ‘becoming’ in order to be
perceptible (2002: 21). But the parable too is a genre, a genre of writing most akin to the
example (2002: 21). Arakawa and Gins examine the conditions of readiness and of making
that are landings sites before they would become examples of landing sites. They pursue
the non-generic unfolding of landing sites, in Massumi’s terms, through connectivity rather
than extendibility.

Repositioning uses ‘systems given-to-be-seen’ or stains as Lacan calls them (1981: 74) to
dismantle the systematic coupling of body to world that enforces this or that ontological
perspective, as an example of a possible world. Lacan noted all that is left of the ‘gaze’ is a
stain (1981: 74), or more accurately, a series of stains that conflict and compete to colour a
person’s worldview. 107 As the following discussions will demonstrate, once ‘ontological

107

Lacan (1981) names the impact of the gaze upon the function of the eye, the stain, ‘marking the preexistence to the seen of a given-to-be-seen’ (1981: 74). This is the way any object could trigger a genre that
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perspectives’ are made perceptible they become open to deliberate interventions as quickly
as disparate perceptions are subsumed under a genre of relation.108

In his discussion of the logic of relation, Massumi (2002: 68-88) comments that Michel
Serres, Bruno Latour and Pierre Levy all use the soccer ball to discuss the relation of
subject to object and individual to collective (2002: 71). Objects can open prefigured space
to bottom-up perceptual processing, forging unanticipated relationships. It is curious that
the object they chose has no intrinsic orientation (except perhaps one imposed by the
writing on the ball). The soccer ball has no left and right. It is positioned in terms of a set
of discursive rules that apply to its use in training and game situations. It is a cursor in the
bodily discourse. Massumi observes that the ball’s effect is dependent on the physical
presence of a multiplicity of other bodies and objects that catalyse the play as a whole but
do not in themselves constitute a whole (2002: 73). In this way, like Marx’s dancing table
and the potential it bears as a sign of its commodification, the ‘player is the object of the
ball’ (2002: 73). The ball, because of its shape, connects into the sliding measure of scale
and, due to its lack of orientation, highlights the axial grid of spatial reference.

would arise to include itself. The presence of the stain ‘governs the gaze most secretly and that which always
escapes from the grasp of that form of vision that is satisfied with itself in imagining itself as conscious’
(1981: 74). Lacan aligns the recursion (seeing oneself seeing), and the sleight of hand that seeks to avoid the
function of the gaze, with the phenomenal experience of contemplation. This experience is why we attribute
an all-seeing perspective of an absolute being to the spectacle of the world (1981: 75). The gaze
circumscribes us as beings who are looked at without showing us this (1981: 75). In the question and answer
section immediately following Lacan’s discourse on ‘The Split Between the Eye and The Gaze’, one question
is recorded thus: ‘X. Audouard: To what extent is it necessary, in analysis, to let the subject know that one is
looking at him, that is to say, that one is situated as the person who is observing in the subject the process of
looking at oneself?’(1981: 77) Lacan’s answer to this extremely important question is academic. He positions
his response in terms of disciplinary objectives, ‘of concern to analysts’, and history, to ‘discover whether
psycho-analysis is a science’ and ‘historically define the notion of the subject’ (1981: 77). He claims that
psychoanalysis is not a Weltanschauung, or philosophy with keys to the universe; rather it leads ‘the subject
back to his signifying dependence’, yet he also wants psychoanalysis to grasp how tuché (touch) is
represented in visual apprehension (1981: 77). Lacan constructs a world view that relies heavily upon ‘the
literary’ to ground his insights. Rabate (2001) observes: ‘Lacan’s slow transition from rhetorical and
structuralist theory of the Symbolic based on the logic of the signifier to a theory of literary language caught
between the effects of the written knot or hole and the simply spoken signifier’ (Rabate 2001: 17).
108

Hubert Damisch in The Origin of Perspective (1995) discusses Brunelleschi’s experiment on perspective
consisting of a panel painting of the Baptistry of San Giovanni in Florence with a viewing hole to be held
opposite a mirror. Damisch notes that the importance of Brunelleschi’s experiment is: ‘that a point of view
can be posited, grasped as such, in its value and function as origin, only retroactively and by means of a relay
mechanism, a subsequent scansion, this di-monstratio, in the strict sense of the word, provided a rule
governing apportionment between the imaginary and the symbolic’ (Damisch 1995: 126). Damisch sees this
demonstration as a narrative of origin. Arakawa and Gins also build (demonstrate) the questions they are
researching. Damisch is concerned with the painted panel and its effect upon the subject’s system of
reference (rule of apportionment), whereas Arakawa and Gins are concerned with enactments co-origination.
They state: ‘The body is sited. As that which initiates pointing, selecting, electing, determining, and
considering, it may be said to originate (read co-originate) all sites’ (Gins and Arkawa 2002: 5). Damisch, a
student of Lacan sees the value of the analysis of perspective in psychoanalytic terms while Arakawa and
Gins see the value in self-organising terms.
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Whereas the soccer ball conjures a stadium or reorganises the spatial relationships of a
loungeroom, Lissitzky’s discussion of camera lenses shows how objects reveal worlds that
appear to have pre-existed our ability to perceive them, like atoms or galaxies. In ‘A. and
Pangeometry’ (1925), Lissitzky links bodily orientation to conventions of perspective
formalised in European and Chinese camera lenses. The resulting ontological perspectives,
presented below, (see Figures 49 and 50) illustrate how positioning oneself in relation to a
projected origin and its consequent events, determines what a person can consider to be the
limits of possibility.

Lissitzky’s diagram exposes two systems of perspective produced by Western and Eastern
camera lenses to which his Suprematist exocentric perspective is the response (see Figure
48). On the left is the Chinese perspective and on the right is a perspective drawing based
on on Da Vinci’s Last Supper. In the middle rectangle, which has an X across it, Lissitzky
asks where the tip of the pyramid lies? In the depth implied by the frame or in the viewer’s
space in front of the picture plane? This perceptual problem highlights the conventional
nature of seeing and reading aligned with, or confounded by, our sited and situated
‘looking’.

Figure 48. Lissitzky’s diagram ‘A. or Pangeometry’

These visual technologies (lenses) comply with perceptual orientations and worldviews.
Radically different notions of ground, origin, position (site and situation) and mobility are
extrapolated from each system. Lissitzky suggests we have forgotten the mechanical and
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systematic nature of the Western camera accepting it as the structure of reality (LissitzkyKüppers 1992: 353).109

In the sketches below, I have transposed Lissitzky’s diagram to show the way a person is
positioned by the ‘ontological perspectives’, rather than to show the resulting visual scene
in relation to the camera lenses. The first ontological perspective, a Western perspective
produced by the European camera, which uses a convex lens, supplies a mechanical and
cubic perspective that recedes away from the picture plane towards the horizon. This
perspective constructs a symbolic system of relations that originates beyond the horizon
and projects from the vanishing point to include all that we see (Figure 49). Persons
(bodies as objects) are positioned as reflections of this system and produced as a result of
its program. This worldview aligns with a Lacanian notion that attributes to the world an
all-seeing capacity since our position is always already included or subsumed by its
ubiquitous stain (Lacan 1981: 75).

Figure 49. ‘Ontological perspective’ that corresponds to Western perspective and European camera lens

The second perspective, an Eastern perspective, produced by the Chinese camera, uses a
concave lens, also objective and mechanical, to suggest a world that curves back towards
the person, pulling on the horizon seemingly to envelop the seeing subject (Figure 50).
This perspective implies an existentially constructed experience that originates in the site
of the person and emanates outward in all directions. This perspective is consistent with a
notion of generative centres of activity.

109

Suprematism would ignore the demands of conventional perspective systems and extend the visual
pyramid to infinity. Lissitzky invoked the mathematical metaphor of imaginary numbers to propose how
Suprematism would accomplish this feat. The indefinite space made possible in front and behind the picture
plane utilises the real Æffects that imaginary or irrational numbers afford to us. His installation and essay of
the same name: Proun: not world vision but world reality 1920, already begs the question of an ‘interspace’,
the site of an intersection where culture and biology meet (Lissitzky-Küppers 1992: 352-58).
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Figure 50. ‘Ontological perspective that corresponds to Eastern perspective and Chinese camera lens.

