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Architectures of Existence

Architectures of Existence proposes that philosophical thinking (ecosophical thinking) can inform the way we engage with our world and its inhabitants, as architects, designers and planners, but also as individuals, as people, and as a society.

In Art et existence, Maldiney states: For us, to inhabit is to exist. This book aims to unfold, extend, articulate and thicken this postulate by interweaving architecture, city, landscape, literature and philosophy. It takes up the synergistic lines of long-term research carried out from an ecosophical perspective. Such an attitude explores an art of existing in multiplicity, singularity and openness, manifesting the critical dimension through a reinterpretation of the knotting of the trajectories of time, humanity and its becoming. Insisting on what is between things and beings as well as on what is happening, regenerating, recycling, reviving, saving, diversifying, sparing, recreating, meditating: and so caring. These are all eco-rhythms of a different type between human and non-human, to consider ourselves in the world. In an era of uncertainty and climate threats, this book develops the margins of possibility offered by the subject of architecture.

This book will be of interest to researchers and students of architecture, urban planning and philosophy.

Chris Younès is a professor at the ESA (École Spéciale d’Architecture) in Paris, France. Founder of the GERPHAU laboratory, she is currently president of the International Thematic Network PhilAU (Philosophy, Architecture, Urban). She is also a member of the Board of the European Association for Architectural Education and a founding member of ARENA, the Architectural Research Network.
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Foreword

Our existences run their course from place to place and, then, it can happen that a place is missing, or crumbles away, or goes all slippery, suddenly becoming an other-place or a no-place, an inter-place or a hyper-place. A third-place or even more surprising, a heterotopia… .1 Today’s tendency to add more and more, to modify this venerable term of place bears witness to some panic in the air. There is a crisis of topophilia. Cities become moving things. Or the landscape of the city disappears in the mist. Great cities are no longer, they have exploded, and small cities are dying away. The human landscape is shaken up, devastated, a catastrophe. So, how can we hold on, in spite of it all, to a sort of good humor, even to hope? How can we not simply take satisfaction, as we are so often told to do, in the spectacle of Chaos?

Perhaps, first of all, we should try a vision and an archaeological way of thinking. In all this devastation, there are still islands, oases, strata of the old world. In this past, we might be able to make the tiger leap, and bounce back. Read the pages here, where Chris Younes describes nigh perfect places (an impossible adjective) where existence finds the right tone, the right volume and, as if a harmony (Chandigarh, Lahti…), because it is not a question of monuments, but great spaces they come to life in. Untellable spaces and that do exist, here and there. Meeting them and immersing oneself in them, that would be the way to do it. Let ourselves be caught up by their rhythms and so take courage. Places are milieus, not decors or a show, and milieus interlayer and interweave. They are alive. A thousand milieus of life and the world. Love of the world, amor mundi, as Hannah Arendt put it, a vision Chris Younes shares and has made her own in her political approach to the commons. So, we understand why her writing – far from plunging us into a description of disaster – gives us some hope. A world that is an ensemble of the possible. Something possible, otherwise, I’ll smother to death.2 There are forms of resistance, of taking up anew, of invention (not only of repair). If there were not, what would we be doing with architecture?

Anyone who has taught, like Chris Younes, in architecture schools, is constantly surrounded by projects. The project is the keystone of education in teaching architecture. But what does it amount to, if not at each instant, of pointing to a possibility? Here or there, taking something up anew is possible, a modification, a repair, an invention… . So that architecture is always and ever breathing, an affirmation that protects us from spells of depression. Alberti noticed it in his own time. There is something beneficial in architectural thinking. What is more, every project involves taking up sides, first of all, and simply, a choice between destroying and keeping. Every architect is led to define the architecture that, as a discipline, will oscillate within a multiplicity it would be harmful to attempt to reduce.

Chris Younes’ perspective on this is to consider that architecture should take charge of our existences, and thus of mankind’s way of living. This perspective is not shared by all thinkers. We might think of an autonomous architecture that raises impressive shapes into the sky, pyramids, towers and tombs. That would be an independent and autonomous architecture which defines itself as an art and the contents of which would be strictly spiritual or intellectual. Hence, architecture is ever considered as linked to power. We certainly cannot deny this architectural drive that consists in building just to be building. In fact, this vertical thrust does not necessarily undo the ancient, immemorial contract that links architecture and dwelling. These singular, remarkable points contribute to the shape of cities and often enable us to get our bearings in them. It is easy to slip out of their zone of influence. Still, we would not say that living in and with them does not also provide us with marvels of architecture. In any case, this is not a burden or responsibility that would risk weigh upon great architectural art. What is remarkable is that Chris Younes makes beauty an essential component of inhabited milieus. From her standpoint, the aesthetic, as a component of milieus, is deeply interested in practical and simple purposes: openings, passages, porosity and privacy in the dwelling. In a nutshell, the spaces of existential games both inside and out, in the quest for possible livability. This does away with a misunderstanding: architecture is never as much an art, is never as beautiful, as when it puts itself at the service of an existence that it does not claim to enclose in clearly defined functions. To be sure, there must be air, warmth or coolness, space or spaces characterized by functions, but what is at stake in this will not have a prior definition. After all, who could tell us what it means to take up the task of having to be? In any case, it means being open to what comes from without, to what is other and elsewhere, which makes this more an adventure than something that is set up. So, what architecture adheres to is existence as the play of the world and the earth, of dwelt-in places and the nature that crosses through them.

Dwelling is always being somewhere else. Shelter is not something to close you in, a cage which you can only dream of escaping from. There are doors and windows whose presence and meaning are at least as great as that of walls. Small matter if the door be open or closed, Maldiney wrote somewhere, it can only take on its full meaning in what is the Open. The poet Cavafy imagines an ideal landscape – a paradise? No, because something is missing: the ships at anchor that simply make you see that somewhere else is possible. The porosity of milieus, of bubbles, of the vacuoles of existence, is essential to habitability. All this shows us that spatial existence has a musical rhythm. Living-together is an immense and complex choreography. It has to find a stage on which to play out its being (an expression that fortunately means: making the event). Surfaces, volumes, interstices, trestles and furniture, terraces and courtyards… .

In fact, it is false to think architecture is condemned to grandeur, to magnifying power. We could think, with Chris Younes, of a celebration of the ordinary, of the extraordinary in the ordinary, that is, precisely, of existence. Architecture of existences. If architecture always magnifies something, as Wittgenstein wrote,3 why should it be in charge of magnifying what is already great in itself? This is the redundancy of the monument. There, where there is nothing to magnify, architecture can magnify this Nothing. Open up this Nothing, Maldiney writes, is like providing privileged places for existence, not building monuments to the glory of State, religious or economic powers. The Nothing, or, as I would rather put it, the little nothings of existence, these fleeting and living marvels that architecture is in charge of, and all of this, without any other ultimate purpose than reactivating the surprise of being (Maldiney).

Chris Younes is an interceder4 of great importance who brought about a dialogue with architecture, and a dialogue between architecture and all forms of thinking, which will last for a long time. Henceforth, it is in opening books which have nothing to do a priori with the discipline of architecture that architects will find more than one source of inspiration, and ideas. And, philosophers, people in politics, sociologists will be able to learn how to see the built milieus they live in and cross through.

This is what interceding involves: opening up access, tracing out lines of thought that can espouse the lines of architecture.5 Without interceders, we shall remain locked into our little worlds. We must open up these impoverished milieus. Bring in some air, widen, lighten up. Chris Younes has this life force that irrigates every one of her books and her interventions.

Benoît Goetz


Notes


	Concepts invented by Michel Foucault, Marc Augé, Michel Lussault, and others.

	The exclamation Kierkegaard reported about a bourgeois who suddenly opened the window of his flat in the middle of a family dinner.

	Architecture eternalises and magnifies something. That is why there can be no architecture where there is nothing to magnify. (Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarques mêlées, trans. G. Granel, Paris, Flammarion, 2002.)

	Gilles Deleuze, Les intercesseurs, in Pourparlers [1972–1990], Paris, Ed. de Minuit, 1990.

	What makes a world? How can it be that curves as different as those in architecture and philosophy, for example, are made up in such a way that the motifs of the one fit those of the other? (Jean-Clet Martin, Variations. La philosophie de Gilles Deleuze, Paris, Bibliothèque scientifique Payot, 1993, p. 174.)
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There is nothing as terrifying as the infinite Nietzsche wrote in The Gay Science about the frail craft that set off from the shore onto the ocean. Explore the Earth, grasp the outlines of places, stay there and set off again – all these are facets of this struggle to exist and set up human settlements. Humankind’s insistence on seeking a place to live continues in the new modalities of planetary urbanization and globalization. Moving along this path, how may we resist the exhaustion of milieus and people?

Existing cannot be reduced to the slim positivity of economic and technical wills. An encounter with the world in its insignifiable significance1 and resistance to the unbearable are at stake here. It is a question of so much – gestures, itineraries, bodies, memories, articulations, dwelling situations, outside and in, the play of shadow and light, of rhythms and poetry. What is more, this takes place at the antipodes of abstract and closed-in thought that disenchants space, or of some method aimed at objectivity that would raise a screen towards contact that is neither an eternal given, a passing glance at temporal flow, nor an indefinite sequence of instants and spaces. The social division effected by a clock or a calendar is that of an objectivized and homogenous time that suspends the experience of temporality, whereas, in human history, the sense of lived time appears irreversible and paradoxical: the present in the process of becoming is at once the retention of a time that is no longer and protention of a time that is to come, a unique springing forth. Since time always tears human beings away from what they were going to be, it is possible for them to overcome what they had to endure, to take it up again as a project and as memory, but also as opening.

If, for Valery,2 the architectural act is the most complete of acts, it is as the poetic act of constructing to unite usefulness, beauty and the lasting. More than a technical work, architectural production is considered artistic creation: buildings can also sing,3 this side of and beyond, of symbolic constructions or orders of reasons, as is most often envisioned in a metaphorical way in philosophical tradition. Between transformation and creation, architecture activates the emergence of space-time, enabling us to orient ourselves. In the process of configuring, architecture makes the world, not as some exceptional divine operation that took place at the beginnings of time and is thus forever frozen in place, but as an ever-critical formal notice for human beings to exist. The space of tension of forms among themselves in the establishment of places leads us to submit to the trial of spatio-temporality, where experiences are layered and knit together.

Existence and architecture have an ontological and political significance. They are associated with the trial imposed by vulnerabilities, precarities and inequities, but also with the capacity to open up the Nothing (ouvrir le Rien).4 Putting together porosities through erasures, transfers, incursions, shifts, interferences, all this enables us to see the way that the stable and the unstable, the limited and the unlimited, the measure and the immeasurable, the void and the mass, continuity and discontinuity can be brought together. Architecture traces out limits and passages to inhabit, given that the limitless (sans fond) – the apeiron – is unreachable. In ancient Greek, apeiron, formed on péras, limit, and the privative a, indicates what is irreducibly without physical or logical limitation, outlines what is without end and indeterminate. Maldiney recalls that the root per, in the spatial and temporal sense of through, during – present in apeiron as in the word péras – appears in several Indo-European languages. The passages between the limitless – the apeiron – and creation are among the persistent existential enigmas, since it is not possible to explain determination, or how things can come to be. This requires us to think about how human beings bring themselves to their own existence through art.5

There, where language, place and feeling are knit together, architecture can be seen as a vacillating and unfinished quest that frees from set meanings and inexactitude to enable us to rediscover the open indefinite, as the poet Michaux invites us to do. The metamorphoses in play reveal what architecture is supposed to do and show us how its indissociable definiteness and indefiniteness6 resist explanation. This element of the enigmatic does not leave architecture in a blur, but explicates the ambiguity and incompleteness of different modalities of relationships with the real as ethical and aesthetic,7 even epistemological, foundations; these mark out shifts and resistances of the thinkable and the expressible, of the material and immaterial. It is precisely because of these paradoxes that it is so hard to talk about architecture, but also that architecture is.


Towards an existential ecosophy

This book, bringing together architecture, the urban, landscape, philosophy and literature, takes up the key elements of teaching and research carried out over some 50 years. There are traversalities, since we live in a world of relations.8 The art of existing in all its multiplicity and singularity is manifested in a reinterpretation of the knitting together of the time of humanity and of its destiny. The stakes involved can be seen in an attentional and empathetic ecology that favor other regenerating reliances, dependencies among species, between self and the others, between self and self.9 This involves insisting on what is between things and being, as on what becomes, that is, recycling, depolluting, vivifying, economizing, diversifying, caring for, imagining, not forgetting, contemplating, meditating … so many co-rhythms between the human and the non-human to prospect for other ways of living together. Here, we shall set out some of the approaches, outlines and detours of open horizons to envision ourselves in the world, that very thing which springs forth between human beings.10



Notes


	According to Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s expression, taken up and commented upon by the philosopher Henri Maldiney in his work, right up to the most recent: Ouvrir le rien. L’art nu, La Versanne, Encre marine, 2000.

	‟Of all acts, the most complete is that of constructing”. (Paul Valéry, Eupalinos, in Oeuvres, Paris, Gallimard/NRF, coll. Bibliothèque de la Pléaide, 1960, vol. II, p. 143). What I call ‘great art’ is simply the art of demanding that all the faculties of a man be used and whose works are such that all the faculties of another are invoked and must be interested in understanding them. (Paul Valéry, Degas, danse, dessin, in Œuvres, vol. II, p. 1221) Paris, Gallimard, 1960.

	Paul Valéry, Œuvres, op. cit., p. 93.

	Henri Maldiney, Ouvrir le rien. L’art nu, op. cit.

	The various modes of articulation mentioned here are examined in the work of Henri Maldiney, Ouvrir le rien. L’art nu, op. cit.

	Benoît Goetz, Philippe Madec and Chris Younes, L’indéfinition de l’architecture, Paris, Ed. de la Villette, 2009.

	Henri Maldiney devoted his philosophical work to the articulation of the ethics and aesthetics in play in the act of dwelling: Aesthetics is also an ethics. Ethos in Greek not only means a way of being but also a sojourning. Art provides humans with a sojourn, that is, a place where we take place, a time when we are present and from which, effecting our presence in all, we communicate with things, beings and ourselves in a world, this is what we call dwelling. (Henri Maldiney, L’esthétique des rythmes, in Regard Parole Espace, Lausanne, L’Âge d’Homme, 1973, p. 147–148.).

	Friedrich Nietzsche, Œuvres complètes, Fragments posthumes, XIV, 14, N°93. Paris, Gallimard, 1977.

	Edgar Morin, La Méthode VI. Éthique, Paris, Poche, 2006.

	Hannah Arendt, ‟De l’humanité dans de ‘sombres temps’. Réflexions sur Lessing [1959]”, in Vies politiques [Men in Dark Times], trans. from German by B. Cassin and P. Lévy, Paris, Gallimard, 1974, p. 12.







I Making the world as an act of resisting against the unbearable
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The opposition between monde and immonde
1 reveals the bipolarity with which human beings are confronted and which the ancient Greeks represented in the notions of Cosmos and Chaos. Order and disorder, beauty and ugliness, true and false, good and evil, livable and unlivable, are all dual anthropological categories that lead us on the path to thinking about dwelling as a form of resistance to the unbearable, the unmaking of the world that threatens it. This affirmation can be examined through reading two major authors in contemporary literature who express the ontological tension between exhaustion of and the opening up of what is possible: Samuel Beckett, who showed us that humans no longer live in an annihilated world, what became a prison in his eyes, and Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio, who describes the regenerating forms of existence through which humans can live in poetic communion with nature, that is, connected by a thousand links to a world not perverted by the unbridled race for profit. At this point, creative resistance takes on a double shape: a call to destroy spaces of misery and distress, but also the quest for the redeeming opening-up to another way of inhabiting the Earth.


Space, humankind and the world, exhausted

The aimless wandering which haunts the contemporary world appears at the heart of Beckett’s work, particularly in his play Quad, bringing to bear what Deleuze calls the exhaustion of potentialities of any space whatsoever. Four characters who do not speak and avoid one another walk through a given space, each following his or her own personal trajectory.2

The space involved is represented as a homogeneous surface, with no orienting line, no break, no force. The body becomes the only substrate of mobility. This space is walked through by individuals who move around a square where they approach the center, all the while avoiding it so that they do not meet, like monads in perpetual movement, neither here nor there: The order, the course and the ensemble make the movement all the more inexorable in that it is without object, as a travellator which might make mobiles appear and disappear.3 They amount to so many anonymous crossings in an abstract square, of analogous silhouettes in a long hooded coat that emerge from the shadows and return to them after having followed their paths, a stripped-down echo of the days of existence that follow one another, from life to death. Like borderline situations, markers of the space of life.

Beckett tends to do away with references and singular geographical devices, as Galileo or Descartes abolished the concept of place in Aristotelian and Scholastic physics. In both cases, it is a question of coming to a neutral body and a neutralized space, that is geometrically determined, a space that is neutral and smooth, as Foucault might say, or unassigned, disassigned as Deleuze explains. A certain sort of tabula rasa, freed of any psychological, sociological or ethical reference, which brings us round to considering all spaces as equivalent, since they are all indifferentiated. What remains of the world after all qualifications have been exhausted? What difference is there between going somewhere and being taken somewhere? Is it a question of a dichotomy between activity and passivity, cause and effect, liberty and servitude? Such dichotomies are difficult to maintain. In the end, each of the terms becomes as inconsistent as the asthenic silhouettes that have exhausted all the possible paths. Hence, Deleuze comments that the important contribution of Beckett to logics is to show that exhaustion (exhaustivity) is accompanied by a certain physiological exhaustion, because the combinatory exhausts its object but its subject is likewise exhausted. The exhaustive is exhausted.4

From this point on, it is no longer possible to speak of shifting; one is plunged into exacerbated mobility. There is no movement except in reference to a supposedly fixed place, as in Aristotelian physics, and in reference to which the object (be it body or sense) carries out its movement. Whence it appears that movement is not extended mobility in the integral sense. It is always a compromise, an intermediate state between movement and rest, between two fixed points: a point of departure and a point of arrival. On the other hand, mobility is a continuous movement. In Cartesian physics, the observer determines by convention the references according to which he will deal with the trajectory of the projectile. In Beckett, the readers or the spectators construct their sense, choosing it from among other possible meanings. The model of this space of mobility is expressed clearly in his writing which becomes an anti-text, writing without borders, without separation, without grammatical or syntactic order. It is a free space without full stop, without comma, without rule, and in which meaning ad infinitum can take flight, where it makes itself into a profusion, a hyperbolic polysemia. In this writing, as in Cartesian extension, separations are erased, nothing is fixed, rest itself becomes a state of movement, conceived of as movement at M = 0. The dequalification and exhaustion extend to humankind and to space, representing the unhabitable and annihilation of the singular and of the relation.



Regenerations

In Le Clézio, another quest is under way, reconnecting with a sacred dimension in the nearness of which he allows us to sojourn. This is not Rudolf Otto’s wholly Other, nor that watched over by institutions. It can be perceived in a direct ecstatic experience born of the awakening of the union between the human and the cosmic, mineral and living universe. Le Clézio does not seek to pierce the mystery of this, but to be present and sing his presence in life on Earth. I do not seek a Paradise, but an Earth, he explains.