The relationship a person has formed with a totalised image of the world, through the
mediation of a specific object, is reinforced from early years of education to become an
invisible scaffold that supports the world. Objects such as soccer balls govern
apportionment through rules that constrain how a person engages with the ball. However,
other more complex objects such as books, govern apportionment through the content of
the writing as well as through the physical qualities of the book and the orientational rules
of print. As seen in the diagrams above, the relationship of a person to centres of action
(symbolic positions of origin) produces directionality and relation by establishing right,
left, up, and down.
If we apply the scenic conventions of left and right,110 up and down to spatial orientation
implied by texts, alphabets and writing systems, then the movements of reading and
writing may be considered to indicate and disseminate ontological perspectives. Writing
systems spatialise the page in relation to body, land or origin according to totalised images
of relationship. Writing from the top to the bottom of the page would seem to opt for a
vertical and arguably gestural relation of sky and earth. However, Japanese writing, which
moves from top to bottom in columns, sequences the columns from right to left. In early
Greek writing (boustrophedon), the text runs in ‘alternating directions left to right and right

110

While remaining alert to the problematics of binaries in relation to the overall project of this thesis, the
question of ontological perspective can be brought into focus through an examination of the histories of right
and left in representations, especially in the transitions from stage to cinema screen and thence to small
screens. How right/left conventions have changed in these parts of popular culture demonstrates the very
broad impacts of ontological perspective on the practice of embodied cognition. Left and right as codes for
designating value operated in theatre and were used to connect theatrical traditions to early and classic
cinema. As the symbolic reference to left and right waned, contemporary screen based work has resituated
the viewer in the king’s seat (when Louis XIV sat on stage and generated the spectacle), except that today the
viewer does not control the spectacle but is given the seat of origin, the seat from where the action takes
place.
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to left, in imitation of the turn of the ox in ploughing’ (McCafferey 2003: 113) highlighting
the directional and projective significance of the position of text on the page.111

Whether generated from lenses, texts, photo or digital images, paintings or screen
projections, ‘ontological perspectives’ produce core beliefs concerning our actual, possible
and virtual relationships to origins and events. They indicate how acts such as reading
participate in elaborate person-world-universe orientation schemas. The Western
‘reflective’ tradition, expressed literally in the mirroring of person and world, reinforces
the separation and object position of bodies in Western culture. The book as object that
imparts knowledge and reinforces position in relation to the origin (also the source of
knowledge) invoking genres of being, genres of inclusion, and genres of directionality and
positionality. This can be seen in the physical manifestations of language on and off the
page, in the hand and in the mouth and lungs.

Ontological perspectives, and the political-spatial scenarios of right and left they
proliferate, may be considered historical artifacts of the cosmological stain of worldviews
upon the organism, the person and the grid of existential relationships. Andrew Benjamin’s
notion of ‘differential ontology’ (1993: 2) fits Arakawa and Gins’ approach to the archive
of stains. Benjamin suggests that the ‘advent of the event’ or ‘ad-venture’ depends upon
the recognition of ‘identity within difference and thus of the whole within the singular’
(1993: 7). An omitted awareness or inattention may account for the possibility of an event
to be new again and occur without relation:

Spacing and relation involve more than that state of affairs in which one
becomes a description or formulation of the other. Indeed spacing is
implicated in more than spatial relations. Its presence and the
consequences of its mode of being present will come to figure within the
site of judgement while at the same time providing judgement’s
necessity, the necessity for its effective presence. Judgement is the
response to irreducibility – the status of the event – itself a spacing within
and thus held by ontology. (Benjamin 1993: 15)
Benjamin points out that the discord between actuality and experience has caused
philosophy to mis-recognise its own continuity by failing to understand the plurality

111

Steve McCaffery (2003) makes this connection in his essay on Arakawa and Gins in discussion of the
structure of the history of the labyrinth in relation to their work. He relates the plough-like line turns in early
Greek writing, ‘boustrophedon’, to another early practice, the scriptio continua, in which there is no
capitalisation or word breaks so the text is a continuous flowing-on (2003: 113).
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(temporality) at work in repetition. Lissitzky understood the embodied implications when
he asserted a notion of ‘plural creation’ in PROUN, acronym for ‘Project for the
Affirmation of the New’:

The surface of PROUN ceases to be a picture and turns into a structure
round which we must circle … circling round it we screw ourselves into
the space. PROUN is leading us to the construction of a new body. It
creates aims. … It [PROUN] introduces plural creation, where a new
creative whole is produced by each variation and it begins to become a
model of 3-D space and goes on to construct all the objects of everyday
life. (in Lissitzky-Küppers 1992: 347-48)
The development of the continual reconfiguration that Lissitzky promised through
Suprematism that is ‘new with each variation’ has meant that abstract systems also dance
on their heads and sprout not grotesque forms but transforming bodies. The construction of
a new body is precisely the aim of the reversible destiny project. Initiating movement
within movement allows the non-linear dynamic of distributed cognition to emerge.112

The last example of repositioning I will discuss is Arakawa and Gins’ proposal that we
may re-negotiate gravity. Of all the tasks to which repositioning would apply, renegotiating gravity clearly requires an ability to understand and work with movements
within movement. In many ways, the embodied approach necessary to challenge gravity is,
in fact, the same enactive activity needed to construct architecture against death.
Challenging gravity is an easier impossibility to understand than challenging mortality.
Arakawa and Gins are working to dismantle any metaphysical idea that strangles
existential process of discovery. In regard to such challenges they state:

We never approach anything impossible unless the setup is right. A right
setup frames actions; within a right setup actions become more readily
analysable, repeatable and able to be followed up on. (Gins and Arakawa
2002: xix)
Not all contemporary researchers would concur. On the jacket cover of Beauty and the
Contemporary Sublime, Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe (1990) uses the concept of gravity as an

112

Antonio Damasio’s (1994) notion of somatic markers helps us to understand how distributed cognition
influences selection and decision (1994: 199-200). ‘The action of biological drives, body states, and emotions
may be an indispensable foundation for rationality. The lower levels in the neural edifice of reason are the
same that regulate the processing of emotions and feelings. … These lower levels maintain direct and mutual
relationships with the body proper, thus placing the body within the chain of operations that permit the
highest reaches of reason and creativity’ (1994: 200)
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example of the invariant structures of the world that do not fluctuate with history. He
comments:

While working on this book I was often told that beauty and the sublime
(despite their prior histories) are for us eighteenth-century concepts
defined by assumptions we no longer share. I am not convinced about the
last part. Gravity is a seventeenth-century concept that continues to
explain one’s body’s refusal to fly. (1999: jacket cover)
It is notable that Gilbert-Rolfe refers to the body’s refusal (organism) instead of the
person’s. He logically assumes that invariant physical laws, by definition are external to
circumstances, (bodies transforming over time). He chooses not to imagine that gravity
could be negotiated, and that each ‘organism that persons’ might view the question of
flying from a different bodily position/dispositions. Arakawa and Gins suggest that
compulsory obedience to concepts that encapsulate invariant laws or invariant features no
longer holds adequate explanatory relation to possibility, despite the usefulness of such
concepts in describing history. Gilbert-Rolfe’s assessment that it is the body that refuses to
fly is obedient to Maturana and Varela’s notion that descriptions are never heard in the
‘natural language’ of the organism. Re-negotiating gravity through changes in the
embodied configuration of cognition would necessitate that there is no natural language.

Brian Massumi (2002) provides an instance in which inorganic systems, under the right
conditions, can sense gravity. He uses this example as a way of illustrating ‘operative
reason’, describing it as ‘a negentropic induction to produce practically the impossible’
(2002: 111). The ‘Bernard instability’ is a situation in which ‘turbulent patterns of
diffusion in a heated liquid spontaneously order into convection cells’ and shows how
affect (or intensity) is the critical difference between an entropically disordered past and a
future of systematic organisation. ‘The self organising of liquid into a convection system is
triggered because the instability of situation suddenly makes the liquid sensitive to gravity’
(2002: 111). This is considered to be impossible in current theories of heat diffusion.
Massumi continues:

The sensing of a force that up to that point was not pertinent to the
system’s transformation and had been “ignored” triggers the selfordering. Gravity, normally a potent force of entropy, induces a locally
negentropic effect: an emergence of order from disorder. Sensed, gravity
has triggered or induced negentropy … the impossible is practiced when
a countereffect is produced to the normal unfolding of the natural laws in
play – achieved not by contravening them, but by combining them in
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such a way as to create an ineradicable margin of objective
indeterminacy from which a new order spontaneously arises. (2002: 111)
As already noted, Massumi’s notion of ‘operative reason’ resembles Arakawa and Gins’
notion of ‘architectural procedure’. Both share an interest in the movements within
movements that may reverse probability and exceed their initial causes. In the dialogue that
takes place as if within the Ubiquitous Site House, Arakawa and Gins introduce the
possibility of re-negotiating gravity to highlight the possibilities that perceptual learning
may produce:
Arakawa: Each of us becomes an everywhere evenly distributed agent,
dropping the centralising habit that members of our species have had for
such a terribly long time. What I am about to say might sound irrational
to you – but if it turns out to be what is going on, then rationality will
have to be re-defined. An everywhere evenly distributed agent – a
ubiquitous site or an architectural body – will even be able to re-negotiate
gravity.
Gins: The gravity that gets accorded to apportioning out, which, for a
more complete picture, probably ought to be spoken of as apportioning
out and in. (2002: 34)
Persons comply with the concept of gravity because the socially constructed limits of
possibility also administer the separation of the organism from the person. In contrast,
Arakawa and Gins suggest that the renegotiation of gravity has nothing to do with breaking
physical laws as they are currently understood.

Repositioning Practice

To arrive at a viable practice, capable of addressing the insufficiency of institutionalised
learning and tacit knowledge to enable self-invention, the traditional notion of practice
must be repositioned to the embodied sites where self-differentiation is constructed
through perception. Each of the actions, qualities of movement and Æffective tactics
discussed in this chapter can be folded into each other, changing with each subsequent reentry. This thesis has generated numerous terms that could each describe a facet of the way
practice may be understood. I have compiled a list, by no means comprehensive, to gather
the concepts of process mentioned thus far, to draw out their critical resemblances and
cumulative properties to initiate a practice: reversible destiny, crisis ethics, landing site
configurations, coordinology, architectural procedures, architecture as hypothesis, critical
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holders, parlaying indirectness, engineering atmospheric intricateness, daily research,
embodied cognition, embodied configuration, Æffect, embodied readings, scaling,
coordinating, constructing, repositioning, unlocalised unilateral inclusion, operative
reason, differential ontology and passing through the sites of oneself, even without moving.
As each configuration re-enters the others, a holographic notion of practice emerges,
building a 360 degree bodily inquiry capable of putting itself, the process, into question.

These similar but critically different embodied approaches to practice, are the anatomical
basis of body-wide perception and action necessary to move across identity boundaries,
including positions upheld within self-organisation (organism and observer), and sufficient
to construct life. The practice of embodied cognition counteracts the narrow configurations
imposed by ontological perspectives and transforms the notion of labour by changing ‘the
shape of awareness’.

Through their research, Arakawa and Gins have produced the most significant account of
that which we must consider before we account for the ‘subject’, the ‘person’ or the
‘social’. In the last section of Architectural Body, ‘Daily Research’, Arakawa and Gins
provide hypotheses from which to begin a practice that ‘will constitute a way for our
species to take evolution into its own hands’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xix):
•

Sited Awareness hypothesis, which proposes the inextricability of person and
surround;

•

Insufficiently Procedural Bioscleave hypothesis, which proposes the wasting of life
as a result of the separation of person and bioscleave and the lack of supportive
approaches, study and implementation of tactically posed surrounds;

•

Closely Argued Built-Discourse hypothesis, which addresses the insufficiency by
adding ‘carefully sequenced sets of architectural procedures to the bioscleave’
(Gins and Arakawa 2002: 95-96).

How may we begin to practice embodied cognition and conduct daily research on an
architectural body? Both Arakawa and Madeline Gins have had to imagine the
‘architectural body’ without the benefit of the tactical surrounds they were yet to produce.
In a movement that might be likened to calculating the interactions of subatomic particles
without a particle accelerator, or to the mathematical descriptions of extradimensional
space in string theory without the ability to build the tools to test their hypotheses,
Arakawa and Gins had to accrue the awareness of perceptual learning through their daily
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research, which led to architectural procedures and to the proposition of an architectural
body. They are currently building tactically posed surrounds, both temporary experimental
surrounds and more permanent residential surrounds. However, they have not yet lived in a
reversible destiny house or tactically posed surround. That is, thus far they have engaged in
the enactment of their research entirely through reconfiguring their embodied cognition.
They have achieved this by changing the shape of awareness in which they operate,
individually, collaboratively as a team and cooperatively with a community of researchers.

Because Arakawa and Gins’ project is still in its infancy they ask that ‘enormous sums of
money be spent on constructing the world as a tactically posed surrounding for the benefit
of the body’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xix). I think it is important to notice that the
extraordinary individuals discussed by Arakawa and Gins, most notably Helen Keller,
were able to construct other embodied configurations and enact reconfigured relationships
with their surrounds with very meagre resources. This is why Arakawa and Gins suggest
that, not only does the architectural body not yet exist, we do not even know what notions
such as ‘body’ or ‘culture’ really mean. In Helen Keller or Arakawa, Gins links the
embodied modality of Arakawa to the atmospheric envelopings of Helen Keller. She
implies, though never directly says, that Arakawa is able to move within and between
modes of sensing, and perhaps, has reconfigured his sensorium to take up a more active
role in the co-selection and co-origination of the world. Embodied cognition is the starting
point.

Having said this, there is no comparison between the disorientation I experienced exiting
the subway; or driving while daydreaming, or scaling my size while in a restaurant; or
living in the Southern Hemisphere – and my experiences in Bioscleave House in 2005; or
attending the exhibition Building Sensoriums at Ronald Feldman Fine Arts in 1990, at
which the model of the Bridge was displayed; or the retrospective at the Guggenheim
exhibition (Soho) in 1997. It is clear to me that, without the tactically posed surrounds of
architectural procedures, research and re-entry into the modes of my own perception and
repositioning of the sites of myself would be extremely difficult to produce or repeat. This
convinces me that, as Arakawa and Gins suggest, in order to practise the indirectness of
procedural architecture we must devise and build, the tools to enact procedural knowing.
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CHAPTER 3

3.0 The Implications and Applications of Practice

A percept knows whatever reality it directly or
indirectly operates on or resembles; a conceptual
feeling, or thought, knows a reality whenever it
actually or potentially terminates in a percept that
operates or resembles that reality, or is otherwise
connected with it or with its context.
(William James 1997: 32)
Use concepts when they help, and drop them when
they hinder understanding; and take reality bodily
and integrally up into philosophy in exactly the
perceptual shape in which it comes.
(James in Heft 2001: 41)

In this section I will discuss Arakawa and Gins’ project in terms of the implications it has
for conceptual thought and Reason. I will also consider the impacts their approach has had
and may have upon communal interest and the applications of the practice of embodied
cognition.
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Repositioning of the awareness of embodied cognition as the practice of embodied
cognition means that we are ready to rethink what is involved in holding the construct of
Reason and why it is placed outside the time and space of human experience. I propose
that practice, (the constructing of the field of knowing by each person), constitutes a
reforming of Reason, or a reform of reasoning. That is, ‘Reason’ as a concept can no
longer hold purchase over variegated, idiosyncratic, non-standardised and deregulated
modes of configuring and distributing embodied cognition.

As soon as we consider Reason to be the result of situated methods, we cannot escape the
presence of a unifying system underwriting its ontological perspective. The unity of reason
is the goal of historically defined methods such as idealism, pragmatism, materialism and
realism, which corral conceptual linkage and rationalise sensation. These methodological
positions are never mentioned anywhere in the discourse of Arakawa and Gins. The only
methodologies they mention are ones they have invented, such as coordinology,
proceduralism or crisis ethics. The positions they have worked to free from conceptual
capture – speaking positions, witnessing positions, linking positions and positions of
judgment that institutionalise bodies and social relations – must be invented from new
modes of apportionment. The practice of reasoning I am positing here, is the configuration,
coordination and constructing of multi-modal mechanisms, omni-valent structures and
body-wide acts of organisation.

Arakawa and Gins suggest that persons should live as landing sites creatures rather than as
symbolising creatures. The implications of this transformation are threefold:
o to reverse the tendency to deal with thought as increasingly detached and
dissociated from the site of person through embodied cognition; 113

113

Contemporary researchers across the arts and science are working, independently or in tandem, on the
‘yet-to-be-determined’ quality of idealist thought: the ‘positing’ (Fichte) that lies at the source of one’s
interpretative and evaluative activity and forges a relation to the world (Redding 1999: 158). Redding notes
that ‘such a system in some way must be supported by a more basic layer of our embodied and enminded
being in the world, a layer in which separation between an element and the functional role it plays has yet to
emerge’ (1999: 158). In charting the relation of affect to cognitive science, Redding’s The Logic of Affect
(1999) follows the twists and turns of concepts stemming from German Idealism. He notes that:
Schelling’s focus on art, symbolism and myth is bound up with a concern with finding the objective,
material forms within which those mental processes dealt with as embodied within the organism
could gain an extra-organismic or cultural form. “Just as reason becomes immediately objective in
nature as souls of organic bodies, so also does philosophy become objective through art… for just
this reason, art is to the ideal world what the organism is to the real world.”
It was in this sense that the typically “romantic” stress on affectively laden analogical thought and
myth could combine with the new “bottom-up” view of the nervous system in which the “higher”
cortical activities could be thought of as grounded in and continuous with the unconscious activities
of the “lower” subcortical centres. Such a unified view was what has recommended Schelling to a
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o to approach Reason through each act of reasoning to turn research into daily
practice; and
o to develop the practice of embodied cognition (constructions of perception and
action) to enable cooperative structures to reconstitute the ‘social’.
The thought-feeling of an ‘architectural body’ represents a viable alternative and radically
different lived experience to the subjectivity produced by Reason. Whether theorising or
walking the dog, reasoning constructs the continuity of daily life. Intensification of its
practice through repositioning (parlaying indirectness) replaces continuity with questioning
and legitimacy with tentativeness. Ironically, Arakawa and Gins may be said to continue
the West’s historical and ongoing commitment to social change and transformation.