Here, we can refer most especially to his series of works published in the 1980s: the essay L’inconnu sur la terre (1978), the novellas in Mondo et autres histoires (1978), as well as in the novel Désert (1980),5 corresponding to the second period in his literary production and which follow a darker period in which he mainly denounces Occidental society and the unbearable large city in which despair, fear, isolation, degeneration, misery and aggression towards life all reign.

For Le Clézio, the sense of the sacred is intrinsically linked to the beauty of the wild. He does not speak of his theses as do philosophers, but as a poet who shows to help us see and feel that this beauty is not an idea hiding behind the invisible. It is not secret, on the contrary, it is free, everywhere exposed.6 It is the world, nature, trees, stones, sky, sea, wind and above all silence and light, the sparks of light that spring forth, that enliven and that also burn. All the rest must remain silent and be fought against.7 This undomesticated beauty projects itself towards a social and human point: the beauty of poor peoples, and this beauty also is invincible.8 It is not immediately perceptible, because of so many fixed, set, preconceived ideas, and also because it is often present in the form of images of ruins, dust, mud and misfortune. Still, these rejected peoples, like the peoples of the desert, have a strange beauty. They are nations without masters, without monuments, without roads; peoples who possess nothing; who have no wish to own. They wander at random, pushed by hunger and thirst, thrust into open places, where they march, tread, in silence, without knowing where they are going, nor what they seek, if not water and light. The beauty of nomadic people is that of the liberty of the man pared down, sung by poets and philosophers. This liberty that defies our servitude allies itself with the silence that defies, challenges our chattering, with the poverty that scoffs at our wealth, the courage that scorns our fear and our anguish. And this beauty today encircles cities, leans on them, weighs on their heart. Its grand silence rises up to the palaces and the monuments of egoists and presses, presses against their heart.9 It shows us humankind as it has been thrown down onto the face of the earth, naked and starving, but free and happy. It is perhaps the only beauty that humans have created, in spite of themselves, the beauty of nomadic peoples who pass like the wind and the rain.10

Le Clézio dedicated his novels and stories to pursuing this beauty, to those who bear it: poor, humble peoples, the elderly, women and above all, children. But his heroes, or rather his anti-heroes, who in their beauty bear witness to the precarity and the vulnerability of humanity, are indissociable from that other beauty, the one they live and die in, the one of their place, of trees and stones, of sea and sky, of the desert above all, this grand amour of Le Clézio.



Unity of the living universe

Each element of nature has its own reality, its own aesthetics. Le Clézio takes pleasure in linking them, in embracing them to the point where they become indistinguishable from one another. This motif is recurrent in his work. He described this understanding between man and nature to the point that they flow one into the other and are dissolved into one another. One of the most complete processes, described in three pages in the tale entitled Lullaby can be summarized in this way:


There was silence, above all a silence so great and so strong that Lullaby had the impression she was going to die. So quickly, life retreated from her and went away, going towards the sky and the sea… . Her body remained where it was… . But movement went away, dissolved before her… . That left quickly, forward, launched into space towards the light and the sea… . The light kept on coming in, to the depths of organs, to the inside of bones… . Lullaby was like a cloud, a gas, she became mixed with what was around her. She was like the scent of pines … the fragrance of grass… . She was the sea-spray of the waves… . She was the wind, the cold breath that comes from the sea … the warm breath … that comes from the earth … the salt that shines … on the old rocks… . There was no longer one Lullaby, they were as many as the sparks of light on the waves.11



Here and there, the author takes up part of this sequence again to insist on its specific element. In Désert, he gives a privileged place to silence, air, sky, altitude:


Lalla no longer fears to go into the silence. She closes her eyes, lets herself glide through the air, in the middle of the sky, holding the arm of the young shepherd. Slowly, together, they trace out great circles above the earth, so far away that there is no noise … so high that the rocks, the thorn bushes can almost no longer be seen.12



A variation on this image can be found in La montagne du dieu vivant, where the hero is not lost in the sky but glides above the clouds:


Jon felt little by little he was losing his body and his weight. Now, he was floating, lying on the grey back of the clouds, and the light was flowing through him all over. Below him, he could see the great plates … he was gliding above the earth because he had become like a cloud, light… . He was a grey smoke, a vapor.13



Later, the writer provides an antithetical image: he gives pride of place to the earthly element and the fusion takes place not through the air and the light, but through sound. Nature becomes a kind of soundbox of the body which, instead of rarefying and dissipating, condenses and gains in strength until it can move stones and mountains.14

We might note that this encounter with nature appears as a cosmic osmosis when Le Clézio expresses his desire to return to the country where no one speaks, the country of shepherds and fishermen where everything is silence, in the wind and the light. And he adds: when I feel this desire, that it becomes immense in truth, stretching to the horizon, to the edge of space.15 This empathy towards the greatest also extends to the smallest. His heroes, in difficult straits, transform themselves into bugs or insects. Thus, Mondo could feel himself becoming very small. He walked hugging the wall and the people around him became as tall as trees … women as tall as church towers … and men as broad as cliffs.16 This plasticity in body and soul, this flexibility of beings and things always enables their metamorphosis. In this magic laboratory, Le Clézio can take up again the alchemy of condensation and dispersion, applied to the individual in his or her whole being.17

If the nightwatch calls upon us to choose between the celestial element and the terrestrial, sleep enables us to melt into both of them. Le Clézio dreams that humankind is a link, a ring, a tie between heaven and earth, and that it can be intimately united with both of them, that it is, so to speak, a linking of the world. His favorite beings are trees and, among them, the palms, and admits his propensity to converse with them: But the tree … that sometimes makes me smile like a person, the one I love to speak with and that answers me is the palm tree!18 The palm tree is not a symbol, it is the reality of unity, the link, the tie; it unites heaven and earth, night and day, humidity and drought, warm and cold. It is more than a thing, it is a being; it speaks and smiles; it consoles and comforts. It is the companion of solitary peoples, it is the friend of humble peoples. Because no matter the lies of science and philosophy, natural beings are neither machines nor automats. They are far more sensitive beings, quite like humans; nature is inhabited by spirits who see us, observe us and judge us. At least, that is the physics and the cosmology of the old Naman, what he taught to Lalla, the daughter of the desert. He taught her that the birds of the sea are the spirits of men who died during the storm. That is why she thinks perhaps the white seagull is a prince of the sea.19

There are many of these examples of humans communicating with animals. Young Daniel, who had never seen the sea and ran away from high school to go there, made friends right away with an octopus he names Wiatt. Every day, he says hello to him and whispers, so as not to frighten him. He asks him about what is going on at the bottom of the sea and the octopus, to answer him, comes to caress his feet and ankles.20

Simple people, who live in great poverty, are able to put themselves in contact with spirits. Because she is sharifa (noble), Lalla knows she is protected by her ancestor the grand marabout Al Azrac, the blue man she calls Es Ser (the secret). He watches over her wherever she goes. She knows he is always there and that he will come whenever she calls him.21

Le Clézio appreciates animism and the culture of poor and primitive peoples. No matter whether this culture is true or false, effective or ineffective; what is essential is that it is beautiful and cultivates the beauty of nature but also the soul of these peoples, far from hate, vice, egotism. He defines himself as the subject of this real beauty, an anonymous, voiceless subject, hunkered down in a cave by the seaside, in the wind and light. Here is one of his confessions, among others:


I want to touch the earth, take it in my hands, feel and smell it, I want to wholly with it… . My desire is like a voyage without beginning or goal, suspended in space like a glider… . I am hungry and thirsty for the real, I want the solitude of animals. I would love to be a kite, a condor, or a dolphin in the sea.22



He describes himself as traveling in the invisible, moving from one plane to another, from one universe to another, from scarab beetles to flies, from flies to spiders;23 here, following the flight of seagulls, there, the roaring of the waves; gliding above the clouds that live real life that carry him away and leave him farther away on the Earth.24 This is humankind, a child of nature, with insatiable for its beauty, thirsting for its love, eager to meet it, with all sorts of neighbors:


There are people around us! You know, we are not alone! They speak, they move, they are having fun all around, those neighbours: birds, crickets, leaves, drops of water, loose papers, whetted stones, cracked glass, sand, dust. They are very odd people.25



Admittedly, these are indeed odd neighbors who look at us, hear us, who would like to speak to us, accompany us, console us in our misfortunes.

Misfortunes indeed, as humans have filled the Earth, since they crowded themselves into sordid hovels, either out of their own choice or compelled or forced to do so. The opposite of living nature is a particularly unbearable and fatal city, the evil city, degenerate: People here cannot exist, nor can children, nor anything that lives.26 Here, people live in fear. You can see that from the way they walk, hugging the walls, a bit dejected, as if they were dogs whose hair stands up. Death is everywhere, on them… . They cannot escape from it.27 Here, there is neither love, nor pity, nor beauty, nor gentleness. The white cloth that eternally separates heaven and earth smothered men and stopped the palpitation of their hearts, swept away their memories, their desires, their feelings.28 Here, there are no bees, nor flies, nor dust, nor air, nor light. There are only people, rats, cockroaches, everything that lives in holes without light, without air, without the sky.29 What could one wish for this desolate universe? A single thing:


The wind may tear away the roofs of sordid houses, bow in doors and windows, knock over rotten walls, throw all the automobiles into a scrap heap. This has to happen, because there is too much hate, too much suffering.30



This hideous universe must die; sooner or later, it will die of hate, envy, indifference, privation and suffering. It will die of lack of beauty, love, sky and light; in fact, from a lack of communion between humans and the place they live in.

Like the beginning of the world, Désert opens with a sort of fantastic fresco where we see a crowd of Bedouins from the heart of the desert, covered with dust, driving their herds of thin goats and sheep before them, with a few camels and dogs, most of them quite wild. It is a compact crowd that comes together under the ramparts of Smara to salute the grand Sheikh Ma el Aïmine of Saguiet el Hamra and to organize in his honor a great celebration of singing and mystical dancing that men, women and children will take part in. A beautiful celebration that takes place at night and, in the silence and immensity of the desert, echoes the collective dance of the Saint Gervais Regiment – this childhood memory that haunted Jean-Jacques Rousseau.31 In both cases, a kind of inspired enthusiasm reigns, carried away by the magic of meeting again and festive communion.

The sacred in Le Clézio is the link uniting humans and nature and the spirit that inhabits them. This has nothing to do with religion. It is a hymn to voiceless and untamed experience of beauty and of life, quite apart from institutions. Escaping all knowledge or rhetoric that mask the living world, it is elusive, inexplicable, the outside, the wild, the unhabitable. Innovative, original characters are omnipresent in Le Clézio’s work and join this universe at the heart of Henri Maldiney’s expression, of transpassibility,32 that defines the emotional, existential capacity for receptivity and relinquishing. Children are magical go-betweens, they are transpassible, since they alone can let themselves melt into the universe and thus point the way for us to a path towards living in the world. In this ineffable experience that resembles prayer, a passage comes into being: that of partaking in a mysterious, enlivening and dazzling epiphany that takes place both within and without ordinary experience. The poet sees this savage beauty as life-saving. Speaking of his writing, Le Clézio explains this quest for truth:


Metaphors, speech acts are rather loathsome. They encumber, they hinder, with their appearance of wanting to mean something. Why so many detours? Truth is immediate and real, it springs forward, as swift as the eye can move, as precise as a finger that points.



Thus, speaking of light, he says:


One does not hear its sound. It is inside the ear that light murmurs its song, inside the belly that it lets forth its dance. Light of peace, there will never be other peace, never bliss greater in the world. Wars, crimes, lies, hunger, thirst, suffering, all that is wiped away when this light fills space. That light is what men want to see.33



All this is a paradoxical form of manifestation and of humility, asceticism and jubilation, gathering-in and deployment, in contact with the Open, calling for celebration, respect and silence, away from the social group.



Poetic opening

Poetics, in stimulating emotion – which unsettles, shakes and sharpens the senses and sense – awakens the being and provides the conditions for meeting34 and for the Open. Le Clézio defines his undertaking thus: Write to link together, to assemble again the fragments of beauty, and then to recompose, reconstruct this beauty.35 The beauty he speaks of is neither some Platonic idea nor a Kantian concept. It is the force that governs the world and gives it meaning and order, that is free, everywhere exposed. By giving a literary shape to anonymous and excluded people as to untamed beauty, Le Clézio undertakes a shift, amounting to an extreme attention to the conditions of regeneration of milieus of existence, threatened with sudden catastrophes and with desperation.
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II Trial by ordeal – the plague

DOI: 10.4324/9781003373698-3


In his acceptance speech for the Nobel Prize for Literature in Stockholm for the ensemble of his work illuminating the problems posed today to human conscience, Camus said of the art of writing: It most especially obligated me, as I was and as I could, beside all those who lived the same story, to bear the misfortune and the hope that we shared.

La Peste is the story of a contagious disease that befalls an ordinary city in an extraordinary way. The author gives us the name of the city, Oran, and the approximate time of the events, in 194_.1 Of course, it is fiction, but the narrator anchors it in reality. Throughout this ordeal, which lasts several months and leads to the death of thousands, we follow the changes that take place in everyday life and affect both the inhabitants’ attitudes and the changing aspects of their city: a city under siege and isolated from the outside world, as soon as the true nature of the disease has been revealed. A whole community thus finds itself in exile.

The choice of this sort of urban narrative responds to a literary artifice that opens the work up to all possible interpretations. At first sight, it seems to be an ordinary city, where life goes by at the same pace as always, according to the seasons and the same customs and habits; a city with narrow and encumbered streets, low-roofed houses and roughcast walls, with full cafés and bars, in short, a city that is both quiet and busy, depending on the time of day, but which nothing prepared for the arrival of the terrible evil that suddenly befalls it. Nonetheless, as soon as the city is confronted by this, it appears to have always expected it: a city of extremes set alight by a sweltering heat and swept by the hot winds of summer, prey to the freezing chill of winter winds and downpours. The high plateau it is located on backs up to a stoney land that, at the height of the ordeal, reminds the city that it has always been damned. Even the sea it looks out on, enclosed by high cliffs, changes color and nature, according to the events people live through. At the height of the calamity, at the time of the greatest heat, the city is gradually emptied and that is when silence, dust, sun and the path come together in the street.2 At the approach of threatening evening, of sad twilights, when small groups of people rush to make their way home, as if to escape from the danger that both pursues and awaits them, the streets appear deserted and the wind alone cries out with continuous laments.3 The groaning of a heavy sea adds to this its own whine. Everything evokes the misfortune of a population, as if racked by this scourge, that has suddenly become mute and incapable of expressing its pain. For many long nights, under a clear sky with a sorrowful, fixed moon, the city lays bare its pallid walls and its straight streets, in a silence untroubled by the footsteps of a passerby or the bark of a dog.


The great silent city was no longer anything but an assemblage of massive and inert cubes, among which taciturn effigies of forgotten benefactors or great men of the past smothered forever in bronze, tried all alone, with their faces of stone or iron, to bring forth some decrepit image of what men had once been.4



Even when the weather grows milder, in the golden afternoons of sunlight and dust, when the idle and anxious crowd comes out into the streets, the city remains mute; it has lost its language, the language of cities, the language of the sounds of traffic and machines, and has traded those for another language, the only one it can speak in a plague: It was but an enormous murmur of steps and muffled voices, the painful sliding about of thousands of soles, their pace set by the whistling of the scourge in the leaden sky, an interminable and stifling tramping.5 And the same was true of its inhabitants, swept up in the whirl of work and rest, of life and death, of wealth and poverty, who did not know what was happening to them nor how it had come to be, and could neither accept nor refuse it. So, the story opens with the idea of fatalism, first evoked and then rejected,6 but which yet hovers behind the narrative, throughout, setting against each other the ravages caused by the scourge, the codename given to the plague, and the tenacious, continuous struggle of Dr. Rieux. Camus totally denies being the writer of a philosophical novel,7 but this epic struggle between man and disease that is carried on in a tragic atmosphere of failures and suffering, is shot through by a series of reflections on good and evil, freedom and servitude, the real and the fictional, and any number of other questions that essentially revolve around this diptych of the strength and weakness of man, his fragility and resistance, to which the author stubbornly refuses to grant the name of heroism.8

The underlying thesis of this novel brings out the gratuitous and random character of the plague that comes so suddenly and without apparent cause, without preparation, without warning. At the end of the story, it goes away as it came, for no reason, for no known cause: as usual, one never knew anything.9 In fact, it does not go away completely, it lingers on and stays brooding in drawers, beds, bedlinen, waiting to break out again.10 The draconian measures taken by the town authorities, the unrelenting struggle carried on by the doctors, the development of an exceptional serum, the quarantining of the ill and the separations that divide families, the thousands of cadavers buried in common graves or cremated – all of that was for nothing, as it did not stop the disease or keep it away. Like some infernal machine, it dies of its own internal logic, taking a pause, making people think it has disappeared, then flaring up again with doubled ferocity. It appears to be the result of an inexorable and hidden law; it is the irrefutable proof that the order of the world is ruled by death.11 It overturns the meaning of existence and makes people feel they were born not to live, but to die, or at least that their existence only has meaning to the extent that it is a struggle between these two states.

Paradoxically, the plague that paralyzes life, waiting to annihilate it, brings out its positive sides, those precious assets. When they have become usual, they no longer have that much value in our eyes, but their importance stands out once again, when they are no longer there. Like the senses we hardly appreciate until we lose them, the plague reminds us of the value of life12 and freedom, in a city suddenly transformed into a graveyard or a vast prison. This city that closes in on itself becomes a place of exile for the people who are doubly encircled there: everyone in a closed-in space and each in his own, in that frail hope of escaping the contagion. In this terrifying situation that is equal for all, time also loses its pace and, as if contaminated by the emptiness of the infested places, it changes into a disordered and useless dimension: Impatient about the present, enemies to our past and deprived of any future, we are like those whom human justice or hate force to live behind bars.13

In this world of prisoners and the exiled who are living with a memory that has no use, some are even more harshly tested: surprised by the catastrophe and caught in a city they cannot leave, they experience a sort of exile within exile. In this city, itself cut off from the world, everything has come to a halt: living outside time, it has neither past nor future, neither imagination nor memory, even business has died of the plague.14 Nor is there any cultural activity left, since the plague gets worse still on the stage and kills actors under the eyes of the spectators.15 There is no longer any difference between men and women, rich and poor, innocent and guilty and since everyone is in the same boat, they are all reduced to being among the condemned who hope for the most arbitrary of pardons.16 Everyone eats the bread of exile, even love becomes useless. It is inert, too heavy to bear, as sterile as crime or the sentencing.17

The city had never been so egalitarian, nor human beings more in solidarity with one another; one might believe that the only way to get people together is to send them the plague.18 The disease forced people into a solidarity of those under siege and so broke traditional ties, sending each person back into his solitude.19 Nothing matters any longer than death that nothing can resist and, in the face of the mounting statistics, everyone begins to apprehend the day when people would die in piles, rotting in the street and the city would see the dying clinging to the living in a mixture of legitimate hate and stupid hope.20 History and collective memory amplify apprehensions: the thirty odd great plagues known to man had caused one hundred thousand deaths, the plague of Constantinople, according to Procopius, had carried off ten thousand victims a day. Imaginations heat up, the quarantine camps multiply and grow larger, desperation spreads over the city to the point that some risk their lives simply to escape while others, more bold or more sly, sell everything to bribe the guards and still others burn their houses to disinfect them from the virus.