Lyotard (1988) outlines the detrimental and beneficial aspects of the conditions that may
be applied to the constructions from which an architectural body, or a practice of
atmospheric bioscleave might emerge, when he observes:

I made the point that the striking feature of postmodern scientific
knowledge is that the discourse on the rules that validate it is (explicitly)
immanent to it. What is considered at the end of the nineteenth century to
be a loss of legitimacy and a fall into philosophical pragmatism or logical
positivism was only an episode from which knowledge has recovered by
including within scientific discourse the discourse on the validation of
statements held to be laws. As we have seen, this inclusion is not a
simple operation but gives rise to “paradoxes” that are taken extremely
seriously and to “limitations” on the scope of knowledge that are in fact
changes in its nature. (1988: 54-5)
The practice of embodied cognition can provide both the means to observe and learn from
the embodied paradoxes, and the practice by which to construct alternative configurations,
more inclusive and more sufficient in describing the capabilities of the organism-person. In
particular, they provide the means to develop the body’s ability to circumvent the rules of
its own organisation. Self-circumvention is a tacit knowledge that must now become a
component of deliberate embodied research. This ability alone, usually considered
anomalous, accounts for the creative potential of self-organisation.

generation of medical and psychiatric thinkers who would apply such ideas to psychopathology and
other human phenomena. (1999: 139)

305

It is not enough to become comfortable with the paradoxes and dualisms of embodied
irony, which manage coincidence, administer being or optimise probability. A further,
practical step outside irony and productive paradox must employ indirectness for its direct
benefits.114 Reason has ceased to hold in place the actual reasons by which we live and is
unable to adequately resolve the differends that arise and disputes regarding which rule of
judgment will decide the damages versus the wrongs.115

The practice of embodied reasoning is a necessary consequence of the failure of the
concept,116 or the failure to include concepts within embodied configurations. In my view,
many of the conflicts that appear in disciplinary or social domains may be linked to the
disposition and deployment of concepts. What numbers of artists and art movements have
noticed, especially in the twentieth century, is the conflict between logical solutions and
contingent solutions. In many ways this tension, even for conceptual artists, is the subject
of arts practice. Thus artists have resisted Reason through the use of ironic, absurdist,
surreal, situationist, performative and appropriative personal and cultural strategies. These
strategies often place ‘the body’ in general, or the body of the artist in particular, in the
firing line to highlight the intersections of bodies and culture, private and public, docile
and otherwise-constructed lives. From these public explorations, practitioners of any ilk,
and daily researchers no longer bent on the production of art, can benefit from the
114

Žižek (1993) is quick to remind us of the logic of the ‘pragmatic paradox’ of a self-contradicting
performative necessary to make impossible choices. In ‘Enjoy Your Nation as Yourself!’ he plays out the
effects of belonging to two configurations – the individual and the collective. The impossibility presented by
the pragmatic paradox is manifested in the omnipotence of Power, which can be cruel and irrational and
equally friendly and helpful. The affects of decision and purposeful direction require that the ‘omnipotence of
power’ is split and must ‘cheat performatively, to disavow its own underlying performative gesture’ (1993:
237). The paradox Žižek observes, lies in the fact that performativity is identified with the mechanism of
power that advocates ‘the strategy of ironical self-destructive imitation of the performative’ (1993: 237). It is,
of course, our ability to belong to two configurations that purposefully exploits the embodied conflict and
organises their cognitive participation.
In contrast to Žižek, practitioners such as Barbara Bolt (2004) argue against the ‘self destructive imitation of
performance’ by developing Judith Butler’s notion of performativity into a ‘materialist ontology’ that
positions ‘representation as an act of concurrent actual production’ (2004: 171). Bolt finds no traces of
‘ironical self-destructive imitation’ in performativity because she is aligning it with bodily indices (2004:
179-86) rather than conceptual processes, a stance, as we have seen, that Žižek often dismisses or does not
value for his considerations. Bolt is trying to reassert the value of arts practice which, building on Lyotard’s
attempts to reassert the value of art, moves a step closer to Arakawa and Gins’ positions where the only
practice by any means is research on the extent of the site of person.
115
Lyotard (1988) in The Differend observes in relation to obtaining reparation: ‘In any case, it is to accept
unquestioningly that a teleological principle regulates the passage from one genre of discourse (the cognitive)
to another (the phrase of the Idea). But what proof do we have that there is a principle of compensation
between genres of discourse? … The damages are not the wrong, the property to be demonstrated is not the
event to be told, I and I understand this even in the case when they bear the same name’ (1988: 30).
116
Many theorists such as Bergson and James have pointed to the problem of conceptual thought. Paul
Feyerbend, in The Problem of Empiricism, Philosophical Papers, points to ‘the failure of reason’ (1985: 72),
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interaction of flesh and reason made perceptible by art. These arts practices problematise
and present the failure of the concept which some contemporary artists, in their taste for
theory, delight in exposing/exhibiting. Concepts fail because persons fail to use concepts
for purposes other than generic extendibility. The complexity and complicity of concepts,
open to commodifying tendencies, leaves practitioners to deal with concepts as they deal
with car parts – expecting them to be designed to break down just after the warranty
expires, just after their ability to maintain a place in the system begins to erode structurally
and materially. Use value and exchange value become subject to their own
commodification by acquiring expiration dates.

117

Arts practices can prove useful in

coming to terms with the materiality of concepts as they are subsumed into commodity
culture.

To avoid the problems encountered by the inward turning orientation of the
phenomenological body, Arakawa and Gins connect ‘body’ to what is thought to be
exterior to it, producing an architectural body. There is no need to call this approach to
repositioning the materiality of concepts, art. Geneticist, Stanley Shostak calls Arakawa
and Gins’ work a new science, and calls them new scientists. 118 Shostak was struck by the
fact that there was no procedure in history by which to check one’s own body, literally
making it possible to investigate one’s own RNA and DNA. The irony is that the new
scientist must understand art, and the artist must look to apply process-oriented
engagements to the problems of sustaining life not addressed in art.

The infrathin atmosphere of embodied cognition of the organism-person-surround makes it
possible to distinguish the objectification of thought from the perception that thoughts hold
material qualities and trigger embodied self-organising operations. This distinction
recognises that concepts as objectified language are at once indexical, physiological
triggers and allegorical, immaterial gestures. Boycotting concepts is of no use, but
understanding how concepts are material processes, has been the province of the
contemporary artist, and is now the subject of daily research.

the cause of which I am attributing not to the coherence of a philosophical system but to the problems
individuals confront in thinking and enacting reason in everyday life as concepts, examples, decisions, etc.
117
The tendency to objectify and then commodify thought has led to the ‘postmodern condition’ marked by a
loss of faith in meta-narratives (Lyotard 1988, 1992).
118
Geneticist and cloning expert at the University of Pennsylvania, and co author of an essay on Arakawa
and Gins with Marcia Landy (2003), Stanley Shostak made these remarks during conversations at Arakawa
and Gins studio in April 2003.
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Agamben suggests that, in losing the sole guarantee of truth – in Lyotard’s terms, ‘the rule
of linking’ – aesthetics offers beauty and the ghost of beauty: the former recognises
intransmissibility and the latter evokes the founding act of its destruction (1999: 111).
Agamben observes that:

Aesthetics is not simply the privileged dimension that progress in the
sensibility of Western man has reserved for the work of art … it is the
very destiny of art in the era in which … man is no longer able to find,
between past and future, the space of the present, and gets lost in the
linear time of history. (1999: 111)
If Agamben’s observation is an accurate description of melancholy by which Lyotard
colours the postmodern, then we may rewrite Agamben’s prognosis of aesthetics as a
prognosis of Reason. This would give us: Reason is not simply the privileged site of the
progress of systematic thought in Western man, it is the destiny of the rational in an era in
which man is no longer able to find the link between thought and feeling and gets lost in
someone else’s history. Rewriting Agamben enacts an Æffective reading of his text in an
attempt to reposition ‘theory’ as an embodied discursive practice which uses concepts as
material and environmental objects in a field of knowing (beyond art). I would want to
develop the notion that aesthetics can be moved back into the sensation of thought by
suggesting that Reason too must move back into the world, as it is being formed by
personal activity, and take its place in the situated configurations and distributions of the
‘shape of awareness’.

Therefore we must ask what we are practising when we deploy concepts. How may
persons practise concepts otherwise and reassert the concept’s body-wide formation and
currency? The ability to act and the action itself do not ‘diminish the paradoxical
superlinear condition of the body as abstract and concrete’ (Massumi 2002: 31), but the
history of the development of this paradox has resulted in the devaluation and denial of the
body.