Then, one day, Dr. Rieux is surprised by a desperate case who recovers, then others do the same and similar cases begin to multiply. After some weeks, hope comes back and the plague withdraws without anyone knowing how or why. This is the way of humankind: cast into a world of which they understand nothing, they are condemned to suffer and to resist, delivered up to a destiny over which they have no mastery and that makes them victims of every imaginable vicissitude, condemned to find some meaning in it all, even if that meaning makes no sense to anyone else. Throughout the long months of the plague, each individual and group invented their own way of facing the disease, be they doctor, journalist, judge or priest, each tested themselves and found his own way to face up to despair. The narrator proposes that it is the humanists who are the first victims, those who no longer believed in the plague because it was not at the human dimension. But, it is those men who die, the humanists among the first, because they did not take their precautions.21 They believed in human beings without knowing them, never having asked the question of what they are. Or, if they had asked, they found but an illusory answer: for them, human beings are an idea, that is, an abstraction.

At the apogee of torment and distress, debate is heated among those who, every day, risk their lives to fight the plague: must one die for an idea or a sentiment? What are we trying to save from death? The human being-idea or the human being-love? It is all too easy to die for an idea, to be a hero, but it is far harder to live and to die of what one loves. Certainly, men are capable of great deeds but it is far less certain they are capable of great sentiment.22 In this case, they come apart at the seams and their great deeds also turn into great misfortunes. Might one not even say that since they began to think, human beings have been killing one another over ideas, covering their misdeeds in the noble cloak of heroism. Perhaps, should they turn their aggressiveness towards sentiments, death itself would be changed, if not in its nature, at least in its dimensions: from being collective to being individual.

Still, the answer to this question does not call forth great doctrines and Camus makes it even more difficult by dismissing it to the realm of choice. After all, in this general uncertainty, in ignorance of the causes of what happened and the retreat of the pandemic, no one knows the absolute truth. So, that choice between the human being-idea and the human being-love becomes a personal option, but the question remains as formidable as ever. By what virtue and according to what criteria, may a man make a choice? To what value must he commit his life? For his part, Rieux does not speculate about this, he has not time to ask metaphysical questions. He knows he must do one thing only: save the ill, fight. For him, as for so many others, the criterion of a successful life is duty, to be honest and do his work.23 That is certainly a Greek idea. Plato said we are all placed by the gods, like soldiers, each of us in his post that he must defend and not abandon at any price.24

Except that, if the Greek world seemed to be ordered for all eternity by the gods and by nature, if each person was predestined to a mission to be fulfilled, our world is delivered up to chaos and the absurd. No one knows where the plague came from nor how it might go away. We can only fight against it, each in his or her way: some for ideas, some for love, some even taking advantage to smuggle in spite of the general deprivation and at the expense of the ill and dying. Others, at the height of the trial, attempt to write: a novel of one sentence repeated indefinitely. They are perhaps among the most vain! But in the general distress, each tries to point his existence some way and this meaning depends on the choice he decided to make. In truth, can we choose? Is there a real choice? Are we not always the object of a decision just when we think we are the subject? Are we not, as Plato said, assigned to a post just when we are convinced that we have taken it up out of choice?

In any case, Rieux did not choose. Without perhaps being made for his work, he was made by his work. He is indeed the paradigm of one of Camus’ heroes: a hard man, hardened by a struggle without respite, without affection, deprived of everything, even the tenderness of his mother and his wife, as he watches his friend Tarrou, whom he took into his own house and cared for, die in front of his eyes after long suffering. It is the same day that he learns his wife has died, far from him, in a sanatorium where he took her to protect her, well before anyone recognized the signs of the epidemic and that it was spreading. Dr. Rieux brings together in his own person a paradoxical mixture of courage and despair, doubt and abnegation and, the very day after the plague begins to recede, when the whole city is carried away in celebrating, he takes up his usual rounds once again. He is a kind of robot of duty – an untiring fighter, a bundle of strands woven together to fight back,25 a struggle he knows is lost before it begins and that he cannot help but take on, like Sisyphus. But he is a Sisyphus of modern times, with Hegelian tones. For him, only work gives meaning to life. For him, a man is not an idea,26 a man is ill or in good health, has a job or is out of one, is innocent or a criminal. He does not choose to judge, nor to play the priest as does Father Paneloux. His choice, as he says, is to do my job, to carry out the task set to him, but what exactly is it? His real task was to give the opportunity to this random event that too often does not stir but when it is provoked. And it had to be, that this random event, this accident, was to stir.27

Can any of us do more than interfere slightly with the inexorable march of nature that dominates us, while we think we dominate it? These great natural or social trials that reveal humankind’s fragility and vulnerability, that make people see beyond their own insouciance and vanity, into their true place in the world. The plague is one of those trials that plunges everyone into despair, makes everyone face their own truth by leaving them totally to their own solitude and their capacity nonetheless to resist adversity. At the worst of times, as Hobbes said, people are revealed as calculating beings.28 Each individual calculates what he or she will lose or gain, but in the final hour, that calculation shows it is vain and ridiculous, since in the end, only death wins. What did Rieux gain in fighting back and staying alive? He gained in having seen what the plague is and the consequences it brought with it: friendship, solidarity, tenderness, but also selfishness, cheating and the like. He will remember it all, because Everything people could know of the play between the plague and life, was knowing memory.29

But what is knowledge, after all? The warmth of life and the image of death, that is what knowing is.30 Has anything been gained in light of the sacrifices endured, in light of the suffering without surprise of continual pain? Is humankind anything more than some kind of knowledge and a memory lost in all that time we call history? Is it not a continual repetition, an eternal beginning again? The plague… . No, you did not understand that it consists in starting over.31 I tell you that it consists in starting over.32 If it recedes, it is to come back again, because, in fact, it is still there, hiding everywhere, everyone still carries it inside and no one will go unscathed.33 That is why the struggle must be taken up again, every day, with the same intensity. What people said about Rieux, who was separating families, who ordered people into quarantine, who administered horribly painful treatments, was that he had no heart: But, yes, he did have one. It served to let him bear the twenty hours a day when he was watching people die who were made to live. It served him to start over, every single day.34

In this absurd world, people are left to themselves, condemned to have no light but their own, to count only on their own will and on their own strength. Perseverance and repetition are the only guide because, since this evil comes back eternally, the struggle against it must be forever, as well, and without respite. The only reward is the one that comes from themselves. Speaking of the couple who embrace in haste to celebrate the end of the plague, the author comments: Those who got what they wanted are the ones who sought the only thing that might come from themselves.35 Love turns out to be the only value that can lend meaning to this life of struggle, this struggle we know we have lost before we begin, because love is the only thing we have within reach that can fill the heart and bring companions in the struggle. The novel ends with this image of lovers separated by distance or disease and who come together again to celebrate the end of the plague. But what happens to those who, like Rieux, no longer have a wife or mistress, whose wife has just died and whose mother is in the depths of sorrow? And those, who in the midst of the general joy, must still take up the path of the struggle once again? They have but one consolation, one hope, one conviction: to think it was truly just that at least from time to time, joy came to reward those for whom humankind and its poor and terrible love suffice.36

In The Plague, there is a powerful fiction or allegory that is easy to transpose to another scene. The Dictionnaire historique de la langue française explains that allegory is a different used in French in the Greek and Latin sense of metaphorical discourse, referring to a public utterance in a figure of speech. Confronted with the face of terror, with evil totalitarian powers and the absurd, the writer does not let himself slip into the ambient nihilism, but strives toward an affirmation of life that echoes the philosophy of Nietzsche whose work he was familiar with. It is indeed an affirmation of a man alone, but it is also a sacrifice of self, altruism. Jean Starobinski considered that Camus obliges human morality to seek its measure before a light and a space that are inhuman, deploying in all his work a movement of affirmation without hope.37 Still, in sharing with other human beings in this mortality, Camus calls upon possible fraternity, solidarity, friendship and on what Sartre, in the homage he paid to him called the existence of the moral fact.
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III Inheritance and disinheritance
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Heritage,1 linked to affective memory since it refers to the father, to ancestors and to what makes us remember them, involves transmission and memory, but it also involves questioning whether all this might fade away. Peter Sloterdijk thinks that for the first time, humanity, individualism and a sort of generalized disinheritance have become associated:


The fact is that people who grow up in an individualistic regime are subjected to a sort of integral disinheritance. It is a term I have been using for some time, because we need one to describe this strange way that young people have of detaching themselves in a single bound from their parents. This sort of thing cannot be found in any form of earlier civilization.2



We indubitably have moved from a world of inheritance and of well identified values, to a fragmented, blurred and contingent world in which bearings are called into question. After developing over nearly two centuries, disinheritance runs parallel to powerful shifts towards a normalizing patrimonialization corresponding to contrasted reactions faced with the condition of modern humankind. Whereas this disorientation is fundamentally characterized by questioning all founding principles and a retreat to identities, over-investment in heritage seems, at the same time, to produce a consensus and represent the opposite of a rupture. The inflation of this, which makes it problematic, can likewise correspond to an alluring trap or an entombment. Pierre Nora writes: To what point of saturation of encumberment might one imagine the material increase in the weight of the past in the present?3 Thus, the recent patrimonial piety that has spread in Europe now extends to every area. First there was everything of value as sacred relics or art objects, then the nineteenth century added the historical monument, then little by little, this came to include urban, industrial, vernacular, landscape and natural heritage, right up to the patrimony of humanity, an expression that is especially revealing of the change in the concept of heritage, either through its extension or its re-interpretation. The planet Earth is today considered a common heritage of the human species, as the condition enabling life and diversity.

So, these questions come to overlay one another: how can we reconcile use, evolution and conservation? How far should we go to conserve? What is the reference basis? And also, what is to be cared for? How should we start over? While a relic keeps the virtue of its origin, and its value is consubstantial with its essential immutability in spite of the effects of time, while an art object is correlated to different forms of singularity accomplished and preserved as a work of art, what are we to think of a text, a town, a landscape, a biotope, of the Earth, which are milieus in the process of becoming and in which there is a whole accumulation of traces and plural reconfigurations?


How to take up the Cartesian cogito?

If we take the example of the Cartesian heritage, a major landmark in the beginning of modernity, it seems to be a paradox, most especially as regards the relationship of the human to milieus of life and existence.

Descartes’ grand project was to replace theoretical and speculative philosophy inherited from Aristotle and scholasticism with a useful and efficacious practical philosophy that, in full knowledge of natural forces, would make us masters and possessors of nature. Descartes, like all thinkers of modernity, of whom he is one of the founders, was a humanist working for a double liberation of humans with regards to the occult forces and the material forces that oppressed them. According to Descartes, what represented the true obstacle to the fulfilment, flourishing of humankind was on the one hand, nature, which was indifferent to humans and from which they had to wrench their subsistence, and on the other, ignorance with all its appurtenant illusions and phantasms. It thus appeared of the greatest significance to construct a conception of the universe that would cleanse it of all shadows and phantasmagoria of the Middle Ages and would organize and order the world according to the rule of reason: humankind would then be able to conceive of itself as a thinking thing capable of understanding itself and the world. In this sense, the cogito had a considerable impact: it became most particularly emblematic of the power of thought, solitary and without territory. In this conception, thought was understood as having the power to become, of itself and thanks to itself, capable of establishing a universal order of reasons, both to understand and to act upon nature and conduct one’s life. This revolution of the cogito remains one of the especially valuable and on-going inheritances today in an era of normative globalization, because it affirms the importance of the subject and the life of the mind. And this creates the conditions for thinking that is at once critical and creative, able to resist conditioning, to invent, to understand and to act rightly, but also able to share. Descartes refuses all confinement in the particular, designating the domain of generality as the criterion of philosophizing: he rejects knowing only for knowing, as advised by scholasticism, in favor of a sort of knowledge, all the truth of which must serve human beings. Hence, philosophy’s worth comes from its results: any mechanism that relieves human work and increases its productivity, medicine that maintains and heals the body when it is ailing, morality that works to keep society on the path of the good and draw it away from evil. Hence, Descartes wrote that:


this word of philosophy means the study of wisdom and by wisdom we mean not only prudence in business but a perfect knowledge of all things that man must know, both for the conduct of his life and for keeping his head and the invention of all the arts.

(Principes de la philosophie, 1644)4



However, the Cartesian project was somewhat derailed, most especially as regards the technical question, all the more as its system saw mechanization in such a positive light. It was Marx and his generation who clearly emphasized the shift brought about by the industrial age, a shift that transformed the relationship between human and machine, from what it had once been in the age of crafts. The industrial age made the machine master and the individual working it a slave. Later, the division of work became more drastic, and early twentieth-century thinkers denounced work in crumbs, robotization of specialized workers, etc. For Descartes, the machine was a valued product, an adroit combination of reason and human skill and, in a way, a prolongation of our body. This means it is imperative to take good care of it: but it would be grotesque at the very least to do so at the expense of whoever designed, constructed and used the machine. All the more so, if we were to care more for it than for the natural environment in which it operates. It would be a true misfortune if technology came to transform itself into a calamity for humanity. It would have been unthinkable for Descartes that the machine might one day threaten nature. He would surely have used his talent to think up a method to cleanse the atmosphere of pollution, and even machines that would not pollute; or he might have given up science and asked all scientists to do the same. According to the principles of practical philosophy that he hoped to bring forth, neither science nor technology should represent an end in itself.

Viewed from the standpoint of the history of ideas, Cartesian philosophy relied foremost on a method and on science. Descartes recognized himself that this method was no other than a condensed form of mathematics – what he as a philosopher called the more geometrico approach, or a way of approaching the world according to the mathesis universalis. This came round to saying that mathematics is the most certain of sciences and that all objects of consciousness (be it purely theoretical problems or material things) could be reduced to mathematical entities (figures and numbers). The generalization of this idea that everything is mathematics in nature led to mechanism, which is the real mark of the spirit of Cartesianism. This grand thesis according to which everything is ordered in nature in accord with a strict determinism, as in a machine, underwent a prodigious development in contemporary science and the rise of mathematization of its methods, approaches and objects, but other preoccupations lead us to multiply other lines of thought than this epistemological model.



New captures5 and beginning again


Now that we have the thesis of the Anthropocene,6 which posits the hypothesis of a new age in the history of the Earth characterized by the impact of human activities, we are called upon to reaffirm both the importance of preserving and transmitting, but also seeking new departures and re-appraisals, in order to resist forgetfulness and to react on many levels: paying special attention to resources7 and revitalizations that would enable us to reactivate the multiple and lively archaic relationships which – in the case of human beings – are made up of traces, rememorations, practices, narratives, inventions and desires. Walter Benjamin spoke of stories capable of crossing centuries and keeping their power to germinate, like seeds hermetically sealed away for millennia in the chambers of the Pyramids. Freud, too, insisted on the powers of desire, because  that future, which is present for the dreamer, is modeled by the indestructible desire, in the image of the past.8

In an especially illuminating essay, Søren Kierkegaard9 explores the paradoxical category of repetition or beginning again, which concretely allies what has been (the same) to what is new (the other): this posture or phenomenon is not reducible to an impossible redoubling as such, but involves re-creations and re-beginnings, between transmission and becoming, multiple, unexpected, fitting into the interweaving of what is becoming. Architecture, like existence, must stand the test of Opening. Daniel Payot notes the importance in artistic practice of shifts that are made in relation to ways of representing the world, since artistic practice is


inevitably confronted, throughout the 20th century, by the impossibility (or the prohibition) of placing one’s works in relation with an idea understood according to the ancient concept of harmony: beauty as wholeness, as a finished form, as unity to which one can add nothing, nor take anything away, a way of shaping on a small scale of a world finally reconciled10



in such a way that artists on the contrary, understood that the task of art was to contribute to making seen and making thought; was to reveal to the eye and to the mind, that this had always been the task of art and that today it required seeking a new experience, truly contemporary, of discernment.11 These shifts also take place in relation to the crack12 as an existential opening, as we seen emphasized in one of Walter Benjamin’s texts13:


Although the notion is not explicited here, one divines that the crack is not to be interpreted essentially as a lack, as indicative of a loss or the effect of an accident, but rather as the reserve of the future that would contain each phenomenon, as an opening in itself that exposes it and vows it to what it is not. The crack, one might say, is that which, of the phenomenon, is in relation to the other, to the world and even to self, to the extent where the other, the world and self are what can and must still come or emerge. The fissure would be the ex in the word existence: going beyond the stationary or stagnation, the possibility in general of a movement forward and outside.14
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IV Inhabit and co-inhabit1
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If inhabiting somewhere means existing, as Henri Maldiney recalls to us with insistence, this is because inhabiting somewhere is an ontological opening affected by many facets.2 We see this especially in the French word habiter from Latin habitare, that means often to have, reside, stay, sojourn, and as in French habitude and the term habitus, from the Latin habere, meaning to have, but also to be somewhere, stand.3

In L’homme habite en poète, Hölderlin stated: What poets founded is what lasts. In his commentary on this text, Heidegger calls the poet the one who constructs the dwelling of being within man; presence inhabits the world through the logos. Associating inhabiting with the mortal human condition, the philosopher immediately locates it at the crossroads of paradoxical dynamics of space and time, linking the when to the where, noting that we do not live somewhere because we have built, but we build and have built through living somewhere.4 This way of turning things round marks the distance in relation to solely instrumental, economic or technological prescriptions that express a fanatical will to calculate everything on the basis of technical reason.5


The insistence of places

In Aristotle’s ancient physics, with its high and low, its natural places, its movement, everything is in its place, ordered, as in the Greek city, according to superior and inferior. It was this kind of space-places that modern physics, with Galileo and Descartes, came to destroy, by attempting to cleanse them of their anthropomorphic determinations, transforming them into pure concepts of reason. But human beings know that space-place is not the same as extent. Human beings’ lives and feelings, their memories and their hopes, are linked to places from which they can be deployed, gathered in and meet.

Although people manage to say what does not suit them in the places they are, they find it very difficult to expression what they expect of them. Still, they are haunted by the desire for a real dwelling, a term that at first referred to the fields of botany and zoology for a life milieu adapted to animal or plant life.6 Of course, this aspiration supposes a dwelling and we must cope in all urgency with the question of the homeless or the poorly housed, but what is at stake here inhabiting, is not only the question of shelter, nor of consumption of a market product. By standing up erect, humans in their verticality brought into existence the experience of horizons and places at the same time as they exposed themselves to the yawning gap and a life of wandering, opening up to fragile possibilities within the impossible.



The temptation of the Island

Contemporary culture has indisputably taken the vertiginous lability of places and links to a paroxysm. Most especially, the transformations correlated with technologies that increase speed of movement of persons and information, as well as the paradigm changes linked to a first modernity, have shaken up the archetypal bipolarization of the dwelling,7 bringing together Hestia, the principle of permanence, and Hermès, the principle of impulsion and movement, through a system of fixed points and mobilities, of opening and closing. This acceleration and multiplication of movement and communication have dizzyingly deployed the outside into the spaces proliferating without centre or periphery: networks, cyberspace and nomadism multiply the opportunities for unstable crossings of threads in the space of a hurly-burly that is often scattered, dematerialized and shapeless. Wandering about and anonymity make it difficult to take the time for pauses, withdrawals or encounters.

This period of exacerbation and transformation is also one of disarray in the face of the yawning gulf, the confounding of near and far, uniformization, dissemination, media-sourced manipulation, poverty, violence and exclusion. Piling human beings up en masse in housing without any other link than walls and the floors that separate them or the problems of overcrowding that oppose them to one another, comes round to isolating everyone, making the other into a threat. With an architecture that does not recognize any ties, how could one not be of a mistreated body and spirit, disoriented, abandoned to dereliction? This critical change towards neutralizing places and the exhaustion of existences is accompanied by a temptation to withdraw into the private and communitarian scale, reinforced by obsessive fear about security. Distrust spreads throughout daily life: ecological, social, political insecurity, leading to shutting oneself up in a corner. Development of these reclusions by video-cameras, tele-surveillance, codes, guards everywhere, all of them constantly watching domestic space, accentuates this phenomenon. It is certainly the highly charged imaginary association with a dwelling place, as its insular temptations, that explain the ambivalence of single-family housing, infatuation with which persists even when all it entails is denounced as destroying biotopes, consuming non-renewable energy, literally moth-eating the landscape, adding to transportation fatigue, reinforcing barriers, in addition to the isolation and the pollution caused by sprawl. Trends to emphasize what is fun, good health, naturalness, rediscovering one’s body, wellness, all of them combine with the hope to find some way to counteract the insufficiency of transitions, the indiscreetness of being seen that renders ever more difficult the ritualization of exchange between inside/outside, private/public, open/closed, clean/dirty, concealed/revealed.8 We are seeing a multiplication of closed residential complexes that are anti-urban, pastoral but lived-in parks set apart from the city, which is then presented as polluted, threatening, and violent. When this affects all classes of the population, it brings with it an unhealthy sense of being together (entre-soi), that is, being with those like oneself, so that a protectionist social zoning9 is added to a functional urban zoning which shows just how far living and living together have been altered and threaten attempts to underwrite society, to help make society.

Jean-Luc Nancy explains how – faced with a revival of communitary and at times faschistic urges – he was led to replace the term community successively by being-together, living in common, then living-with, all of which puts a name somewhat awkwardly on something we have no need of a name for: not communion, not community, nor association, nor crowd … it is the stakes involved in being with, near, touching others or the collection of people who are not matched up, the nearness of places and functions that remain without any appearance of belonging, without cohesion or symbolic coercion, without being taken up into a representation.10 This echoes Hannah Arendt’s thought on what makes mass society so difficult to tolerate is that the world that should be there in between people no longer has the power to bring them together, to give them ties, nor can it separate them.11



Between protection, reliance and opening

In spite of all this, vernacular dwellings bear witness to how, through time and space, humans have been highly inventive in developing spatial devices that partake of reliance, protection and opening, thus enabling coexistence between humans themselves and non-humans, and producing microcosms in various ways that are able to assure mediation with the macrocosm. Traditional dwellings have attempted to bring together what is near and far, long-lasting and still becoming, the full and the empty. Thus, in houses in ancient Greece and Rome, as in Arab countries and those in the Mediterranean and Asia, the empty is an eminently dynamic and active element. It provides the space par excellence where transformations take place, where what is full can accomplish its true fullness.12 The inner court or the patio open to the sky becomes a place connected to the cosmos and to the possible, a place for encounter and exchange, of renewed perceptions and sensations, a place to go walking alone, as a place to meet.

Giving a place-milieu to live in does not amount to seeking to do away with the border between inside and outside but, on the contrary, working on this place as an existential opening. This invites us all to rethink borders, not as insurmountable barriers, but as passages and as working spaces between the intimate and what is held in common, private and public, interior and exterior, the same and the other. So it is that any dwelling can let in the infinite of the outside and open up the inside, both the infinitesimal inside and the infinity of the inside, through the bonds that are visible and invisible:13


It is the Open which is truly the great secret, the most everyday secret, the least noticed but the most obstinately present. It is a word that has been terribly misused and never very well understood, at least by those who were using it. This goes back to a verse by Hölderlin in an ode to Landauer, where he says: Come! Into the Open, Friend, and then speaks of the rift in space beyond the mountains as an opening where one feels called upon to live, not only to enter, but to let oneself spread out.14





Notes


	Thierry Paquot, Michel Lussault and Chris Younes (dirs.), Habiter, le propre de l’humain, Paris, La Découverte, 2007.

	This point was developed especially in Le philosophe chez l’architecte, Michel Mangematin and Chris Younés (dirs.), Paris, Descartes et Cie, 1996 and in Feu et lieu, Michel Mangematin and Chris Younés (dirs.), in Le sens du lieu, Bruxelles, Ousia, 1996.

	Benoît Goetz, La dislocation, Paris, Editions de la Passion/Verdier, 2001.

	Être homme veut dire: être sur terre comme mortel, c’est-à-dire habiter (Martin Heidegger, Essais et conférences, Paris, Gallimard, 1958, p. 173).

	It may be that our dwellings without poetry come from an excess, a furious quest for measure and calculation, as he explains (Martin Heidegger, Bâtir, habiter, penser, in Essais et conférences, op. cit.).

	Thierry Paquot explains: The word ‘habitat’ belongs to …. (In: Logement, habitat, cadre de vie, Informations Sociales, N°123, p. 49.).

	Jean-Pierre Vernant emphasized this bipolarity of the household in Greek mythology in L’organisation de l’espace. Hestia-Hermès. Sur l’expression religieuse de l’espace et du mouvement, in Mythe et pensée chez les Grecs, Paris, Maspero, 1965, r. 1, chap. 3, p. 124–170.

	Henri Raymond, Nicole Haumont and Antoine Haumont, L’habitat pavillonnaire, Paris, CRU, 1971.

	Cf. the working file on Thierry Paquot Villes privées ou privatisées, Urbanisme, N°312, mai-juin 2000.

	Jean-Luc Nancy, La ville au loin, Paris, Mille et une nuits, 1999.

	Hannah Arendt, referring to Athenian democracy in ancient Greece, calls on modern democracies to restore political space on the basis of action and speech, in order to build a world in common, arguing that this world in common is the only one that can open up to public life and freedom. According to her thinking, this obligates people, to make themselves free, to set up a fundamental break between the public sphere of politics and the private economico-social sphere or the biological-familial cycle. Cf. especially Hannah Arendt, La condition de l’homme moderne, Paris, Calmann-Lévy, coll. Agora, 1961 [original ed., The Human Condition, 1958].

	François Cheng, Vide et plein, Paris, Seuil, 1979.

	Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Le visible et l’invisible [1964], Paris, Gallimard, 1979.

	In Chris Younes (dir.), Henri Maldiney. Philosophie, art et existence, Paris, éd. Du Cerf, 2007, p. 199.







V Milieus-World

DOI: 10.4324/9781003373698-6


Places and milieus, which are in part linked, are not superposed but enter into a consonance. In a retrospective orientation, three periods of time tell us about the development of representations of the milieu which is the result of a long sequence of paradigmatic transformations in relation to envisioning, through the process of becoming, how exterior and interior, the part and the whole, the elements among themselves, between order and chaos, come to be linked.


The breaking up of a milieu-cosmos

One of the first uses of the term milieu in philosophy goes back to Aristotle, who uses it in logics and ethics. In both cases, it is a value partaking of a relationship that is at once logical and geometrical. In the first case, the milieu is said to be a mean and indicates an intermediate element, a proportional average between the most general and the most particular. This mean is recognizable in the syllogism by the fact that it contains the particular and is contained by the general.1 In ethics, the milieu qualified as just designates a behavior which, following deliberation, avoids extremes in the sense of excess or flaw.2 This conception corresponds to the Greek representation of the world: a closed and ordered cosmos in the shape of a perfect sphere with humankind at the centre.

With the Copernican Revolution and the breaking up of the cosmos, the very idea of a middle is decentered and projected to the periphery, thus undergoing a process of multiplication. There is no longer a milieu-world but milieus-universes: hence in their work in common, Aurélien Barrau and Jean-Luc Nancy explore the passage from a conception in terms of the universe to that of a pluriverse.3 Access to the world can take place through milieus, and it is because there are a thousand milieus,4 and not just a single milieu, that we can have a world, this not being a given.

Milieus are subject to constant change. A stable milieu, fixed and identical to itself is not a living environment but what thermodynamics calls a dead mechanical system and saturated with entropy. Everything is already there and, at the same time, everything is in the process of becoming, without it being possible to discern a beginning or an end, as in the rhizomatic figure. On never begins except in the middle, Deleuze repeated.



The living as paradigm

It’s in biology and ethology that the notion of milieu has seen its richest unfolding, replacing the model of the machine, which progressively became dominant in Modern Times, with that of the organism. Among these moderns, Leibniz is the one who reactivated the double tendency of vitalism and animism, not because for him the world was a sort of animal, but because it is full of life. This was a reaction to the dominance of mechanism, that is, a reaction to Cartesianism. In opposition to the reduction of physical bodies to their extent and to a passive energy, this affirms their activity and dynamism after having endowed them with action and force.5

Since then, life sciences have led us to understand just how far all living beings, that is, each individual organism, are capable both of transgressing their limits and entering into relationships. In Ancient Greek, the living refers to two terms, as Agamben6 recalled: that of zoé, the fact of being alive, and that of bios, the form or way of living of an individual. Characterized by its own metabolism made up of exchanges between inside and outside, the living being is a self-organized system, both porous and interactive. Not being a mechanical system or a malleable object that can be utilized like an inert mass, it has its own requirements, errors and delays that occur in its relationship with the milieu.

From the twentieth century on, the largely accepted reference is to the naturalist and biologist Uexküll and this has become highly meaningful. Precursor of ethology, he analyzed how the animal or human being7 constructs its territory and how it utilizes perception and behavior to establish a spatio-temporal world linking outside and inside. Two correlated concepts are essential in his work, that is, the Umwelt as the exterior world and the Innenwelt or interior world, revealing that each living being associates them: the ways in which the territory of each being, even of the most modest turns out to be singular and multiple. He especially emphasized that it does not suffice for a stimulus to be activated for it to act on an animal. It must also be noticed by that being, it must capture that being’s interest. In this relationship, what drives behavior is not stimulation, but its interaction with the animal psyche. The milieu is a function of the organism. The stimulus has to be selected, classified, evaluated. This is what Uexküll calls the relationship of the Umwelt (milieu of behavior) to the Umgebung (geographical environment).8 Canguilhem, who explains that there is not the milieu but the milieu of, sums up his thinking about these terms:


Taking the terms Umwelt, Umgebung and Welt; Uexküll distinguishes them meticulously. Umwelt is the milieu of behaviour specific to such and such an organism: Umgebung is the banal geographic environment and Welt is the universe of science… . The Umwelt is thus a chosen slice, an example, of the Umgebung, in the geographic environment. But the environment is nothing other than the Umwelt of humankind, that is, the usual world of their perspective and pragmatic experience. Just as for this Umgebung, the geographic environment exterior to the animal is, in a sense, centered, ordered, oriented by a human subject – that is, a creator of techniques and of values – likewise, the Umwelt of the animal is nothing other than a milieu centered in relation to this subject of vital values which essentially makes up the living.9



The new epigenetic paradigm of the living as an internal dynamic in perpetual exchange with the external milieu lends still greater depth to exploration of these symbioses.

Peter Sloterdijk pursued this paradigm of the living in philosophy by introducing, at the heart of the trilogy Sphères,10 the concept of immunology – the Indo-European root of which, mei, means change, exchange – in order to deal with the metabolic properties of self-organization of organisms in terms of their capacities for attack and defense in relation to other agents that may be pathogens. He carries this to the point of announcing the birth of biosophy, which could well surpass philosophy, a hypothesis that we shall develop here later.



Human milieus

Endeavoring to understand inhabited milieus by human beings entails observing how synergies between milieus and worlds, ecology, technique and cosmicity function.11 Dynamics of interpenetration, interdependencies and inter-engendering – be they between climatic, tectonic, mechanical, chemical, biotic or cultural factors – inhabited milieus hark back to a part and a whole, to singularities and to a globality that integrates and results from interconnected multiplicities. Such inhabited milieus imply exact centrations and tensions between the here and the elsewhere, corresponding not to frozen territorial localizations alone, but to lived-in places that are qualified, negotiated and opened. This dynamic can no more be dissociated from a socio-political organization based on a social contract than from its sensual, emotional and symbolic, ethical and aesthetic impact. Poor and uniform experiences reduce human beings to a homogenous living mass but do not favor a society of free people, since they are downtroden each time corporal, sensori-motor and interpersonal dimensions are denied, be it by an obscene positivism or by a disembodied, anesthetizing conception, but also by the denial of a voice in the political sphere. The multiple ills that assail contemporary urban societies, such as pollution, confusion, uniformization, solitude, misery, exclusion, erring, the assault by constant advertising, the alienation of people wholly subject to the market and reduced to the role of consumers, are correlated with the critical evolutions of neutralization of milieus and places, accompanying disorientation of existences and generalized ecological, social and political insecurization that lead to what Georgio Agamben describes as a paradoxical individualization through indetermination.12 Faced with compact or distended, mistreated territories and urban life that is isolated and massified, how can we elaborate other possible futures in terms of qualitative singularities, of diversity, but also of urbanity, sensitivity to being a citizen and to sharing? The strategy of places is determinant in that it leads us to reconfigurations linking the here and the elsewhere, the local and the global,13 without losing either one, which can bring about, in interweaving scales, creative eco-responsible relations between nature and artefact that are capable of welcoming alterity, stimulating experiences of feeling and of the poetical, all the while serving the cause of living together and living in common. As topos, a place does not indicate localism but a localization, a somewhere. It means a place, a region. Its root indicates this is where it has come to, where one wants to go.14 As each place is unique among other places, its contours come under the heading of a secret evidence, an invisible obvious, that is both of the flesh and mental. If place is a source of vigorous polemics, that is because it has often been associated with the idea of enclosure or rootedness, whereas it can only be characterized as a relational entity that is both hyper- and translocal, enabling us to locate, orient and connect ourselves. That is, to think places-milieus at the same time as they are enriched by the traversalities of in-between-places, inter-places, trans-places. This effect of synergy among multiplicities of rhythms, singular and plural contexts of space and time, leads to breaking away from functionalist urbanism that separated things rather than taking into consideration the resiliences at work, the living forces of bouncing back, springing back or heightened resistance to shocks.15

Being attentive to tangible and intangible sources of revitalization that can free us, and the unexpected paths to be and live together, that redefine and rethink the places of art and the political, all this is part and parcel of these linkages between permanence and impermanence. This instills conditions of possibilities of drawing closer and farther apart as existential conditions of privacy and sharing, taking into account what is already there and that permeates lives. This concern with ties corresponds to a profound transformation as regards a dominant culture of mastery that favored the tabula rasa. Furthermore, the ways in which a constellation of committed actors (project owner, architect, associations, inhabitants, elected representatives) work together, both upstream in design and conception as downstream in shared implementation and management, reinforces means of cooperating;16 which enables an operation to last over time and to transform itself by bringing together the maximum of individuals concerned to share in information, debate, negotiation and concertation. Added to all this in this beginning of the twenty-first century surrounded by catastrophes and threats, is the imperative of frugality,17 either in terms of economy of means or ways of living. The time has come to change course and metamorphose ourselves in order to optimize the conditions of anthropization and co-existence.
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VI Metamorphoses and utopias
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When Zarathustra declared I announce to you three metamorphoses of the spirit,1 Nietzsche proposed to announce the metamorphoses according to which the spirit changes into a camel, the camel into a lion and the lion into a child, noting that the same spirit remains and sustains the link between the different forms in which it appears. The transformation which he attributed to the spirit corresponds more to an injunction than to a reality, to the extent that there is no continuity between the figures of the camel, the lion and the child, but it supposes that the spirit remains the same and yet that it becomes other, exactly as Zeus remained the god of gods, all the while becoming an eagle or in appearing in other forms. The Greek prefix meta-, which means beyond or what comes afterwards refers to the succession of forms for one and the same individual. In Ovid,2 who takes up the famous mythological references, the same character changes appearance in order to carry out a project he is incapable of pursuing in his first form. Zeus, as one says, changed into an eagle in order to ravish Aegina. Other divinities transform themselves into a tree, a flower or a spring. Hence, in mythology, metamorphosis is an attribute of divine or magical power. It is also a cunning way to achieve a goal that is otherwise unattainable, or as a punishment inflicted by the gods on other gods, on heroes or simple mortals. It can also express a hope, that of escaping from death and the effect of time: Narcissus changed into a flower or the dead who become stars in the sky.

With its multiplicity of intrigues and facets, metamorphosis fascinates and disquiets at the same time. In general, it speaks of mysterious changes in the individual himself, his milieu or both. This is why it is linked in some ways to mythology and witchcraft and it remains astonishing even when it is part of the life sciences, particularly entomology. The seventeenth-century scholars who imported the concept to explain the changes from larva to chrysalis, then into an adult insect capable of reproducing, viewed it as a way of describing a phenomenon they were unable to explain scientifically. They even believed that the fully formed insect was already present in the larva or the caterpillar, then as a nymph, and when it hatched, it was thus only truly appearing. So, for these scholars, metamorphosis was but a false appearance of contingent and superfluous forms that the animal took on to grow, sheltered from the vicissitudes of circumstances, while it was what it would become from the very beginning.


Enlivening vs
 deadening metamorphoses3 of human habitations


As regards the metamorphosis of human habitations, a radical change in the way their transformations are understood to operate takes place when we bring to the foreground their own transformational dynamics for adaptation and co-evolution, between reality and imagination. This means writing ourselves into their becoming in another way than in life sciences or Greco-Latin mythology, but keeping the double face of change and persistence. It is the territorial form that will come afterwards, in another form but which is in a certain way already present, bearer of a past that is essential – but also of a future, a becoming.

In this sort of complex, self-organized, chain-like systems, all the links hold together and yet each one, while bound to all the other, nonetheless can work on its own initiative. Of course, this systematic nature orders the elements that make up a milieu, but it is neither mechanical nor necessary. Between one link and another, there is always the possibility of variation, delay, change, even though these elements hold together in a dynamic relationship. This is why a milieu is a living thing, and this is why it differs from an inert milieu, because, even in limited conditions, it never loses this initiative that reflects its vitality. All this takes place as if it were a question of a power of reinvention, be it through adjustments as regards the passage of time or cultural transmutations.