The fait accompli of Reason can only be maintained in a closed (autopoietic) system. In
my experience, the relationships between artists and theorists exemplify the tension
between different methods (Reason and reasoning), which frequently revolve around the
‘connectibility’ and ‘extendibilities’ of concepts. In Parables for the Virtual (2002),
Masumi observes that the ‘connectibility’ of concepts causes ‘touchiness surrounding the
issue of thefts from science for the humanities’ (2002: 19). This is not simply a matter of
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disciplinary purity. For the rift between practitioners and theorists, the issue of
connectibility tends to carry derogatory implications:

The optimal situation would be to take the scientific concept and use it in
such a way that it ceases to be systematically scientific but doesn’t end
up tamed, a metaphorical exhibit in someone else’s menagerie. This
might be done by treating the scientific concept the way any other
concept is treated in the approach advocated here. It was said that a
concept could be severed from the system of connection from which it is
drawn and plopped into any new and open environment where it suffers
an exemplary kind of creative violence. This is only half the story. A
concept is by nature connectible with other concepts. (Massumi 2002:
20)
The ‘concept’ is generic in its linking and specific in its ‘rhythm of arrival and departure in
the flow of thought and language’ (2002: 20). In other words, concepts have affective
qualities, but these seem more easily associated with Agamben’s aesthetic qualities. The
use of concepts in contexts other than their context of ‘origin’ causes unrest and mistrust of
the methods and knowledge base of others. It is precisely the use value and exchange value
of concepts that Arakawa and Gins seek to transform into the procedural value of landing
sites.

Extendibility, on the other hand, is a function of distribution, repetition and reproduction,
another attribute of the ‘example’. In his discussion of the qualities of perception and
action in Stelarc’s performances, Massumi states:

The suspended more-thans of sound and vision are already extensions,
but not yet of intelligence. It is better to call them “extendabilities” rather
than extensions, because there is no receiver, no audience; there is no one
there to register and relay them. (2002: 104)
Rather than material objects that proliferate conceptually, extendibilities are the generic
potential of concepts to have material effects, or as-if-material effects, on perception prior
to becoming solidified as precepts. The combination of connectibility and extendibility,
seen in relation to the ‘example’ and the ‘parable’, indicates an overwhelming positive
value assigned to the formal adaptability of concepts and to their immediate further
application.

Scientists and theorists frequently perceive the way artists use concepts as theft,
appropriation, misreading and exploitation of the systematicity of material (connectibility)
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and ideas (extendibility). If concepts fail to hold a place, a position or a site within an
ongoing continuous flow, then it becomes difficult to judge the critical distances
manifested by the process of abstraction deployed by reason. This is why practitioners
choose to interact with concepts as environmental objects – material turbulence and
‘symbols that stand for themselves’. In fact, practitioners’ use of concepts is a processual
exercise in which they see concepts as camouflaged in their original contexts (discourse),
supported by the closed system of reason and tautologically defined. Artists understand
that the removal of a concept from its discursive life-support may allow the concept to
resonate, revealing both its affiliations and its potentials. Therefore, concepts can be
understood as pre-adaptive, seeking new environments in which their qualities will be
constructive.119 There is a material violence that this entails which practitioners see as no
less violent than the symbolic violence which words do to things.

The productive use of these appropriations, (pre-adaptations or repositionings), can lead to
new-found, newly configured relationships between person and organism, and ‘organism
that persons’ and surround, which can yield benefits derived even from the ‘example’ and
the concept. This would change the way we experience singularity, which would no longer
be processed through solitary modes of production or systematised into a logic, but fall
within the purview of body-wide coordination.

Arakawa and Gins’ ‘Daily Research’ addresses Maturana’s challenge in the last paragraphs
of his 1980 preface to the co-authored Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realisation of
Living: ‘Many conclusions about self-consciousness and knowledge which arise from this
mode of analysis have been proposed in one way or another by scientists from their
intuitive understanding, but never, to my knowledge, with an adequate biological and
epistemological foundation’ (1980: 55-56). Their indirectness uses the rules to circumvent
rules of the ‘organism that persons’, joining biological and epistemological operations. It is
no longer possible to ignore the untenable processes that are involved in the acquisition
and construction of knowledge separate from the practice of embodied cognition. In order
to make practice extra-discursive, the notion of praxis, ‘the idea of “doing” in its totality’
(Agamben 1999: 68) must open itself, no longer maintaining a conceptual position of
paradox, to become the embodied movements within movement of non-ironic irony.

119

It was this sense of thinking in, with and through materials that I had anticipated Paul Carter’s
provocatively named book, Material Thinking (2004) would help to expicate; however, Carter’s arguments
fold materiality back into their discursive role in the circuit of meaning.
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Embodied reasoning exposes the ‘reasons for realism’ to be inadequate to the task and
counteracts the reduction that Reason must impose. Reason as a unified, coherent and selfsufficient system no longer informs my lived experience or what I can sense to be real or
how I understand reason to contribute to the real.120 Recalling Bohr, as soon as any form of
reduction occurs, the reality is excluded. When faced with the necessity of constraining
information in order for anything at all to appear, Arakawa and Gins devised the
procedural practice of moving within and across modes of sensing. In this way the real,
which I would correlate with atmospheric intricateness and the goal of embodied
cognition, may be touched in the accumulated field of knowing that perceptual learning
affords, as the lived awareness of oneself as organism-person-surround.121

The result will be shifts in the type and rate of change and in the boundary sensations that
construct the forms and identities of our world. To keep us from assuming this task is
easily achieved, Žižek observes that, in the struggle between necessity and autonomy,
Hegel gives preference to possibility over actuality but ‘in this undecidability lies the
ultimate ambiguity of Hegel’s philosophy, the index of an impossibility by way of which it
“touches the real”: how are we to conceive of this dialectical re-collection?’ (2001: 155).
He notices that Hegel leaps from the ‘not-yet’ to the ‘always already’ in the suspension of
actuality through inquiry into its possibility. This is an endeavour to avoid the trauma of
the real – that is, ‘to integrate the real by means of conceiving it as something that is
meaningful within our symbolic universe’ (2001: 157). The decision to align the real and
120

Realism for this inquiry takes definitions from both the philosophical and the scientific sources. En route
to establishing what realism might be, Lyotard makes a ‘demand’, in the Appendix to The Postmodern
Condition, to know ‘what sort of [sociocultural] unity Habermas has in mind’ (1988: 72). On face value, the
remedy Habermas suggests has some of the earmarks of the Arakawa and Gins project. As Lyotard notes,
Habermas’s solution to the ‘splintering of culture and its separation from life’ would come from changing the
aesthetic experience from expressing judgments of taste to explore the living historical situation (72). By
removing the aesthetic experience from aesthetic criticism Habermas would make it into a language game
that would become part of the ‘cognitive processes and normative expectations’ and alter ‘the manner in
which those different moments refer to one another’ (1988: 72). The argument comes down to the point of
difference between invariance that leads to standardisation and consensus versus incommensurability, and the
impossibility of any real synthesis. Lyotard states that the solution that Habermas offers puts an end to
experimentation, while simultaneously bringing artists and writers into the ‘bosom of the community’ (1988:
73). Lyotard’s solution is to work against the rituals that ‘prevent the unpresentable from being put forward’
and not to supply reality ‘but to invent allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented’ (1988: 81). In
Reasons for Realism, Selected Essays of James J. Gibson (1982), Edward Reed and Rebecca Jones give the
definition of realism from an ecological psychology perspective. They note that, throughout Gibson’s
influential career, his realism stemmed from ‘his conviction that we can directly perceive the world as it is, if
we only try, and his view that psychologists must seek to understand the world if they are to explain how we
become aware of it and act upon it’ (1982: 1).
121
For Lacan, touching the real is what we avoid with every fibre of the symbolic and imaginary being. This
fear is the structure of our inherited subjectivity and the measure of our comprehension of it. For this
historical subject, working in this ritualised mode of homeostasis is a source of denial and postponement,
self-deception and dishonesty that prevents one from dealing ethically and compassionately with oneself.
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methods of touching the real, realism, with ‘not-yet’ or ‘always already’ characterises the
rifts within and across theory and practice, disciplines and knowledge cultures. Practice
must envelop Reason to include other reasons not represented in the logic of concepts to
put reasoning into the service of the body. 122

It is in the practice, the practising rather than the conceptualisation of a program, that
Arakawa and Gins come closest to William James’ radical empiricism. The top-down
conceptualisation of a totalised image of identities, boundaries, etc., as I have argued, only
provides priming, attunement and positioning from which embodied cognition can interact
with and re-enter the world. James’ famous observation on the existence of consciousness
could not be farther from Descartes in measure or valuation:

I am confident as I am of anything that, in myself, the stream of thinking
(which I recognise emphatically as a phenomenon) is only a careless
name for what, when scrutinised, reveals itself to consist chiefly of the
stream of my breathing. The “I think” which Kant said must be able to
accompany all my objects, is the “I breathe” which actually does
accompany them. (James 1977: 183)
The aim of my endeavour has been to arrive, having passed through all the sites of oneself,
at a practice of embodied cognition. Once an ‘organism that persons’ is aware of the
operations of the mechanism he or she can participate in constructing him or herself as the