However, the metamorphoses produced can be deadening or regenerating for a milieu as for an individual. Hence, this questioning of the capacities for resilience of inhabited milieus partakes in an especially significant way of the crucial stakes involved in modifications in the ways of envisioning their evolution and development. The upsurge of anthropic techniques for transforming the environment calls upon us to go beyond a dualistic conception opposing humankind and nature. We can all observe, with Ricoeur, that technical man adds a fragility which is his own work. For that matter, all cultures have brought forth tales of the catastrophes linked to Promethean arrogance, highlighting the risks inherent in uncontrolled development. In Western culture, they accompany representation of the excessiveness, the Greek hubris or overweening pride, as well as the apocalypse in Judeo-Christian culture, and emerge once again when modern belief in unlimited progress is denounced. The idea of a just measure and of environmental, territorial and social justice fits into the project of development that would find its own limits within itself, not as some negative and timorous boundary, but as a resource, as proposed by the Enlightenment and reinterpreted by Hans Jonas,4 before being reactivated by the planetary project of sustainable development. This project, which remains to be reinvented, on the global and local scales as well as on the individual and collective scales, supposes reimagining the fruitful and dynamic exchanges among others and oneself, but also between culture and nature.5



Utopias of the first type

While some authors emphasize a dearth of utopias as characteristic of our contemporary world, Paul Ricoeur declares in his work L’idéologie et l’utopie: It may be that some periods call for utopia and I wonder if that is not the case of our own,6 emphasizing that the development of new, alternative perspectives defines the basic function of utopia,7 and that imagination as the power of fiction to re-describe reality is constitutive of utopia, opening up possibilities at the same time as it states criticism of socio-political reality; this is at the heart of the founding narrative of Thomas More.8 He constructed the work Utopia on the basis of the Greek noun topos (place) and a prefix u that is ambiguous, since it can mean either ou(ch)/ouk (no, not …), to name a place that does not exist anywhere (even if in the pamphlet it is somewhere in the New World), or eu (well, good), thus qualifying a place where one lives well.

The island, created by the king Utopos, who did not hesitate to cut off the isthmus that attached it to the continent, is an imaginary country where a happy government reigns over a happy people.


Utopos decided to cut off an isthmus of fifteen miles that attached the ground to the continent and so let the sea in to surround it… . This work was carried out in an unbelievably short time, so that the neighbours … were struck by admiration and awe at the sight of the result.



All the while being analogous to the country its creator lives in, it is the mirror-image of the faults he denounces, since Utopia is characterized by the absence of private property, sharing of goods, equality in work, a secular model of politics, a weakening of the state, great importance granted to virtues such as wisdom, courage, circumspection, and a sense of justice. In short, it is a social, political and ethical project, leaving to one’s imagination whether this tale is purely speculative or whether it sets out a project that might come to be an alternative to a dominant model.

This negation of a site and a natural milieu certainly made up a foundation for most utopias, even indicating a fierce will to refuse to accept this alliance. Gilles Lapouge thinks that the first urban utopia was proposed in the fifth century BCE by Hippodamos of Miletus, who set up a divide between the city and nature through an excess of willful and rationalizing logic that tried to make men and women’s movements conform to straightness and rectitude:


Hippodamos is going to construct an intentional city. Logic will order its streets. It will take nothing from tradition, nothing from nature and nothing from the gods… . Nor does he submit to geometrical law a temple or a monument, but the design of the city itself, its streets, squares, dwellings and citizens. The straight line, angles, instead of partaking of a religious symbolism are to receive the opposite mission: impose order and rationality on the house of men… . The orthogonal plan sets off to conquer the Earth… . Before all that, cities were as if secreted by the earth, as the earth secreted the coils of a shellfish or the flows of lava. With Hippodamos, the city becomes artefact.9



Continuing, he explains that utopians will speak of nature


with reverence, but their nature is not ours… . For us, nature is the original milieu in which life develops, including ocean and clouds, oxygen, forests and nitrogen, marshland and microbes… . It is proliferation and excess… . When utopians speak of nature, they dream of other fields: nature in these mathematical minds is presented as perfect, inalterable, incorruptible… . Its perfection is that of equations. Take the cosmos – that is a suitable nature … and this cosmos plays the role of model for any number of utopians.



As in the twentieth century, in the 1960s, Constant’s New Babylon10 is emblematic of this type of position, with the idea that a city is to be isolated from nature so that its inhabitants can imagine and construct the city of their dreams without limitations.

Thus, a linage of utopians was brought together over time, the extreme outcome of which was visions of urbanism like that of the Voisin Plan regarding Le Corbusier’s Paris, or the Hilberseimer Projects that envisioned setting up a grid plan of absolute, built-up parallelepipeds and straight circulation roadways on the Earth, with no deviation anywhere along the way.11 In fact, this scenario or universal city, homogenous and impermeable to the specificities of any given site or time, carries out a closing up on the systematic absolute of a primary mathematical geometry that is foreign to a concrete situation, a topos. So it is that from the Western modernity of Modern Times on, the opposition of humankind and nature was favored, according to this dualistic representation begun in the seventeenth century by Galileo, Bacon and Descartes, that of a nature outside humankind and which humans could manipulate as they saw fit.



Utopias of the second type: touching the Earth12



This whole conception is being called into question today under the double pressure of responsibility for and fear of a world produced this way. Disquiet due to ecosystem devastation and a rise in awareness of the finitude13 of the planet Earth, its vulnerability and thus that of human beings, leads us to think more deeply about the sustainable relationships to be established between nature, technè and society. Science’s capacities to foresee have been overtaken by the increase in uncertainty about the short- or long-term effects of techno-scientific interventions that might turn out to be catastrophic for inhabited milieus. This change in viewpoint and paradigm began in the second half of the twentieth century, as witnessed by the Club of Rome publication,14 Hans Jonas’ work The Imperative of Responsibility,15 linking thought about human destiny to humankind’s relationship to nature, the work of Ilya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers calling for a new alliance,16 that of Michel Serres, Le contrat naturel,17 arguing not only as did Rousseau’s Le contrat social,18 for conditions of agreement between human beings, but also those of a new equilibrium and a pact with the natural milieu: given its exhaustion due to over-exploitation, it is of paramount importance not only to give back what was taken out, but to give back even more in order to favor cycles of regeneration that encourage life.

Concrete utopias of a second type are emerging19 which aim at ecosynergies, as if, for the world to remain habitable, the forces of culture should connect up with nature, which today seems to be an antidote or to provide a potential for regeneration in a world deeply marked, even destabilized by artifice. Metaphors in this regard, just as the fashion for greening or calling up the countryside, do not suffice to grasp the power of the birth and growth of nature, which is quite another thing than nostalgia for village life or a refusal of city life: something else has come to life and continues in birth. First of all, the word nature refers to a living nature and a reiterated genesis, as we see in the etymology of Latin natura from the future participle nascere meaning what gives birth, the fact of being born, that which presages it and corresponds in part to the ancient Greek physis. Aristotle distinguished natural from artificial or fabricated beings in that the former possess a principle of self-movement and rest, bearing within themselves the possibility of becoming other than they are, of growing or diminishing,20 proceeding by ever renewable geneses. Henri Maldiney explains this:


Nature does not proceed by fabrication but by genesis, which is expressed by the root of the Greek physis. The root phù means increase, grow, unfold. It is related to vegetation. Cults of vegetation are always attested as among the most ancient. In Greece, Dionysos appears as a divinity of the vegetal realm before being honoured as the god specific to the grapevine and wine. Nearly everywhere, there is a recognition of a force, a vital power different and closer to the origins than that of animals. The opposition between sap and blood later divides the Mediterranean and Germanic arts… . The animal form which is deployed in the combats of animals in Scythian goldwork is a series of dramatic pulsional phases. Live is manifested there in its paroxysm in a unique interweaving of life and death. The struggle for life is a struggle for death. This viewpoint is already Darwinian… . The death drive represents the fundamental tendency of every living being to return to the inorganic state of the stability of crystal. In the Mediterranean idea of nature, on the contrary, there is always the idea of the sprout, the buried seed that dies to be reborn when planted. This is the life-death-rebirth schema directly evoked by the Neolithic spiral, which is the most frequent ornament on funeral vases21



Use of the word nature points at one and the same time to water, air, earth, fire, fauna, flora … the rhythms of the season, day and night, of the heart and of breath, of waking and sleeping or of birth and of death. Nature is not part of those things outside of humankind, since it is within us and bears us within itself, as Merleau-Ponty explained in his course on La nature at the Collège de France.22 Integrative and reiterated birth of the universe, nature cannot be not reduced, even if it is a component, to landscape, countryside, which, as a space both perceived and artificialized is ever and always an individual and collective mental representation. Nor can it be brought round only to the environment that is the object of scientific knowledge, even though it is a facet of that. It is all that and far more. The polysemia of the term nature-nascence (nature-naissance), there where the real, the imaginary and the symbolic are bound together, is shot through with cultural expressions with all their diversities and paradoxes.

This unexpected and paradoxical nature calls forth in our contemporary culture both powerful emotions and values, as well as poetic expressions that open onto other urban, architectural and landscape experiences and strategies, shared, held in common, and that are revitalizing. Reference to a first, immense nature preserved at one and the same time in its distance and its nearness, aligns with a tamed nature, as with a renatured nature. The desert, the sea, the mountains fascinate because they have remained wild, while the landscape and the garden attract because they are an intertwining of nature and artifice. The old polarity which was both opposition and complementarity of the city with its countryside and with the wild space of the forest in the Middle Ages, then the town-country polarity, were associated with the coupling of nature and the urban. Eco-architecture, eco-polis, garden-city, park-city, permaculture, circular economies, climate and energy projects … these are all among the shapes taken by this search for new figures of symbiosis and cosmos-sharing.

This cosmopolitan horizon is also explored by Francis Wolff who calls for creating “a new utopia at our own scale which would break away from two other contemporary utopias, the one post-humanist, which claims to deny our humanity and makes us into gods promised to immortal life by the virtues of technology, the other animalist, which wants to make us into animals like the others and invites other animals to become part of our moral community.23
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VII Sharing the places and spaces of the social contract
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The challenge of architecture is most certainly cosmopolitan, since it is a question of sharing space and places, all the while establishing relationships, through transfer, incursions, traversalities, consonances, between here and there, measure and the incommeasurability, shadow and light, void and mass, intimate and that held in common, profane and sacred.1 Founding legends, as Régis Debray says, trace out lines2 and that establishes a dividing up. Giving shape to a world that is built up in relation to something unlimited and unhabitable, implies both dividing up and bringing together. Both limits (French limites, German Grenzen) and boundaries (bornes/Schranken) are meant to mark off, but following Kant’s distinction,3 the difference between them is this: while boundaries (bornes) are negative (negations, as he explains), limits are positive. They indicate both there, where something ends, and there where something commences.4 There are distinctions, mediations or acts of going beyond at work here, whether between what is this side or beyond, between what is permitted and what is forbidden.


Dislocation

Benoît Goetz has utilized the concept of dislocation to qualify the ontological dispersion inherent to all existence as well as the power of spacing of architecture.5


Space is dislocation. Space is the disjunction of places, the original sharing-out which unceasingly goes on. This is why there is no place without dislocation. Dislocation is not first of all what destroys, deconstructs or ravages place. It is first and foremost the condition of all localization, that is, the sharing-out of places.6



In Genesis, Adam and Eve, driven out of Paradise, embody the figures of this first dislocation, this sharing-out of space, followed by yet another stage in dislocation, that of the decosmicization, the undoing of the cosmos, of the world which broke apart earthly and heavenly organization of places. In fact, this dis-location, defined at one and the same time as putting places into play one against the other but also setting them on the path of wanderers, is the very stuff of living in, of inhabiting them. Architecture, an ethical substance, constructs daymarks in which humans place their trust and can sustain themselves, acting and working at a presymbolic level. Before building to provide shelter and make their accommodation pleasant, humans built to come to terms with space and invent something to hold on to and to maintain themselves, be it by building monument-architectures or event-architectures, but even more and certainly, everyday architectures. Benoît Goetz calls on us to develop analytics for being-in-the-city (urban dwelling and coexistence, places where one can feel the being-together of the polis …), to make room for the heterogeneous that is the urban treasure par excellence in the art of the city in the sense we speak about the art of loving, that is to say, a certain knowledge that does not make loving into a work but which proceeds through loving touches, precise and local gestures, on a body that neither art nor act nor gesture have produced.

The words place, space and site explain the inextricable character of the encounter between the body, the mind and space:


Topos in Greek never meant space, it means place and a particular place, a region. The root indicates it is there, where one has arrived or there where one wants to go. Locus is a place one puts something. Situs, whence our word site, is a past participle the root of which evokes the gesture of the hand that throws, casts or lets go and, in the framework of situs, it is the third meaning of let go and the sense of loosening, of rest, that has taken over. Situs is what is let go and abandoned or left in place, in Greek, what it left quiet. But the most significant term, the term most common today to say place, the German Ort. What does Ort mean in Old High German? It means the point, tip of the lance and in New High German, place. We must understand that it is on the basis of the tip of the lance, in combat or in the mind still fully steeped in combat – when struggle is always more or less present as a latency – that the world opens up as a milieu for existence and for destiny. This tip of the lance is the decisive point of encounter and this fixed tip, this point, takes up all the space of beholding, all the space of existence. Here is what place means, which has even become the place of the body struck by the point, the tip of the lance.7





Jean-Jacques Rousseau between nature and social contract

From the standpoint of the relations between nature and culture, Jean-Jacques Rousseau is an emblematic author in that he takes into account in his work both his ways of traveling through places and the idea of the social contract as an instituted political space. In response to the challenge that humans must take up to cope with their destiny from place to place, he adds the challenge of seeking union beyond divisions and convergence beyond dissensions. In the famous incipit to the Contrat social, Rousseau speaks of values and a horizon of freedom intimately connected with the paradox of the political body and individual bodies in this paradoxical statement: Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains.

Contrary to what Starobinski affirms,8 Rousseau’s work is not a sort of shell that closes over the or self of the author, who might see as if in a circular mirror which would be reflecting his own image in every page and line. Quite to the contrary, this amounts to a continual attempt to break out of the circle and burst open the envelope to thrust out into infinite spaces. The whole universe, which can of course contain the body, appears to be a too narrow field to close in the thought and imagination of those who live in it. Still further, it is this tendency to go beyond, this will to cross boundaries that, in Rousseau’s eyes, represents the principal feature of space. From the beginning, this is not what the surveyor sees, a fixed and frozen expanse, that forms and figures pleasantly come to light upon, but a dynamic, a tendency towards or perhaps better still, a call, a trajectory to follow, the most essential part of which remains to be undertaken – an asymptote that the curve indefinitely approaches without ever touching it. This comes round to saying that space, in this context, turns out to be far more a requirement and an aspiration, a work remaining to be done, than some material and definitive given.

I smothered in the universe, he confides, and we can add without hesitation in the profession of an author. Hence, all his life, Rousseau unceasingly attempted to break through the circle he always felt closed him in. The body, or as he liked to put it, the heart and the mind revolt together against everything that immobilizes and hinders them and, as mobility9 becomes a vital need, so too writing becomes an act of expansion towards all that is distant and a taking root in the great expanses of nature: I have never been able to do anything with quill in hand, as regards a table or my paper: it is while I am out walking among the boulders and the woods … that I write in my mind.10 In this permanent mobility, the physical and the mental must go together; that the one moves the other, wakes it up and enlivens it: my body has to be aroused for my mind to get into it.11

A being in its wholeness can only accomplish itself and fully blossom in the movements that take it through space: Never have I thought so much, existed so much, lived so much, so much been myself, if I may dare to say so, as in those [voyages] I made alone and on foot.12 To exist is to move, travel over the Earth, pace out distances, cleave places. Men exist only to move about in the world and there is no world, but that which can be explored by human beings. For Rousseau, the body is the paramount locus of grasping the world, as for the child and the savage. Strolling and walking were ever and always the best consolations for his unquiet soul. He must always walk the countryside and the woods, always erring about, dreaming, sighing.13 Then and only then is he at ease, himself, and can meditate and think: Walking has something in it that enlivens and kindles my ideas.14



Space as the invention of humankind in society

However, it is also of the nature of humankind to be sociable and to discover a singular world through orientation in the universe. He who wanted man to be sociable pointed out the axis of the globe and inclined it on the axis of the universe.15 From this subtle movement came the course of the Earth, the alternation of the seasons, the growth and decline of vegetation, the life and death of animals and the instability of human beings. Of this, came societies, differentiation of lifeways and the organization of space. Had the Earth’s axis been vertical, had it been parallel to the universe, the whole world would have been homogenous and there would have been no space.

The space born with society in all its diversity is that of separation and struggle, notably with the idea of properties imposed by humans already so far advanced in corruption: The first who ever enclosed a plot, took it into his head to proclaim: this is mine and he found people simple-minded enough to believe him, he was the true founder of civil society.16 Social space is the fulfillment of this very corruption: there is a sufficient reason to cleave it, pulverize it and call forth a new organization.

The supposed savage, living in symbiosis with his life milieu, knows not space or time, as is said. I see him sating his appetite under an oak, quenching his thirst at the first stream, taking up his bed at the foot of the same tree that gave him his meal.17 Such is the full and quiet existence of the natural man: he is an isolated point, an autarkic entity. He aspires to nothing, because he lacks for nothing. He perceives neither time nor space and does not perceive them because, strictly speaking, they have no reality for him; his whole life belongs to the nature which provides for him all he needs. A being among beings, he obeys its laws and fits into its order and disposition, his body truly fitting in: Beyond what his eye can see and what his arm can reach, nothing is of value for him.18 It is only when he begins to detach himself from all this that he will perceive space and time, that is to say, his own space and his own time: Man in society seeks to stretch out; man isolated withdraws into himself.19 The more people drew together, the more they had needs and sought satisfaction in what surrounds them. For them, there was only the space that was circumscribed by their life and their activities to feed themselves and to conquer. Along the sea and the rivers, they … became fishers and fish-eaters. In the forests, they … became hunters and warriors.20

Before people became fishers and hunters, rivers and forests did not really exist for them. Need and work invented space by giving it meaning and attaching an interest to it. A surveyor’s space is but an abstraction of this concrete and vital space. Before Kant made it an a priori form of sensibility, space was at the end of the fishing line and the hook. How far an arrow could fly was the first measure of it. Just as geometry is not within the reach of children,21 it was not within reach for primitives. Rousseau says that it was born of greed, as physics was born of a vain curiosity.22

Nature, the place of all consolation and source of all inspiration, has for him meaning and importance only when it breaks away from calm and rest, harmony and regularity. Not the plain, nor the smooth and flat landscapes, can attract him: I must have torrents, boulders, pine, dark woods, mountains, rough paths to climb and to descend, precipices beside me that truly frighten me.23 What charms him, unsettles his body and moves his soul is landscape that is rugged, disordered, full of chasms and mountains. It is landscape that provokes the body, invites exploration at its own pace and vibrates at its own rhythm. This is what Rousseau loves to contemplate and to inhabit. Here, to inhabit takes on the meaning of a communion between humans and their milieu, without social mediation. Inhabit also takes on the dynamic meaning of a call to letting oneself be nomadic, while sedentary posture ties the body to a corner of the Earth and keeps the mind locked into the borders of beings, contrary to the insatiable avidity of losing oneself in nature or at the very least, entering into its most intimate of places:


So then … I sought some wild place in the forest, some deserted place where nothing showed the hand of man, nothing of servitude and domination, sought some refuge where I might believe to have been the first to penetrate and where no other troublesome being would come to stand between nature and myself.24



Put simply, the space of norms, invention of humankind in society, is a degradation of what is human. Nonetheless, since society has become a necessity from which civilized beings can no longer escape, space appears as a reality at once inevitable and invincible. One cannot do without it, nor can one master it. It is simultaneously the sign of servitude and the hope of liberation. In the physical as in the moral sense, humans encounter it wherever they go. Space, that irresistible illusion, holds humankind’s capacity to see riveted to the horizon of a closed and finite world, as if humanity were a prisoner.