122

Pragmatism and neo-pragmatism, notably in the work of Richard Rorty, represent perhaps the most
conservative end of the spectrum in terms of the relation of discourse to self-organisation, working towards
‘historical accounts of transient practices, contingent descriptions and revisable theories’ (West in Rajchman
and West 1985: 262-63). In ‘Styles of Scientific Reasoning’, Ian Hacking allows a reasonable doubt to enter
the halls of Reason: ‘An inane subjectivism may say whether p is a reason for q depends on whether people
have got round to reasoning that way or not. I have a subtler worry that whether or not a proposition is, as it
were, up for grabs as a candidate for being true-or-false, depends on whether we have ways to reason about
it’ (Hacking in Rajchman and West 1985: 145). Hacking introduces a reasonable doubt that is directed at
Reason itself. Having a way to reason invites or at least allows an interpretative spin to enter the discussion
of scientific method that invites a fuzzy logics, a pragmatics of law which allows loopholes for the
emergence of ‘adjacently possible’ configurations. This is a pragmatics in that the fuzzy logics are applied to
limited and contained sections of the world. West, referring specifically to Rorty, describes neo-pragmatism
as a move towards ‘anti-realism in ontology, anti-foundationalism in epistemology, and dismissive of the
mind as the sphere of philosophical inquiry’ (West in Rajchman and West 1985: 263). He goes on to
comment on the consequences of Rorty’s historical anti-reductionist project, suggesting the difference ‘is
between the relative stability of normal vocabularies in natural sciences and the relative instability of normal
vocabularies in the human sciences. And the irreducibility of one vocabulary to another does not imply an
ontological distinction – only a functional one’ (1985: 265). West’s summary assessment of neo-pragmatism
locates an important issue between conservative and radical practitioners of pragmatism. Rorty is
representative of the extent to which the personal and the embodied have been seduced by the ahistorical
capacity of concepts no longer differentiated from Reason itself.
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perceiver. The perceiver in the practice of embodied cognition is not a position, but a
repositioning that distributes awareness to the nth degree.

Applications of Practice: Towards Communal Devising

Throughout this dissertation I have compiled the activities and the tactical approaches of
Arakawa and Gins which they deem necessary to reimagine the processes of constructing
life. This leads to the next step: the ‘common purpose’ and ‘communal devising’ which
emerges from embodied engagement (Gins and Arakawa 2002: xxi).

Conventionally we might attempt this by beginning, for example, to imagine a newly
configured educational site. Learning from pre-school onwards might benefit from a notion
of procedural classrooms. We might add to this educational program the awareness a
young person is afforded by their home environment. In the home environment we might
posit that the adults are in turn multiply connected into their communities, workplaces,
interests and so on, all of which they bring to bear on their interactions with each other and
the children. Adults in the home and schooling context obviously would ensure that every
sensitive effort is made to connect the learning environment of the children to the wider
social contexts in which communities engage. And so we might continue to draw various
hypothetical links between an expanding network of individuals, groups, aspects of
culture/society, and physical sites. We would understand that the links and collisions
between any of these elements might occur serendipitously or in an overdetermined way to
produce results, through the most minute events and at the same time through large-scale
plans or programs. While such a scenario appears to be reorienting persons and surrounds
in relation to each other towards a more productive experience of community for the social
good, the solutions are still posed at the level of the figural. The direction of research is not
tactically posed or procedurally architectural. Thus embodied cognition, in West-East
industrialised culture, is not connected to the social. Despite its thoughtful design and
beneficial intentions, this scenario remains an ideological program with all the attendant
problems of such a program. That is, because organisms remain separated from persons,
which remain separated from surrounds, persons will continue to seek coherence through
Reason and generic interactions. Potentials for novel arrangements are therefore seriously
restricted.
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To imagine how the transformation of the social, through the practice of embodied
cognition, could be addressed more productively, we can turn to a proposed community
plan that applies the experience of resident-researchers to cooperatively working on the
shape of awareness: Arakawa and Gins’ Museum of Living Bodies. The Museum represents
a significant turn in Arakawa and Gins’ work towards the interaction of landing site
configurations in support of the communal devising of architectural procedures.

The Museum is not monumental nor is it a memorial; it is an approachable architectural
context for the living body, ‘tumultuously alive with process’ (Museum of Living Bodies: A
Laboratory of Self-Invention, dossier: unpaginated). It cannot be taken in as image at a
glance from any one viewpoint, and for that reason it is a community structure that requires
bodily interaction rather than consumption-at-a-distance through images or concepts. In
this regard it is an ‘invitation to constructive action’. The Museum of Living Bodies
presents an embodied approach to the collective purpose of architecture which includes a
Think Tank Retirement Community, a
Toddler

University,

Reversible

Destiny Apartments, a Reversible
Destiny Hotel Intelligence Room,
Focusing Institute and Laboratory
Luncheonette. These surrounds attest
to

how

we

can

collaboratively

structure the ‘shape of awareness’
(2002: 86). The Museum reassembles
the components of reversible destiny
houses, which challenge ‘our species
to reinvent itself and to desist from
foreclosing on any possibility, even
Figure 51. Basic Generative Unit of The Museum
of Living Bodies

those judged to be impossible’ (2002:
xviii). This challenge is implemented

in all of Arakawa and Gins’ applied research, which analyses and reframes inquiry, Reason
and perception by literally constructing how architectural features influence perception,
action and selection and making these processes architectural and re-enterable.

The ‘Basic-Generative Unit’ of The Museum (Figure 51) provides a room-sized multiorientational module, which when rotated, inverted, reversed will set up critical
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resemblances. These units consist of a terrain module with three-dimensional shapes and
partial protuberances. These units can be positioned to be wall, floor or ceiling, changing
the relationships of the terrain shape and making the protuberances into half walls,
platforms or screening divisions. Arakawa and Gins are working with aeroplane and car
manufacturers to develop this idea further by producing moulded, prefabricated
components that can be combined and added on.

Figure 52. The basic-generative unit is rotated by 90 degrees in successive placements in the overall
plan of the Museum of Living Bodies

These surrounds optimise critical resemblances for an individual practice and additionally,
through labyrinthine connection of interiority to exteriority, produce a way of rethinking
collective identity. The delimitation of these identity borders aids in re-apportioning the
sites of one’s own body with and against the bodies of others. The Museum brings the
constructing of life and the constructing of experiments into close proximity.

The question that arises from research on developing an architectural body, is how to
develop architectural bodies in a surround with many embedded processes and
researchers? This question does not yet have a surround by which to investigate it
however, there is evidence of the impact that Arakawa and Gins’ work has upon smaller
research communities. In 2003, biophysicists, Carey Rudifolkine and Jean Zinovieff, wrote
to Arakawa and Gins regarding their work The Mechanism of Meaning:
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It, this ‘(the) mechanism of meaning’ of yours, is for all intents and
purposes the mechanism f that all physicists following your friend and
ours, Werner Heisenberg, identify as that which distorts all their data.
Heisenberg insisted that each of the fiery group of young physicists
assembled around him spend a good deal of time with your book. (Gins
and Arakawa 2005: 62)
However, as well the obvious benefits for specialist contexts and specialised communities
who seek such tools, we should remain aware of how the practice of embodied cognition,
architectural procedures and the architectural body can be applied in broader contexts. For
example, in the area popularly understood as ‘lifestyle’, the proliferation of health,
exercise, diet, finance and self-help systems indicate a widespread interest in interacting
with one’s desires. Such systems initiate behavioural modification – that is, bottom-up
concepts of process. Commodified for mass production and distribution, regimes of selfhelp rely on the ‘systematicity’ of their systems to be desirable. The general trend of these
lifestyle systems is to provide ready-made rituals for embodied cognition. Arguably, the
idea is to substitute better habits for worse ones, but substitutions simply return persons to
the problem of habitual, ritualised behaviour.

It is difficult to ‘find’ the bodily connections that these practices construct because the new
connections are immediately claimed by categories and faculties of thought and phraseregimes of presentation. New awareness can become, through cognitive rituals, a function
of ‘feeling secure and confident’, of identity reification and of the soothing effect of
familiarising new information. This obviously counter-productive effect associates new
awareness with mastery and authenticity in relation to one’s body, which in turn secures a
desired identity. This is why a range of current cultural, health and art practices end up
being disseminated as lifestyle supplements rather than as ways of practising selforganisation. By contrast, Arakawa and Gins’ notion of sited awareness does not supply
figural and figurative ‘bites’ of understanding or pre-fabricated rituals to follow. Their
procedures describe a practice of practising, and to the degree that they are ‘directions for
use’, the aim is indirect and without prescribed outcomes. When no figural packaging of
awareness is offered, the ‘system’ changes texture and intensity as well as scales,
providing reconfigurative tools rather than lifestyles.

Disseminating the directions for invention and assembly of architectural procedures
through texts, cannot be placed in the same way or have the same impact as the
commercialisation of reversible destiny architectural modules. Indirectness is not a viable
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commercial enterprise, precisely because it must be singularly enacted as research, which,
for example, takes account of Æffective connections; enables embodied readings of
cultures and histories,123 and repositions information to shared goals of service to the body
and ‘care of the self’.

Reorienting research cultures and researchers towards Æffective cross-referencings can
allow procedural knowing to be applied to a range of specific contemporary challenges.
These might include:
•

Studies of distributed cognition could include investigations of the degree to which
persons can learn about their own modes of perception and action and the degree to
which they can exercise deliberate interaction with cognitive configurations.

•

Studies of aging could utilise tactically posed surrounds to investigate how
atrophied or under stimulated areas of bodily action can be assisted by a body-wide
approach to affective systems. Too often, quality of life in the context of aged care
involves provision, administration and management. Aging should rather be a
cooperative research venture, where the beneficiaries of the research are
participants as well as ‘patients’, ‘subjects’ or ‘observers’, so that they may actively
participate in enhancing their own quality of life.

•

Studies of specific health contexts, such as stroke rehabilitation, eradication of
phantom limb pain and external monitoring of ADHD, as well as other
‘behavioural’ challenges involving biofeedback solutions, offer themselves for the
application of procedural knowing and the remapping of sensory configurations.

•

Studies of self-affecting systems can utilise procedural knowing. In particular
landing sites and landing-site configurations have implications for interacting with
automatic and involuntary systems that the organism has developed. Areas that
might benefit from these sorts of approaches include psychological phobias;
physical metabolic problems of circulation, immunity and rates of healing; and

123

I can imagine that, for example, we might attend to particular moments in the history of self-organisation
such as the range of interactions between fourteenth-century English persons and their surrounds that might
have been involved in the Great Vowel Shift. Similarly, the breaking in the twentieth century of the psychophysical barrier of the four minute mile stands out as a significant historical moment of self- and communityorganisation.
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performance related issues in the domains of sports and performing arts that utilise
visualisation, mental imagery and body techniques.124
•

Studies in learning and teaching, for example in the areas of literacy, somacy and
auto-didactic acquisition of knowledge, could be enhanced greatly by body-wide
approaches and tactical learning environments.125

These kinds of suggestions urge us to recognise that studies are practices, and that we are
all researchers in our daily lives. Of the extraordinary persons mentioned in Arakawa and
Gins’ discourse, who have reconfigured their body-wide activities – Karl Dahlke, Ian
Waterman and Helen Keller – only Helen Keller was not provided with a socialised
communal body that was subsequently reconfigured. The formative years of Dahlke and
Waterman were subject to developmental and socio-cultural-historical concepts and
habitualisations based on traditional concepts of the body. Individuals, who have sought
out ‘other’ body-wide configurations, must dismantle their cultural and genetic inheritance
before seeking an alternative. This is the case with most people who come into contact
with Arakawa and Gins’ project – they either have a specific interest or are searching for
ways do life otherwise. It is the dismantling, recontextualising and re-positioning phase
that many projects and many individuals currently find themselves undertaking.

Reassembly takes time and requires diligent practice – not only in writing/reading but, as
Arakawa and Gins suggest, repositioning every aspect, every mode of sensing, scale,
speed, texture, physical law and genre of rule. In their next book, Making Dying Illegal,
still in manuscript form, Arakawa and Gins have re-entered and mined The Mechanism of
Meaning in order to produce new procedures (see Appendix). Their efforts have produced
27 new procedures to date (as of October 2005) which they describe as organising
principles, allowing tendencies and axes of possibility. They have also given their terms a

124

There may also be some value in considering the extension of the projective and the creative uses of
landing sites, sited awareness, perceptual learning and procedural knowing into assisting recovery from
psycho-social disorder such as addictive behaviours, compulsions and eating disorders.
125
Literacy has generated a great deal of advanced study, but nevertheless could be complemented by sited
awareness, the placement of the book into its surrounds. While literacy and numeracy have been to a great
extent institutionalised, somacy, or learning about one’s own body, comes to be known largely through the
piecemeal acquisition of tacit knowledge based on physical, cultural, familial and sub-cultural models.
Procedural knowing, perceptual learning and tactically built surrounds can provide awareness of oneself at
levels usually not considered by educational programs. Most of our understanding of the body as the basis of
knowledge emerges autodidactically. Idiosyncratic hybrid systems of learning and development are
bricolaged together throughout a lifetime and rarely brought to bear on the potential of the ‘organism that
persons’. Obviously the approaches can enable that to occur.
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name, approximative-rigorous-place holders, and identified their newly formed artscience, biotopology: a first-person science of our own Æffective fictions.
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3.1 What is Missing From the World?

Being-toward-the-world, and toward the world in so
far as the world is the configuration of constellations
of being-toward in its plural singularity.
(Nancy, 1997: 33)

To begin a study of Arakawa and Gins is, in many ways, to begin a practice. To conclude a
study on Arakawa and Gins and the practice of embodied cognition, is to begin to
reconfigure the practice of person in relation to the Social. When Madeline Gins asked
Gorgio de Chirico what was missing from the world, he did not hesitate to identify the
larger context of relations in his reply: ‘Morality, kindness and social justice’
(conversations with Madeline Gins 22 July 2004).

In many ways, Arakawa and Gins have sustained their response to de Chirico. Although
seemingly self-evident, these social values are contentious, difficult to measure and even
more difficult to construct. Arakawa and Gins, self-described ‘red diaper babies’ (see 2002
interview in Appendix) are not content to allow indiscriminate indirectness to suffice as the
method for social change or as the criteria for the meting out of justice. All three values are
immaterial provisions, and cannot be kept in silos away from the world to protect their
objective application.
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Gins’ reply to de Chirico was that she was thinking of ‘something else’, specifically
reversible destiny. By repositioning of the scale of the question, Gins transformed de
Chirico’s missing values into modes of perception and action by which to achieve the
impossible project against mortality. She has made morality, kindness and social justice
into configurable activities of sustainability rather than ideas or concepts of relation.

It will take time for the pragmatic acuity of landings site configurations to change the
shape of awareness. Arakawa and Gins have not developed a political strategy or even a
political ecology (Latour 2004). They have operated as researchers in a community rather
than as gurus with a path. They have only offered enigmatic models to follow: the
humansnail, the deaf-blind and the deafferent configurable resensitisation. They have gone
about their project to realise the optimum degree of freedom for the ‘organism that
persons’. In many ways they have achieved indirectly a process by which to produce the
three things missing from this world.

Arakawa and Gins ask: Is it that the body and its person, co-extensional only up to a point,
share events but not extent? (in Benjamin 1994: 68) Their practice produces centres of
action and sentience, tied to the world and trying to remain in and of the world by
transforming it. The ethics of such constructions have to do with the extent of the site of
person. I will briefly discuss how Arakawa and Gins’ project addresses each of these three
missing links.

Regarding morality, J.L. Rush (in Govan 1997) has made the best assessment of the
indirect and non-prescriptive quality of Arakawa and Gins’ moral responsibility. First,
Rush concludes that an ‘organism that persons’ constructing itself procedurally would no
longer desire to irrationally consume or destroy. I have argued that Arakawa and Gins have
supplied other reasons, bodily reasons for action. Rush observes:

Such subjects would view themselves as coeval with other beings, all the
while recognising the moral obligations that flow from the fact that we
are creatures that influence our environment by our conceptions. Such a
moral bearing involves nothing less than organising our interactions in
the world so as not to implicitly transfer to others the authority latent in
our having this or that concept of the world as a whole. (Rush in Govan
1997: 52)
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Their procedural approach to daily life allows a person to move among the positions it has
constructed, reaching towards others, aware of the onus that co-constructing and coselecting brings. This has no stronger position than the moral imperative of ‘crisis ethics’.

Regarding kindness, Arakawa and Gins’ tentativeness distributed through landing sites and
architectural procedures represent the most gentle to encounter and interaction. Landing
site configurations infused with tentativeness are respectful of the fact that every action is
active and impacts upon the ‘organism that person’ and the surround within which it
operates. They consider landing sites as ‘the “coming alive” for sentience – as sentience?!
Of anything whatsoever’ (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 6). Suggesting that landing sites are a
landing already changes how a person can deploy them in trying to make the most neutral
landings possible, ‘touched but untouched’ in an attempt not to disturb but to observe and
learn (2002: 6). In considering landing sites, the distribution of sentience and the encounter
of sentience with itself, kindness emerges as the quality of this interaction intent on
exploring co-construction rather than dominating its operations and controlling its
interests. Kindness is the transformational quality of tentativeness that a person can extend
to him- or herself and to others. They add:

Do not mar tentativeness. One ought not to try and hold onto to what one
cannot hold onto. How to hold tentativeness in (its/your) shape. Do not
be greedy: do not try to hold onto too much. What holds or register as
tentativeness, that great on-to-the-next … (Gins and Arakawa 2002: 8485).
Social justice is, in my view, the missing value to which Arakawa and Gins’ project has
most contributed. Cumulative and indirect, it is in the realm of the social that their research
into the non-figural scales of actions and events has its greatest potential. Kindness as the
indirect outcome of tentativeness has a direct impact upon social justice, which is perhaps
the most elusive quality of movement in our epoch.