Passage from the state of nature to the civil state

Speaking of the great founders of modernity, Rousseau points out that it is at the first obstacles that they learned to make efforts and sought to cross the immense space they traversed.25 Certainly, space is ever a distance, but one which sheds its skin imperceptibly under the influence of the synchronic and diachronic. We must note the constant presence of these obstacles that appear to defy and excite the mind, just as material space unsettles the body and arouses the soul. Space ever linked to immensity is akin to an infinite always, there to be grasped, which has nothing of the neutral or of the indifferent. It is there, to be vanquished or to be mastered.

Still, this temptation of the infinite concerns not only the future which is to be made or to come. It can often take on the colors of the past. There, too, there is space to prospect in, but exhaustively exploring it far exceeds the forces of the mind. Speaking of a sequence in the passage from the state of nature to the civil state, Rousseau writes: let us cross over for a moment the immense space that lies between the pure state of nature and the need of languages.26 Closely examining human history, one sees landscapes and views that strangely resemble those that one sees in nature. One sees mounts and boulders, sand and clay. Effectively, as nothing is less stable among men than these exterior relations which random accident produces more often than does wisdom and that we call weakness or power, wealth or poverty, human settlements appear upon first sight to be founded on islands of quicksand.27

The mind, at its leisure, can explore these landscapes, cross in a leap these spaces or linger to contemplate these settlements. It may even indulge itself in research and excavations, the results of which are surprising, since it is only when examined closely, after having brushed away the dust and the sand that surround the edifice, that one may perceive the unshakable base on which it is built, and one may learn to respect its foundations.28 Diachronic space takes on a certain breadth, is filled with ruins to be uncovered, civilizations that can be exhumed. As Leibniz notes, the present is full of the past and pregnant with the future.29

The transformation of time into space stretches it out of its thinness and linearity, that is, out of its insignificance and its timid and pathetic existence, to lend it constancy and people it with life and events. It henceforth requires a signification and a meaning, that is, a direction. One can then say it is a march toward progress or a regression, a process of denaturation or of depravation. One can attribute to it the priorities of space and project onto it contents, insofar that this no longer is, but that it has been. The whole universe seems to come in, with its planets and comets, its mountains and oceans, its vegetal and its animal. In this hodgepodge, Rousseau seeks man as Diogenes sought among his contemporaries,30 and there he places his becoming: Oh man, of whatever country you might be … here is your story as I believe to have read it … in nature who does not lie.31

In Cartesian mechanics, beings themselves as essences merged with the space where they were but geometrical extension. Peopling this space with forces is linking it to the physical and opening it up to life, activity and becoming. It is only on this condition that it can be peopled with living beings and welcome human history. The eighteenth century and Enlightenment most especially depend on this revolution. As so many of his contemporaries, Rousseau believed that not only does history bear a historical dimension, it is also an instrument par excellence. In its way, history is a magnifying glass that reveals things from afar by enabling us to see better those which surround us. In the case of human beings, history shows them to us with more authenticity and more truth than if they actually live with us. To such an extent that in the world, one hears them speak; but in history, they are revealed and judged on the facts.32 Space is an area blurred by the noise of what is going on now; self-interests shove out realities, appearances dominate being and positions overtake goals. Time carries all this into the past and ends the din of passions. This is when, in the silence of souls, we perceive humans as they are and things as they should have been, when time has stripped space down and rid it of its palpable scrambling together and its dregs of materiality.

In his political thought, Rousseau followed this methodological principle. Rather than describing what is, the task, for him, above all means seeing what has been and how it came to be. It is a question of working in the manner of geologists and taking samples, in the present space, of what has been added with the passage of time, in such a way that there is time only through and in space, and that space becomes the receptacle of various layers that accumulated. Knowing what has been, which is the true path to understanding what is, requires gradually eliminating what has been added over time: By ridding this being, thus constituted, of all the supernatural that has been added and all the artificial faculties that it was only able to acquire through long progress,33 we shall find once again the human being as it must have come forth from the hands of nature. But when we look more closely, we see that what had accumulated with the passage of time, what is called progress, is but a series of states that marked space and succeeded one another on the Earth. So, history thus appears as a series of strata or superposed layers, of which each is the state of space at a given time. So that each space corresponds to a definite time that is always a present and the succession of strata corresponds to that of successive presents.

Rousseau describes a case that functions at once as example and model because it represents the zero point of time or history. This is the beginning of the trajectory that will carry human beings towards what they are today and one sees that this beginning appears as a vanishing point where space and time fade away and blur together simultaneously in a permanent actuality. Describing the savage, he affirms that his soul, which nothing disturbs, delivers itself up to the sole sentiment of his present existence, with no idea of the future, however immediate it may be, and his project, fenced off as his views, hardly extends beyond the end of the day.34

The life of primitives, as Rousseau locates it beyond or below both time and space, touches the point where time, in denying itself, is converted into eternity and where space fades away. One then sees that the border between these two coordinate systems corresponds to the difference between the limited and the unlimited. What makes up the space of an owner, the very essence of it one might say, are the boundaries of the property that would coincide with the birth of civil society. But one could also say that it was the birth of geometry and arithmetic. Rousseau refers to Plato who makes fun of Homer saying of Palamedes that he was said to have invented numbers during the Trojan War, as if, as Plato notes, Agamemnon would not have known how many feet he had.35 Rousseau adds:


A savage might look at his left and right legs separately or at both of them together with the idea of an indivisible couple without every considering the he had two: because it is one thing to have a representative idea that describes a subject to us and another thing to have a numerical idea that determines it.36



If, as Kant suggests, time as an internal sense is but the measure of intensive scales,37 and space as external sense is that of extensive scales, then understanding a sum is simultaneously understanding time. It appears that if the savage does not know how to count, he is also far from having a sense of time, so to speak. Thus the invention of space corresponds to the invention of time and both would correspond to the differentiation of objects useful to human subsistence, which, in the final analysis, is a social differentiation. It would only have been after setting up social relationships and distinguishing mine from thine that humans would have perceived the divisions of this double continuum that is space-time.

On the basis of the fictional savage envisioned here, Rousseau considered that it is the unlimited or infinite which is the first to be given to humans. But this is not taken in the sense of a mathematical given, as an utterance, notion or precise concept that understanding grasps clearly and distinctly. On the contrary, it is, as what Leibniz qualifies as little perceptions38 and what will be called the unconscious later. Blurred perceptions would thus be at the borderline between the physical and the psychic and would come into existence at the same time as they come into consciousness. They resemble what some term syncretism and most especially in children. In any case, there is something here of a participation of being in its milieu, which grows lesser the more it becomes detached from it. Whether from the physical or social milieu, the result is the same: there is no true birth except in this continuous demarcation, which cannot take place but through what Rousseau calls the signs of institution or artifices that fix the mastery of humankind and liberate it from its original belonging. Rousseau makes this process clear everywhere that passages are described, such as in this brief sequence about the appearance of the first elements of language:


As soon as a man was recognised by another as a feeling being, thinking and similar to himself, the desire or the need to communicate to him his sentiments and his thought made him seek the means to do so. These means can only be taken from the senses, the only instruments through which a man can act on another. Here is the institution of discernable signs to express thought. The inventors of language did not following this reasoning, but instinct suggested the consequence to them.39



In this long process of domestication from which little by little emerges the policed man, there is a gradual emergence of the immanence in which he was engaged. But this emergence manifests itself as the continuous organization of a new milieu, a milieu of change, we might say, which, at the same time as it takes shape also organizes the physical and moral aspects of the animal that partakes of it. As mentioned more than once here, human space and time can only be and exist on these conditions, that is, institution, limitation and differentiation.

And from all this, we may deduce Rousseau’s conception of law. Examining the question of property founded on the social contract, he emphasizes that in engaging with this, each associate brings at once his person and his goods. The property of each, which heretofore was based on the right of the first occupant, becomes the property of the community. In this manner, it is protected by all the public force without being more legitimate, at least in the eyes of foreigners. It is the State, which holds the goods of its citizens by virtue of the contract, and is for the other members only a first occupant. Rousseau pursues a line of reasoning that challenges the legitimacy of all property founded only upon the right of occupation. In fact, he takes up the issue by locating it on a general level: Every man, he says, naturally has the right to everything that is necessary to him; but the positive act that makes him the owner of something excludes him from all the rest.40

We find here the same process that functions on the level of language. In the beginning, everything belonged to everyone as Diderot said, he who was a friend of Rousseau. Men are not distinguished one from the other and do not distinguish the belongings of the one or the others except through signs of institution that set out borders and limits. Social space is constructed at the price of struggle, violence and, as for Hobbes, war of all against all. This is what Rousseau calls the new state of nature.41 Under these conditions, that is, in the society being born, there is the right of the first occupier; but as soon as this comes into being, it comes up against another right that is no less natural, is equal to it and is a negation of it: might makes right.42



A new unity based on a contractual space

This continuous struggle that might well end up by exterminating the human race is, so to speak, ordered by the social contract. Here again, it is a question of organizing social space, rather, of reorganizing it according to new criteria and according to a legitimacy that will eliminate violence from it. What does the social contract bring, then? Nothing other than the collective and rational criterion of organizing social and political space. We might posit that the ingenuity of this solution lies in substituting for those individual signs of institution other signs that are no less institutional, but collective. To conclude, let us examine this contract on the basis of the second (simplified) way it was formulated, of which its author says it sets aside what is not of its essence. Each of us sets in common his person and all his power under the supreme direction of the general will; and each of us receives each member as an invisible part of the whole.43 It is clear that this amounts to an exchange between the individual and the community formed by the contract. Each party gives and receives something, thus making a sort of institutional space shot through and through by lines of legal and political laws. However, the novelty proposed by this contract consists in not moving from the totality to the part, but from the part to the totality. Society does not begin by giving; it is the individual who alienates himself in his liberty and his belongings for the benefit of the community. It is then the community which gives them to him, but it gives him only his liberty and his belongings; in other words, it only gives back to him what he has given to the community. Still, the gain is considerable, since he receives a liberty and belongings that were threatened in exchange for receiving from society this same liberty and these same belongings that have been legitimated and protected by the right and the force of the whole community. Nota bene that this transaction supposes, as its first condition and on the part of anyone taking up the contract, an act of renunciation of his liberty and his belongings which he puts under societal protection. The individual is the quotient of the division. Whence comes this division? From this path that led mankind from pure nature to society being born. This vector of progressive and continuous demarcation in relation to nature, in which the savage was an inseparable part, melts into and blurs with the community organized by the contract.

In this manner, the contract simply transports from a whole to an other: from the whole that was nature for the primitive to that of the polis given order by the contract.
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VIII The event of the city and the aesthetic event
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Hannah Arendt argues that it is the event which elucidates its own past far more than its own past might elucidate it. It springs forth as a spontaneous occurrence in relation to the series which bore it, but once it has occurred, it casts a light on the series which makes it intelligible. Hence, an event is written into a sort of determination working backwards. We can see this especially in the case of how a city comes into being in an aesthetic event that expresses itself essentially as a communication event. It is impossible to have an idea of an oeuvre at the time it is produced. There is no such thing as an aesthetic oeuvre except to the extent that it meets with a reception and this is what authenticates the oeuvre by recognizing it as such, that is, by recognizing its value. So, the Centre Beaubourg or the Palais de Tokyo in Paris cannot separate themselves from their public; they are what they are only because of the interest that surrounds them.

What characterizes the event is first of all its autonomy in relation to what precedes it, but above all the new impulse it provides and the dynamic it gives rise to, around which other actions and events will be organized and given order. This all takes place as if it is not history that makes the event or that brings it on, but the event which creates its history, which appears as a monotonous succession of ordinary occurrences, a sort of management of the everyday: Hegel says that it paints grey on grey. And then, one day, something extraordinary happens and the event appears as if it were a break in the chain, suspending the grey gloom with a flash of lightning.

At the same time, can the event be totally independent from what preceded it? This is impossible to say, because it was prepared by other events that took place before. Before it arrives, the event was already there, as Hegel thought. Some might add that it was in the air, like a storm suspended in humidity and heat. The factors that brought it about were there before it occurred, but the event proves to be paradoxical in that it sets in relation events that were otherwise unforeseeable. It is contained in the series that brought it about and depends closely upon that, but it is irreducible. It overtakes this series, that is, it contains traces of it, but reorganizes and reorders them in an unexpected way.

Examined through this category of an event, the city seems to truly confirm this analysis. First of all, it is the event par excellence in the history of humanity, to the extent that humans, bipedal animals, appear in nature in no way destined, in spite of what Aristotle says, to live in the Polis. Human beings wandered about for so long before organizing themselves into a civil society and building cities. City-dwelling, urbanity, a society of laws are perhaps among the great revolutions that humankind experienced in its long history. The city proves to be the locus of life of an event perpetually begun again for what it was, and remains a locus of innovation and invention, be it cultural, scientific, technical, social or political. The persistence of the city through time and space is surely due to its capacity for self-transformation and for its potential for social interaction and existential stimulation. Making a city amounts at once to joining it, being taken individually and collectively up into its rhythms, but also determining the conditions for action and living together.


Exhaustion

Between Earth and World,1 the contemporary city is repeatedly challenged by torment and turbulence to reinvent itself, well beyond the uniformizing and brutalizing urbanistic intentions linked to a profit logic and a technocratic arrogance that, instead of seeing it as a dwelt-in milieu that is complex and fragile and needs great care, objectivize it and treat it without regard. The city must henceforth cope with the exhaustion of milieus and persons, not only because of the fatigue caused by urban life but also because of the unhabitable conditions that have built up over time. The accelerating processes of uniformization and merchandization of territories have a violent impact in view of the fact that all of human history bears witness to the great diversity and complexity of ways of dwelling.2

When they spoke of big cities in the nineteenth or the early twentieth century, Baudelaire, Simmel and Benjamin stressed the experiences they brought forth, how relations to the body and society were affected, as were an affective economy and practices. Like Nietzsche and Freud, they showed the extent to which the world, as produced by a certain sort of modernity, could reveal itself to be pauperized in experience.3 Furthermore, the contemporary city that seem so able to favor the freedom of individuals, removing the yoke of limitations and lock-ins through the opportunity of coping with alterity, this very city itself came to be seen as alienating. Today, there are many voices that, like Mike Davis,4 denounce this urban catastrophe, with its load of segregations, inequalities, misery, destructions, aimless itineraries and migrations.

In this context, the twentieth century was the battle ground between two antagonistic visions of what cities should become, that of the city mastered5 by planning versus the spontaneous city that could escape from purposeful design and formal control. These two extremist and over-simplified aims have all too often produced a sort of anti-city, a world without qualities, but with explosive situations, a de-qualification of places, associated with the extreme inequity of living conditions for the vast majority of people.



Critical threshold

Urbanity is thus located at a critical threshold, both in decomposition and in composition, between emotion and madness. The affective contagion of urban life is associated with the flow of movement, ephemeral sensations, moments of communion over music, sports, festivals, shows and performances… . Drives of all kinds, communication of desires, or playing games with signs are all exacerbated. The evolutions in the way homo urbanus lives come together in a layer cake and cover their own tracks and traces. At the very heart of mass democracy, the contradictions of public space seen through the mass media6 conjugate with the contradictions inherent to these places. The city’s physical articulation is put into question, as is production of urban spaces to be used in common, that are subjected to struggle and conflict, when they could be able to resist these logics of separation, of functionality or the triumph of profit. That is certainly not simple, given the exhaustion of this notion of living in common, brought round, at best in most cases, to a simple kind of being-together: This ‘with’ is dry and neutral: not communication, not atomization, just sharing a place, at best, sharing a contact; a being-together without bringing together.7



Aesthetico-political challenge8



Changes in the ways of looking at this have sharpened our focus on the question. Many artists have demonstrated their engagement with the issue through various events, such as the angel detector,9 described here:


Jakob Gautel and Jason Karaindros belong to a community of artists who, in spite of the ambient economic precarity – one might better say, thanks to it – have chosen to work in public space, in drafty places, respectfully far from the places prepared to welcome them … in their hands, poverty is wealth, it bears witness to a choice, expresses a solidarity and a generous interpretation of the world. Their works are ecological because they are made with very little and take up a limited space, a space in which the mind and dreams make up the real extension. I especially appreciate the fact that their works do not have to wait around for administrative permission or public requests in order to take place.



Although it was presented in various exhibits and in the national collection of contemporary art, this work has nonetheless never been set up in a public space:


as if this small beacon were too simple or too fragile to take its place in the city… . To take a place in public space, it must be recognizable, homogenous and consensual, it has to correspond to the norms required for cleaning and security, have an indestructible character and resist tagging.10



Art and politics are the concern of human institutions. Following Plato and Aristotle, Hannah Arendt thinks that the city is the sole territory in which the humanity of humankind can unfold its wings. But she also knows, because the twentieth century taught her, that humans may be singularly lacking in this political dimension and reduced to work and consumption. All societies are thus not political as a possibility for action and speech, as an open space among humans, as a common World. In order to cross political deserts, one must know the map of the oases represented by art, thought, love. Arendt calls upon us to envision the aesthetic event as an invitation to exchange and expression. In calling upon emotion that unsettles, rattles and sharpens the senses, when this happens, it must awaken awareness, all the while creating the conditions to encounter it, just as beauty and aesthetic judgment open up a common pre-political space.11 For works of art, the immortal heritage of mortals, have the property of upholding a common world by recalling the existence of human words and actions that would otherwise evaporate. These works remain accessible and have a life of their own to be seen by those who come to meet them, thus assuring a form of permanence, since the time of a work is very different from that of material cycles and of matter. In a certain way, the inexorable work of universal deterioration is modified. However, it is also resistance to alienating cycles of unbridled production-consumption that proves to be decisive.
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IX Subversive resistance of Situationists
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The International Situationist movement which placed urban space at the heart of the matter affirmed itself in the twentieth century in terms of subversive-creative resistances. Radical criticism and prospecting new territories for expression opened the paths that continue in many ways to resonate, be it through denouncing the society of spectacle and manufacturing the unhabitable or in the quest for ways to awaken existences. Situationists work in the wake of thinking that denounces whatever tends to rob humans of their humanity and reduce them to the rank of animals. Reference to domestication of the human herd is a thread all along the history of ideas from Plato1 right up to our own day. There are certain striking correspondences in the discourse of the Situationist International and the work of Peter Sloterdijk, when he requires a theory of places, situations, immersions,2 or speaks of the human park3 and forms of domestication,4 as when he calls upon us to refuse to submit and to conquer an existence fitting one’s desires, all the while seeking a co-immunity.

The protagonists of the Situationist International (SI), contemporaries of various revolutionary movements contesting capitalism, were born and developed in the 1950s and 1960s and considered themselves fairly close to Marxism. Like Marxism, they developed a challenge to capitalism, just as they proposed a strategy to replace it with another life and another form of society. However, unlike Marxism, they did not call for a political revolution but for a cultural one. Also unlike Marxism, they rejected work5 and concentrated their thinking more on the way of being of individuals, their sensitivities, psychological conditions, relational modes one to the other, in short, how they lived in society. For them, modern civilization and especially the capitalist system led humans into alienation, degradation and decay. On the other hand, they share with Marxism, avowedly, radical criticism of bourgeoise society, but instead of aiming at the base of this society in its modes and relations of economic production, Situationists focus on the cultural consequences that resulted from them. They explicitly emphasize that it is in acting at this level, that is, by changing the conditions of everyday life of persons and groups – hence the importance of architecture and urbanism in their eyes – that it will be possible to change individuals themselves. This sort of strategy leaves aside, so to speak, questions of class struggle, of the state and political power, to stress cultural action and the creation of situations that are culturally revolutionary. They thus concentrate their efforts essentially on everyday art by everyone, we might say, granting it a capital importance because it represents, in their eyes, the lifebuoy of humanity. The art they are speaking of is not to be understood as some sort of museum or academic institution, nor of artists as a particular corps, but rather in the sense of aesthetics interpreted in the ancient Greek meaning of aesthesis or sensitive understanding. Situationists consider that it is our senses that make us what we are, and that it is sensations-feelings which, insinuating themselves unawares into us, condition us in this or that way. In this process, architecture exercises a determining impact, since it shapes a way of being as well as our interior and exterior milieu.


A radical critique of capitalism and its urbanism of conditioning

This radical criticism of capitalism opposes itself to a state that can equally be called alienation, lie, conditioning… . All these ills come from a single cause, that is the development of the urban milieu which is capitalist education of space.6 Capitalist education of is none other than education in a space where one loses one’s shadow, where one ends up totally losing oneself through seeking exactly that which cannot be self, like the blind, educated to recognize themselves as if an illusion in the materialization of their own alienation.7 Effectively, urbanism represents the choice of a certain materialization of the possible, to the exclusion of others.8 There is an ensemble of techniques to integrate people and urbanists have themselves been educated in view of organizing the world of alienation that they do their best to reproduce and make perfect.9 In this context, urbanism is considered as a way of perfecting conditioning, of placing irons on minds and riveting them to an exclusive material order, that imposed by capitalism and its privileged instrument of action, the capitalist State. This, because one does not live in a neighbourhood of a city, but that of power. One dwells somewhere in the hierarchy.10 Urbanism as ideology is in charge of shoving aside this real dwelling place by presenting itself as a closed and compartmentalized field of advertising-propaganda, that is, by defining itself as the organization of participation in something in which it is impossible to participate.11 Feeding upon a form of blackmail of utility, modern capitalism short-circuits all criticism through the simple argument that you have got to have a roof over your head.12 Urbanism is the field that produces and puts order into the illusions of the masses. It imposed the automobile as the sovereign good of an alienated life and inseparable from it as the essential product of the capitalist market.13 Thus, the newly built neighbourhoods are no longer based on anything but two subjects that dominate everything: automobile traffic and comfort at home.14 Just as a place to live is transformed into a cemetery of reinforced concrete where great masses are bored to death,15 likewise traffic is organizing the isolation of everyone, that is, the opposite of encountering others.16 What this means is cutting all ties and annihilating all communication among individuals who are penned up in their solitude, condemned to a tête-à-tête with advertising-propaganda.

Like Castor and Pollux, urbanism and information are complementary in capitalist societies; both organize silence.17 The modern city is a place for the deaf and dumb. The ever increasing number of television watchers represents a market that is more and more lucrative for an urbanism that feeds on their silence: This means managing the space around them, building for them, without distracting them from the preoccupations fed to them through eye and ear.18 Like a flock of geese kept happy while they are being fattened.

The case of capitalist urbanism is not isolated. It is characteristic of the more general situation of a culture in total decomposition. This culture is historically the opposition of a creating: it is a series of cosmetic repetitions.19 This urbanism is part and parcel of the general decline of a culture based on individualism.20 It is also a culture based on banalization and abstraction. In our time, it is said that a mental illness has invaded the planet: banalization, and the abstract has invaded all arts, especially architecture. All culture has entered into a movement of dissolution of thinking, fulfilling ever more the function of analgesic, hypnotic and sedative and providing proof that if accumulation of production has been even more rapid than expected, we have remained at the stage of prehistory all the while being impressively over-equipped.21 Furthermore, this unprecedented increase in material means has been taken over and utilized to the benefit of ever more primitive passions and instincts.



Imagining another, playful, urban life

For all these reasons, we have an urgent obligation to make a qualitative leap in developing culture and everyday life.22 The Situationist revolution is also the announcement and beginning of this reaction of bouncing back: We represent the first systematic effort, we got up before the daybreak of liberation of the masses but we must see what this intention covers.23 We do not think we have invented extraordinary ideas about modern culture, but that we have begun to point out the extraordinary aspect of its nothingness.24 Rather than being a revolutionary political organization, is it a movement whose revolutionary goal is none other than doing away with politics25; this is the exact meaning of revolutionizing the culture of everyday life26 or, put another way: the cities of the future that we envision will provide an unheard-of variability of sensations … and an unexpected play of experiences will become possible thanks to the inventive use of material conditions.27 Through these same means, Situationists propose to make their dream come true: fulfilling ourselves.28

Saying that this is a question of free creation of everyday life comes round to saying that we are moving toward a kind of global creation of existence that involves the critique of urban space as the very heart of this existence. Having for so long been polluted by functionalism, this central question was diminished or people were allowed to think that it could exist within these banalities such as reducing it all to the solely practical, to technical innovation or to doing away with superfluous ornament. This is exactly what the concept of unitary urbanism wishes both to reject and to go beyond, seeking to reach beyond the immediately utilitarian, to a passion-filled functional environment: unitary urbanism converges objectively with the interests of subverting the ensemble involved.29

Unitary urbanism deploys all its strength to combat the show city that represents an addition to a museum and, on the contrary, envisions the urban milieu as a participative field of play. It is opposed to the fixation of cities on time, encouraging permanent transformation, accelerated movement of abandoning and rebuilding the city in time and, when possible, also in space, in such a way as to envision building moving cities right in forests.30 This would bring about a wedding with nature, a gradual passage between the two and a dramatization of the fleetingness of time, in a social space condemned to creative renewal.31 Urban history would thus be materialized in space, marking the drift of our lives, with nature both covering the beginning and the end.

As far as people are concerned, unitary urbanism is against binding people to a neighborhood or some point in space: it is the foundation of a civilization of leisure and play, it is attentive to real emotions that break the fetters of an everyday life diminished and alienated by work and submission. One can only dynamize everyday life by changing the articulation between time and space. So, the main activity of the inhabitants will be continual drift, that is, changing the landscape hour by hour will make for a complete change of scene.32

This is the Situationist undertaking which calls upon the function that perhaps best expresses the liberty of humankind, and that is at the very source of artistic creation: the game.33 We know that the more a place is set aside for the freedom of playing games, the more it influences behavior and the more attractive it is.34 What is more, architecture has long since become a play of space and ambiance35; it is the most simple means to articulate time and space, to modulate reality, to make people dream, but the unitary urbanism project is to achieve a useful game, an influential modulation that fits into the eternal curve of human desires.36

So, architecture has to be a way to modify current conceptions of time and space with a view to achieving desires, because the Situationist theme is desire achieved.37 It could bring about a mobile civilization and experiment with the thousand ways of modifying life to create a synthesis that can only be legendary.38 Unitary urbanism also seeks to re-establish the relation of humans with the cosmic world, as suggested by several metaphors or images: a dwelling in which the ceiling lets you see the stars and the rain, a mobile house that turns with the sun and in which sliding walls let greenery invade life; a house mounted on runners that can move in the morning towards the sea and come back the evening towards the forest.39
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X  Women at the heart of human life
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Gender issues now arise at the heart of city life and public space,1 whereas they do not appear in so many discussions of the subject. When Baudelaire and Benjamin took up their concerns with the nineteenth or the early twentieth-century city, protest against the division of the sexes and the difficulties women encountered were nearly inexistent, even if they pointed out how the body and sociality were affected by it in defining ways of life. The philosopher and sociologist Georg Simmel emphasized the cosmopolitan character of the big city with its mingling of cultures, temporalities and movements. The figure of the stranger, the bearer of otherness within the city milieu, seemed to Simmel to be of special significance for modern life. He also stressed how intensification of agitated sensory life, through multiplying stimulations and the fundamental ambivalence of anonymity entailing a distancing of exchanges, led to a certain sort of civility. Here again, the feminine condition was not a focus, either in Situationist endeavors or in debate on civil rights.


The difficult right to the city

This is equally true in the work on the issues involved in the city, the right to the city,2 the place of women as women is not even sketched out. Henri Lefebvre, arguing that this right extends to urban life in all its many forms, both everyday and exceptional, placed his emphasis on the inequalities of social class and made a radical critique of productivist capitalist exploitation of urban society, a criticism widely continued by many authors, notably David Harvey3 in his demands for territorial justice or Edward Soja4 and his insistence on spatial justice.

Nor was the place of women at issue when Hannah Arendt considered public space in light of the being-with, as the place of human excellence, the place of public life in language and action, the place of appearance in a double-sidedness of showing and placing in common interwoven:


She wrote that the word public means two interlinked phenomena, though they are not absolutely identical. It means first of all that everything which appears in public can be seen and heard by everyone, is as exposed as much as possible to everyone… . Secondly, the word public means the world itself to the extent that it is common to us all and is distinguished from the place we possess individually… . The public domain, the world in common, brings us together but also keeps us, so to speak, from falling all over one another. What makes mass society so hard to bear is not, not mainly at least, the number of people. It is that the world between them no longer has the power to bring them together, neither to link them to one another, nor to separate them.5



Today, when public spaces have been widely discussed since the 1980s in urban debates as the category of places accessible to all according to certain rules of public norms, these very places are undergoing a crisis. According to Richard Sennett,6 city-dwellers themselves are being de-qualified as public people. The reasons mentioned are mainly the primacy of the economy over politics along with powerful technological and security developments.

Still, another battle overlays these and that is the issue of gender. Although women have emancipated themselves most notably thanks to suffrage, family law, studies, work … the central issues are really civil rights and empowerment, and the conquest of public space by women is a facet of this. Ample academic and journalistic literature casts light on the stereotypes that continue to determine behavior, showing that urban spaces are still all too often the scene of macho attitudes expressing inequalities, harassment and sexist mistreatment reported on ever more frequently in the media. This thwarts the idea of political equality7 as recognition of shared competence and the capacity of each and every one to fully express themselves. Hence, public space is not the space of shared civil equality that it should be by law, but leads to much exclusion and formal as well as informal tensions, usually to the detriment of women, revealing consequential hindrances that are both latent and explicit to the right of all to be city-dwellers and citizens.



Invisible walls

The socio-spatial inequalities denounced are both practical and representational, depending on their relation to gender. For some time now, there have been more and more enquiries of this kind that reveal the city as a projection of unbalanced social relationships and invisible walls8 that separate men and women, even when there may be no restrictions on access to places in the city, forms of spatial forbiddens and insecurity directly aimed at women are widespread and deeply experienced. The square and the street, emblematic aspects of the liveliness of the city and common spaces that are physical, social and cultural also embody places where conflicts crystalize, being highly revealing about social changes and contradictory scenarios that meet and clash. Whereas public spaces are supposed to be meaningfully supportive of living together and ways to encourage urban conditions to bring people closer and still provide them with enough space, the forms of coexistence and co-belonging between men and women are far from evident, just as in other common spaces such as parks, stadiums… . Women’s possibilities to be there, so very different depending on cultural and religious context, nonetheless prove to be especially constrained, to such an extent that public places are more and more criticized for masculine domination, places made by and for men.9



Collective political movements

Many social housing figures and real estate promoters are now calling for more hospitable arrangements, for example in Aubervilliers or Bagnolet, aiming at shared garden plots utilized by both sexes, or in well-lit and safe spaces, usually with video-surveillance, all the while noting that too much light and visibility can also keep women away in some cases. There are more and more associations such as Womenability whose goal is bringing together good practices to build kind and welcoming cities for one and all, looking around all over the world for good examples, or Les urbain-e-s, an association of urbanist-geographers, artists and city-dwellers who intend, on the basis of research-action, to choose urban amenities with benches, sports areas, etc., that suit both men and women.

This attention to ways to make the city for one and all are part and parcel of current developments that nonetheless are not limited to simply experimenting with managing the living environment, but that also express large-scale political struggles that link social, environmental and individual justice.

Thus in the early 1980s, there was a vast, pluralistic ecofeminist movement that brought together American women of modest class origin who were committed to collective struggle for environmental justice. Although this movement, whose emblematic figure is Myriam Simos, called Starhawk,10 no longer exists as such, it nevertheless took on other forms around the world (Reclaim the Streets in English, Podemos in Spain …). One of the transversal characteristics specific to this movement is not to separate thinking that devalorizes women from thinking that destroys nature: it aims to reappropriate life resources in the articulation between women and nature, collective bodies, spiritualities and energies; and thus to cultivate other liberating dynamics able to creatively confront the catastrophic situation that threatens to destroy the Earth. The mainly US ecofeminist texts brought together by Émilie Hache in the work Reclaim,11 reveal how the ecological, economic, social, cultural and mental dimensions are linked in many and diverse actions: against nuclear energy in Washington, against pollution and the acceleration of climate change in various US states, against deforestation… . This plurality of struggles linking women in environmental activism is significant for the stakes involved in regeneration that require us to rethink the relationship between nature and culture, men and women, human and non-human, public and private, individual and collective, emotion and reason.

Sentiments usually confined to private spaces break through established limits, as Catherine Larrère emphasizes in Reclaim when she cites extracts from what these ecofeminists say or write. These stress the major shifts that transform ways of thinking and acting, based on the interweaving of personal and civil experiences: Let women’s private pain irrupt in public space Ynestra King demands. How can we bear our pain for the planet and its inhabitants? How can we reveal and share with one and all what touches us personally?, Joanna Macy asks.12 Women who fight against pollution, for environmental justice, have learned to source their power in their emotion, a quality valorized in the private and material sphere of the family, but disdained in the public arena, as Celene Krauss explains. The private family sphere is a resource utilized by women in their struggle to protect their family in the public sphere.



In unison

The great narratives of hospitality and justice born by the various movements in which ecofeminists are so active provide new ecosophic dynamics for human endeavor, where we need both to understand and change our relations to nature, to the other and to ourselves, by activating emotional and empathetic powers, as well as those of caring so often pushed aside. These narratives, dreams and collective pacifist and festive protest marches of a different sort affirm place their bets on other possible worlds in which women have a real place. It is on this condition that the heart of cities and of the planet Earth can beat in unison.
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Concerning household divinities, Greek mythology emphasized the link between the fixed and the mobile:


One can say that the Hermes-Hestia couple expresses, in its polarity, the tension marked in archaic representation of space: space demands a centre, a fixed point of favoured value from which one may orientate oneself and define directions, all qualitatively different, yet space is at the same time the locus of movement.1



If the city is a major theme in political philosophy, the room and the house are likewise examined in various ways. Some see it as an extension of the uterine milieu, but this is also where thought and thinking are born. Plato warns us that domestic matters can involve us in the risk of cultivating egotism, vanity, envy and other unwise passions. Hence, he prohibited individual dwellings, family life and private property for his guardians and judges in The Republic.2 In reality, by destroying the domestic home in this way, Plato takes it up again as a metaphor for the city. His idea was to make a vast house, not in the sense of a space conceived of on the basis of a domestic matrix, but as a figure of a common good where sentiments shared by the members of a family become social attitudes.

As for Descartes’ stove-heated chamber,3 it became famous for having brought forth the cogito. Descartes describes this experience as if his soul were pregnant with a new world, a new figure of the human, a new science that sought a space of respite and quiet to give birth in the Socratic sense. Here, a human isolates her or himself from humanity in order to help it be reborn; separating oneself from the world, withdrawing to recreate it and find it again in new forms.


Bachelard’s poetics of space and the archetype of dwelling4



Bachelard’s house is a poetic image of existence, between introversion and extroversion, safeguarding the situated privacy of reverie. Even if Bachelard distrusts metaphor,5 this is akin to the métaphore vive6
 that Ricoeur speaks of, distinguishing it from the dead metaphor absorbed by the attrition of everyday language. In other words, images can be snuffed out gradually and lose their acuteness, hence the necessity of awakening them, lifting the leaden spirit by shaking up habits and explanations. It is poets who will come to our help and enable us to unsettle the deep layers of our being (p. 31 by stimulating the élan of productive imagination, the major power of human nature (p. 16).



Sheltering the privacy of reverie

A house is the archetype of the dwelling in that it shelters privacy and reverie within the tension between the inner and the outer, the immense and the small, the here and the elsewhere. Patocka was also explored how the genesis of the intimate is linked to the space of the intimate.7

Some of Bachelard’s qualifications sound like aphorisms: every dwelt-in space bears the essence of the house which is our corner of the world. It is our first universe (p. 24). It maintains man through storm of heaven and earth (p. 26). The house one is born in writes into us the hierarchies of various functions of dwelling (p. 32) and this is also the place for values of daydreams (p. 34). This house-place associated with that of the intimate space of the inner, helps to dwell in the world and accompanies us to our last resting place. It is a beloved place, happy (p. 17). The house we are born in which he is speaking of is the one that is the source of reveries: it is on the level of reverie and not on that of facts that childhood remains alive and poetically useful in us (p. 33). He explains that this house becomes the topography of our intimate being (p. 18). It seems to be a concentrated being (p. 34–35) and a vertical being that must not be higher than the third or the fourth in terms of floors. In the dreamlike house, the topo-analysis knows how to count only to three or four (p. 41). Bachelard thus sets out the existential dimensions: high and low, what turns up towards the heavens, the attic and what turns down towards the depths, towards the bowels of the Earth like the cellar and its foundations.



Interweaving of memory and imagination

Bachelard prefers experienced spaces to represented ones, both literally and figuratively. The house one is born in is an inhabited house (p. 32). This is nearly its definition, its truth, the contrary of which is an absurdity. The house is not only a roof, walls, floors, stairs … each of these elements is something other than the simple product of masonry, carpentry or plumbing. Humans do not dwell in neutral or dumb objects. Humans people them with imprints and memories. Every wall is covered with familiar scenes. Each corner is full of voices, smells, familiar cries, the source of dreams. Humans cover their space with these qualms: Space holds time compressed. That is what space is for (p. 27).