Kindness (born of tentativeness) constitutes a micro-form of justice – the democratisation
of attention and the refusal to privilege any form of thought over another. The impact of
democratised attention produces, I believe, largesse and tolerance through categories being
made tentative. Largesse, almost by definition, is linked to modes of inclusion through
interest in encounters with otherness. Social justice – the communal architectural body –
requires top-down and bottom-up processing. Co-origination is the forgotten impetus that
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gives rise to the social in the individual. Lived experience provides a link between the
relentless witnessing and an incessant siting of awareness.

It is the justice of heteronomy, of irreducible difference. It is a type of
justice whose exercise does not subject anyone to a law that is alien to
him or her and thus is not an injustice; it is a justice that does not
legislate and does not derive from legislation, but we see that it is not
therefore lawless. (Godzich in Lyotard 1992: 134)
The value of indirectness that influences the way we construct education, health, social
interaction and rules of judgment, must not continue to be underestimated. The impetus for
direct

outcomes,

correspondences

and

standardisation

that

constitutes

‘global’

(increasingly ‘glocal’) homogeneity is clearly not an investment in human, cultural or
personal development. Resistance, dismantling and jamming must become reassembly
‘without reference to models’.126

It is not contradictory to imagine that indirectness is the more direct route to realisation, or
to imagine that experimentation is the mode of engagement that conserves continuity.
Arakawa and Gins indirectly make social justice an imperative by opening the boundaries
of understanding to asignifying systems, to engagement with the reciprocal forces of nonhuman and inorganic interactions, and the dynamics of co-selection and co-construction
inherent in the composite term organism-person-surround.

The reversible destiny project reconstructs the experience of our own perception-as-coconstruction that in turn participates in forming the experience of inter-subjectivity and
otherness. The reconstruction of knowledge, practised as the inseparability of the body, the
surrounds and the shape of awareness, emerges from embodied cognition as the condition
for social justice.

My study suggests that, in addition to Arakawa and Gins’ contribution to convergent
research, further exploration is necessary to understand the relationship between embodied
practices and enact reconfigurative possibilities in the human organism. Arakawa and
Gins’ project, understood as the practice of embodied cognition, places the question of
126

Lyotard’s naming of the form of resistance to homogeneity is the melancholic and ironic term Paganism,
which is the status of prescriptive statements that must be self-standing and produce ‘a state of affairs in
which the practice of justice must take place without reference to models’ (Godzich in Lyotard 1992: 126)
typical of the rupture of experimentation versus the continuous derivation of legitimation (1992: 127).
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human knowledge and the construction of daily life in the hands of the
researcher/practitioner. The impact of these reconfigurations is evident in current artscience collaborations, but is most evident and innovative in the work of Arakawa and
Gins. Daily research/daily practice supplies an unending and mutually beneficial
existential inquiry whose actions, in themselves, will sustain the life of the residentresearcher.
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APPENDIX
1. Interview: Arakawa and Gins with Jondi Keane
The following text was included in the catalogue for an exhibition by Jondi Keane:
Perception Lookout – The East and West of Self-Organisation at the IMA (Institute of
Modern Art), Brisbane, Australia, 19 October – 23 November. The catalogue texts are
comprised of a short introduction, a catalogue essay by Dr Peter Wise, and the following
interview.

Tri-fold Exhibition Catalogue containing Interview

Arakawa and Gins have been working together for over 35 years. Each from their own
orientation, Arakawa (painting) and Gins (poetry) have left behind their singular efforts to
pursue a collaborative practice comprised of many processes and approaches. Through the
precise differences between writing, image-making, installation, built environment,
architectural structures, large-scale sites, housing developments and small cities, they
investigate the ways in which each process activates different awareness. These efforts
have cumulatively led to developing what Arakawa and Gins call ‘procedural architecture’
which is a practice of building, inhabiting and engaging that facilitates observation and
learning and leads to coordination of human activities into new configurations.
Their main concern is assessing how we function as organisms and how organisms interact
with the surrounding environment. Arakawa and Gins suggest that the site of negotiation
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between the organism and the surroundings, which we call ‘person’, is more accurately
described as the ‘organism that persons’. Historically, built surroundings prescribe the
activities of an organism and how it will invest in cultural values emphasised by the built
environment. The first thing to do is learn what an ‘organism that persons’ can do. The
purpose of Arakawa and Gins’ ‘Procedural Architecture’ is to pinpoint these areas where
the relationship of ‘organism-person-environment’ has been overdetermined, and to allow
the identification and practice of other interactions. This expanded notion of the
relationship of organism to surround becomes what they have called the ‘architectural
body’.
The aim of this short interview is to introduce a range of issues involved in current
investigations, and provide a context for ecological approaches across the arts and sciences
in regard to the study of the organism in its environment. Arakawa and Gins are uniquely
positioned to discuss the particular importance of creative research to this inquiry and
provide a context. Their experimental and heuristic approach to observation and their
procedural approach to practice raise key questions about how to go about the study of
ourselves, which involves studying ourselves in situ, in all complexity, as thoroughgoing
researchers with vested interest in the findings.
Interview:
Jondi Keane:
At the time when you first began your collaboration, others were catalysed by the political
dimension of May 1968. Was there a specific decision that led you to frame the problem
on a different scale and pursue research on the relationship of organism to the environment
beginning with your work: The Mechanism of Meaning?
Arakawa and Gins:
One of us was a red diaper baby and the other had been an activist on the streets of Tokyo.
By the time we were in our twenties (the period of May 1968), it had become clear to each
of us that no act can have a longer-lasting political effect other than the figuring out of
what it is that comes to exist as a ‘person’. And ‘person’ as the basis of action is always
political. Inventive moves, such as those exhibited in/as artworks, are combinations of the
same tendencies and capabilities that underlie and prefigure all thought and behavior.
Attempting to isolate the implicit functions upon which a person draws when she invents a
move, we lined up artworks and gestures that favored one tendency or capability
underpinning thought and behaviour over all the rest and placed them under headings
naming that predominant tendency, that lead capability. We freed ourselves of expressivity
by getting to the bottom of it. The first enslaved artists we freed were ourselves.

JK:
Procedural architecture has both an individual and a collective (coevolving, coconstructing) aspect to its activity. Will not the architectural body require a large-scale
collective commitment (in the way cyclotrons require space, material and finance)? And
what of research, critical thinking and practice on a smaller scale of action, how effective
do you think these could be for the bringing about of an architectural body? And have you
not said all along that your architectural practice addresses many scales of actions at once?
A & G:
We will begin with the last of your questions in this query-cluster. Each person
demonstrably operates and lives on many scales of actions at once. Eliminating scales or
dimensions from the picture, ‘the moving picture’, gives only a limited reduced version of
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it. Viable organisms have all the coordinating skills needed to keep the entire world in the
picture, all scales of action welcome. Finding what the unique contribution of each scale of
action is remains quite another matter. As well as being a way to keep everything in play,
procedural architecture, a juxtaposing of tactically posed surrounds, would give each scale
of action its due while ensuring that all are kept appropriately operative. These many scales
of action taken together make up the whole of the medium plus environment from which
organisms are inseparable. Within towns that provide organisms with procedures through
which to investigate what it is that they are coordinating and how they ever manage to be
‘organisms that person’ across environments/atmospheres, architectural bodies will come
to exist for real. And so, yes, a large-scale commitment is required – something on the
order of the space program, perhaps to be called the puzzling-out (of individual space)
program. Of course the smaller scales of action you list are crucial to the effort. All works
of procedural architecture are delivered with their own set of Directions for Use, for
example, and these directions will more and more come to be produced by teams of
researchers.

JK:
Convergence across the arts and sciences is made possible by framing the question of
human development in terms of the relationship of organism to its environment. What
would you suggest as good point of departure for those wishing to become more familiar
with the notion of an architectural body, for those wishing to live as an architectural body?
A & G:
a) Step into a work of procedural architecture with its Directions for Use in hand, keeping
in mind the architectural body equals the body proper + the architectural surround.
b) Read our books, particularly the most recent one, Architectural Body (University of
Alabama Press, Poetics Series, 2002).
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2. Board of Advisors for Museum of Living Bodies: A Laboratory of Self-Invention
(from project dossier produced by Arakawa and Gins for promotional use).
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3. Email correspondence with Arakawa and Gins regarding Stephen Jay Gould’s
participation in a conference to be held at Yale University, which did not eventuate.

334

4. New architectural procedures listed in Gins, M. and Arakawa and Gins
(2005)‘Making Dying Illegal’. Unpublished manuscript: 257.
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