Bachelard wishes to grasp the poetry that occupies and constructs intimacy and interiority. That poetry is located in the zone where memory and imagination meet: the place where reality and fiction come together, where the real becomes the dream, where memory and immemorial telescope. The house like fire, like water, enables us to evoke … the glow of reverie that lights the synthesis of the immemorial and memory (p. 25). Humans do not live there in limits or in an objectivized past, the past becomes a somewhere else (p. 66). Bachelard draws our attention to the evocative efficacy of a past full of events; places laden with the passage of years, so burdened that one might say they crack under the weight; but this is because they can awaken the primitivity and energy of an archaic origin. Leonardo da Vinci advised painters short on inspiration to meditate by focusing on an old, cracked wall (p. 136). How very many images ones sees, one on top of the other, in the corner of a room in candlelight. In every shadow, in every hollow of the plaster, a dreaming imagination can recreate a whole world. Weird objects, impressive ghosts, whole scenes rise up to people a space enriched by the play of shadows. It is always at the edge between light and dark that the imagination sets itself loose and that the fictional overcomes the real.

Following in Freud’s footsteps, though as a phenomenologist and not as a psychoanalyst, Bachelard endeavors to show that, far from dying out or fading, the past holds on in the present; it survives, develops, guides our steps and fits in between self and things, between self and oneself. In the space of familiarity, every object has its own singularity, its history, its scent, its taste, its sounds and images. All of that acts on our presence, determines our place in the world and the way we perceive it. The house, at the heart of this zone where conscious and unconscious elements of our lives meet, escapes from all representation, all description. It is less an object of the world than a possible place of extension, intensification of our existence. It dwells in us at the same time as we dwell in it; it embraces us, as the poet says, at the same time we embrace it. The philosopher-poet is fascinated by drawers, old chests, wardrobes; inside the inner part of furniture and by everything all this evokes in us of intimate values. The wardrobe is one of those places that catches up with time, seizes it and encloses it, thus giving it concrete dimensions. When someone opens the doors of the wardrobe, they open the doors to a past that nonchalantly wakes up from its sleep on the shelves and in the depths of the piece of furniture. Sheets carefully put away, the scent of lavender they give off, the objects kept and laid out there, all of that represents so many fragments of time that were, so to speak, halted and classified there. So, suddenly, the wardrobe is transformed into a mirror of the past and the space there changes into a reflection of time; the colors and scents of the shelves reflect memories just as much as the doors reflect the gleam of the twilight on an autumn’s night: The reflection of the old wardrobe in the gleam of the October twilight (p. 85). The wardrobe, the chest, are small spaces that enclose the depths of time and tell us of what is hidden, the secret.



Eulogy of the inner and the round: a cosmicity

Bachelard’s house is not a culture of nostalgia of sweet regrets felt about lost fragments of life of which but a trace remains. It is habitable, because it has been able to keep a happy inside where one can nestle at the interface with the elements, water, air, wind, earth. Nestle belongs to the phenomenology of the verb to inhabit. Only the person who is able to nestle can inhabit with intensity (p. 19). This is what allows us to reach the spaces of our solitudes (p. 28): And all the spaces of our past solitudes, the spaces where we suffered from solitude, take pleasure in solitude, desired solitude, understood solitude, are then indelible within us. What is even more, being does not desire to erase them. It knows instinctively that these spaces of solitude are constitutive (p. 28). We come back to them in the dreams of the night. These refuges are like a shell. And when we go to the very end of the labyrinth of sleep, perhaps there we know ante-human rest. Here the ante-human touches the immemorial (p. 29). Shell, nest that takes on the shape of the bird’s body and other dens, burrows are among the metaphors associated with it. These images speak of what is snug, the protective shelter, the primitivity of the refuge (p. 44). A dreamer of refuge dreams of the hut, the nest, of these corners where he might come and nestle like an animal in its hole (p. 45); a certainty of being is concentrated there (p. 47, condensation of the intimacy of the refuge (p. 50), smooth, providing rest and tranquility, conducive to gestation but also a reciprocal shaping, with no concern for the picturesque (p. 100). Michelet, too, has been much commented and cited. it would be useful to find out if the shapes that a bird gives to its nest when it has never seen a nest might be somehow analogous to its inner constitution.8 It is the inside of the nest that imposes its shape, (as Bachelard explains p. 100 and 101). And Michelet suggests to us the house built by the body for the body, taking its shape from the interior, like a shell that works on its shape from the inside, like a shell that works, in the intimacy that works physically. With the dwelling of an animal, what stimulated material imagination is also the images of natural architectures emblematic of order, harmony, know-how and complicity necessary for life within the universe. Nests, burrows, are simple, fragile, light and appropriate, emblematic of a centered solitude (p. 46). The nest is precarious and, yet, it brings forth in us the dream of safety (p. 102), it speaks of an appeal to cosmic trust (p. 102). This metaphor continues to haunt city-dwellers, as was shown by an exhibit9 dedicated to contemporary houses in Japan and entitled Make one’s nest in the city, suggesting the importance of nesting, nestling, with an economy of means in a continuum between inner and outside space.

Humans too tend to curl up in the house in order to better dwell in the world and in life, between earth and sky, cellar and attic, following the rhythm of the seasons. The border between inside and outside is not abolished but slightly open, showing that this is an installation which, far from being a desire for hostile fortress or island, keeps the possibility of rest and peacefulness, because it must also provide an outside destiny to the being of the inside (p.29). Such a house likewise speaks of the importance of a fixed point to cultivate the immensity of the intimate. Bachelard associates with this the figure of roundness, which is not that of the circle, but with the terrestrial globe and the inhabited inside, the bird’s nest with the house of human beings. This hypothesis of the phenomenology of roundness was echoed by Peter Sloterdijk, since it is on the basis of a spherology and metaphors of the bubble, globe, foam, that he explains the evolution of shapes of human dwellings, considering that henceforth the co-isolation of multiple hearths of bubbles in the form of multiple neighbourhoods may be described equally well as an enclosing and as an opening onto the world. Foam then makes up a paradoxical interior in which the greatest part of the surrounding co-bubbles are at once neighboring and out of reach.



Microcosm and macrocosm

Bachelard’s house that structures space-time, establishes a relation with the world in the tension between withdrawal and opening, interiority and exteriority. The secret and the measure thus revealed express the force of a poetics in affinity with precarity and the infinite. This dwelling shapes the configuration of a world. As the first centration, it becomes original and elemental mediation whence humans recognize their past and envision what is to come. Attached to personal and family history, to the ties with ancestors but also with the immemorial, the dwelling is a crucible of being. Based on the dwelling, we learn to organize life’s experiences, anguish, hope and the encounter with the elsewhere (p. 168). Whereas nature is becoming, the house seems to be made to stay the same and tame change. It is a kind of ruse, a crafty trick, enabling humans to oppose the inexorability of time by taming it and imposing duration. Coming back home is coming back to oneself, to one’s childhood, ever present, within. One understands very well the dereliction of being without hearth, without home, cast out, out of the being of the house, a circumstance when the hostility of other humans and of the universe accumulate (p. 26).

By interweaving the finite and the infinite, the house becomes a daymark10 of existence. Bachelard, with Claudel, criticizes houses without verticality or cosmicity: to the lack of intimate values of verticality is added the lack of cosmicity of the house in big cities. Houses are no longer in nature. The relation between dwelling and space becomes artificial, false. Everything is a machine and the intimacy of life is everywhere put to flight (p. 43). The anthropocosmic dwelling is more than a shelter or a comfortable abode, it is hospitable, welcoming to body and soul, rhythm-analysis therapy granted by the poem weaving together real and unreal (p. 17). Attuning itself thus to the world, such a chant makes up a powerful antidote to the hate of others and of self.



Other faces of the house

Rousseau, as a lover of nature, depicts another sort of house in his Émile, in the passage on the long parody of the rich man:


On the slope of some pleasant shadowy hill I shall have a small rustic house, a white house with green bracing; and even though a thatched roof is the best for all seasons, I would prefer magnificently, not the sad slate, but tile, because it looks so much cleaner and happier than thatch, which is how houses are roofed in my own part of the country and that reminds me a bit of the happy time of my youth. As courtyard, I would have poultry and rabbits and for a stable, a byre with cows to have milk that I like so much. I would have a kitchen garden as garden and, as a park, a handsome orchard… . I would have chosen my refuse in some far-away province where one sees little money and a lot to eat, and where both abundance and poverty reign.11



A good many motifs are brought together in this image, at once fictional and paradigmatic, of the modest pastoral dwelling. Firstly, it is not only a question of a functional place where people are crowded together like livestock or that would only be lived in out of the distress of solitude. Nor is it a place with hushed atmosphere cut off from the country milieu, or of some luxurious residence. Rousseau presents his house as something singular, at once remarkable for its resemblance to and its contrast with nature. It stands smartly on the hill, as if it were emerging from the earth; as if, like a handsome and majestic tree, it had roots deep in the soil. His kitchen garden, the orchard and the stables bring him closer to an idealized rural life and the idyllic representation of a countrified domestic way of life.

In a famous passage,12 Kant compares the house as an entity that persists, as moving through the diverse and the successive, as would a ship moving downstream in a river, in order to understand the paradigm of scientific knowledge of nature; showing that nature cannot reveal itself to us but over time, that is to say, in the succession of times (as the succession of positions of the ship on the river) according to a rigorous order. The house, like the ship, embodies the permanence capable of absorbing change, whereas nature is becoming. Diderot calls this fugacity.

Yet, the call from outside can haunt the house and shatter it. Le Clézio describes his search for contact with nature not as mythical origin (as it was considered to be by several seventeenth and eighteenth-century thinkers, in opposition to the civil state), but as participating in the call from some troubling and irresistible depths. In L’inconnu sur terre, he bears witness to the quest for the elsewhere as made of elements, wind, clouds, grasses, trees, rocks, heaven, weaving the threads of his reveries that lead him to destroy the closed cocoon:


I feel the desire of the real. Finding what exists, what surrounds, ceaselessly devouring with my eyes, recognizing the world, knowing what is not secret, what is not far. Knowing it not with one’s intelligence but with one’s senses, with one’s life. I feel this desire of the real so strongly that it sometimes seems to me that all the other reals vanish. I would want to open the doors, the windows, break down the walls, tear loose the roofs, take away everything that separates me from the world … unceasingly see the sea, the sky, the mountains. I am hungry and thirsty for warmth, wind, rain, light. Recognize the sinuous lines of rivers, hear the rumbling of waters, feel the air moving.





House architectures

Great architects like Wright, all the while working to provide dwellings to twentieth-century man with the technical means of their time and in tune with how lifeways changed, nonetheless refused to limit themselves to constructing them prosaically or designing them like hieratic palaces or functional machines. Such architects sought to articulate them rhythmically, exalting both the sense of interiority and of exteriority, of verticality, horizontality, of depth and of frontality. The house on the waterfall in its totality is the focus of tensions springing from the space of the forest. The vertical wall-fireplace anchors the ensemble in the ground of the hill in a tense and harmonious contrast with the two horizontal cantilever levels projecting the space of the house over the waterfall. The dominant frontality of the lower level is opposed to the dominant depth of the upper one. This play of two couples of principal oppositions gives the rhythm of the ensemble, thus standing out not as an enclosing, static box but as a protective space governed by a centrifugal dynamics, insuring the here-ness of a hearth, a locus, in which the horizon is present. In the open void of the living room, between the twilight where flames nestle in the deep fireplace nook and the light from the horizontal bay windows opening onto the forest and the distance, the dominant horizontal space is opposed to the dominant verticality of the trees in the forest.13

In this line of reasoning, aiming at pulling a person out of somnolence and linking her or him to the world, the ways of doing architecture are singular. Thus, both dionysiac and tragic, Henri Gaudin sees dwelling in the punctuating crevices represented by thresholds,14 Michel Mangematin15 and Maurice Sauzet16 emphasize enriching a pathway of the senses and of meaning that suspends habits and reveals the act of dwelling in its own enigma. Such dwelling places, at risk from the Outer, are confronted with the imagination of forms of resonance in such a way that, far from being cut off from what is around them, on the contrary, they draw upon what animates them. Exposed to the openness in spaces designed with care, each person finds him or herself dispossessed of self and brought back to profound links with the world in contact with the traces17 that were laid down over the thread of time. We might even dream that the dwelling of the future, bioclimatic, auto-energetic, biodegradable, frugal, hospitable, akin to a landscape, will continue to re-imagine possible regenerative synergies between inner and outer, places where people can withdraw from social uproar all the while renewing ties with others and with nature–culture rhythms.
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XII Eden and the planetary garden
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A garden expresses the very art of living and modifying a world that exposes us just as much to munificence as to cataclysm. In Persian, paradise is literally garden and means an orchard surrounded by walls where rivers and fountains flow. In Genesis, Eden, the locus of delights where God placed Adam and Eve after the Creation, is compared to a vast, fertile, enchanting garden with lush vegetation, inhabited by peaceful animals. If such a paradisiacal landscape varies from one culture to another, the nostalgia for an ideal world, given and lost, takes on many forms. Its boundaries can be those of a small universe, as those dilated to the dimensions of all the Earth. Gilles Clément speaks of the planetary garden,1 commenting that biological finitude leads us to consider the biosphere as this new enclosed place, that is, the circumscription inside which life is played out.2


Births

The bygone golden age, the conjunction of forces and energies of nature with those of techné (in the ancient Greek meaning that does not distinguish the craftsman from the artist) still bestows a nearly magical character upon gardens. Whether they are near a palace, a monastery, a castle, a villa or urban dwelling, whether they have an initiatory, aesthetic or more prosaic aim, they bear witness to the agreement required in order to be allied with what is available to human beings, cunningly made up of what fulfills, exceeds, stifles or threatens them. An ordered milieu torn out from disorder in which the fecundity of the union of culture and nature expresses itself, so necessary to transform, plant, reap, revitalize and help to be reborn. It is indeed birth, germination and growth ever renewed that are at work here. Anyone who takes care of a garden cannot ignore the physical and biological givens, and their demands, nor the sovereignty of nature in movement and in gestation; sovereignty of cycles of life and death that escape from mastery, weather conditions, and other contingencies of all kinds. For that matter, what counts is making with. Gardens – home gardens, allotments, community gardens, social gardens, not only correspond to forms of auto-production that have an important role to play, not only for the lifeways of most people, but also for those who seek to rediscover other ways of living. Gardens are at one and the same time places of harvest, of pleasure, exchange and meditation. You can walk about in them, talk with the neighbors, with passersby. Gifts and counter-gifts can be exchanged. The enormous work, the attentive care that gardens reveal and require, as well as all they produce, arouse astonishment. They become a theatre where dazzling imagination can blaze forth and talent is revealed. In this alliance of the useful and the beautiful, all this transforms kitchen gardens as a place of reassurance and food security into places of enjoyment and creation. Poetry, painting but also the practical arts of the gardener, the architecture, the landscape designer, the dweller, come together to make both works of art and technical marvels: roses in the snow, hanging gardens… . They make up a laboratory of knowledge and also of whimsy. Nature can be almost unrecognizable, thus brought to pathways so far from her own. This triumph of artifice, even of ill-meant fabrications, can embody a threat of degeneration, if there is a lack of discernment instead of vivifying potentialities.



Wisdom

A garden in sympathy with wisdom acquired over generations through applied experience and patient learning serves as a counterweight to inopportune inspiration trying to look like a work of genius. In many cases, the garden and the gardener are presented as figures of both usefulness and wisdom, and reciprocally as what holds back and rejects moral and intellectual idleness, thus protecting us from vain and useless speculation. The gardener embodies perseverant, laborious and healthy knowledge, proof against ambitious presumption and futility. Voltaire’s Candide unceasingly repeats that we must cultivate our garden. It is a call to mind one’s own affairs, à take care of oneself according to Foucault’s expression by taking care of the everyday. In short, work at living and living well. Epicurus’ garden3 was meant to enable people to find happiness, that is, to reach wisdom, which requires living in accord with nature, far from the uproar and superficiality of public life of the Greek polis which was then in a state of crisis. This was neither luxury nor a call to torpor or nonchalance, but an awareness of reality itself, of the condition of human beings riveted to the everyday and confronted by their own limits, by the brevity of life and the multiplicity of the ills that befell them. Often recognized as a mysterious path (Novalis) between revitalization and initiation – and not only in The Dream of Polyphilus – the garden was at once the smallest plot of the world and the totality of the world.4



Revitalization

The art of gardens is firstly a school in acknowledging time, since gardens are especially subject to a perpetual becoming that brings what has been engendered to appear and disappear. Everything in them is permanent repletion, evolution and transformation. Experiencing them is at once physical, of the senses, emotional and spiritual. In many Occidental and Oriental gardens the double alchemy of the sensual and the spiritual is celebrated in an existential, bodily proximity. All this enables bringing forth and renewing fruitful relations, thus reactivating into the path of existence, what Maldiney calls the surprise of being.

Whereas a sort of neo-nomadism5 became attached to the urban phenomenon thus leading to a vertiginous paroxysm of the instability of places and ties, the attraction a garden embodies, enhanced by the stimulation from permaculture and phyto-remediation, seems to correspond to a strategy, a sense of dwelling so that we might stop for a moment and rediscover the rhythms of the seasons, of animal life, of vegetation, water, wind, rain, sun. Whether private or public, in the country, the neighborhood or the city, the garden represents for many of us a revitalizing antidote, because it makes us aware of the elements, our coexistence with the animal and vegetal worlds, as well as of longer time and of repeated gestures, like those of Penelope weaving and reweaving at her loom while awaiting the return of Ulysses. So that the jubilation of meeting again, in spite of everything, somewhere, holds off for a moment the forces of chaos through attentive gestures capable of recreation.
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XIII The landscape as a common good
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Many authors see the invention in the West of landscape as contemporary with the Copernican cosmological decentering and the emergence of the subject during the Renaissance.1 That is, the idea of landscape is expressed as a decisive attitude for modernity, affirming the vision of a subjectivity independent of the sacred: as Michel Collot puts it, landscape is the country perceived as a subject’s viewpoint, as a perceived space, the landscape is already a construction of reality indissociably uniting objective givens and the point of view of a subject.2 Landscape bears witness to this coupling of what is held in common and what is subjective, of the tangible and the intangible. In most European languages, the term paysage means both how it is presented in situ and its representation. In French, the suffix -age refers to the global approach to an ensemble, in this case, to a country. It is also the registers of the country, the area, the region, which are found in the Latin equivalent of the German Landschaft and Italian paese.

In his critique of the naturalist illusion, Alain Roger particularly emphasizes the role of artializing schemata in the constitution of perceptive models. Thus, he writes that


just as the nudity of a woman is only judged to be beautiful on the basis of and through a nude, a cultural variable which shapes the condition for it, the transcendent scheme, like a natural site, is not aesthetically perceived but on the basis of and through a landscape, which hence exercises the function of artialization in this domain.3



This approach is not self-evident, however. In a critical analysis if the theory of artialization, Jacques Dewitte points out:


supposing that nature might be nothing other than another function of culture amounts to forcing an ontological point and setting one’s thinking inside the subjectivist and anthropocentric metaphysics of Modern Times, which excludes from the beginning and in principle any idea of sympathy between the thinking self and things, between humankind and the cosmos … the crucial question is that of the ontological status of what precedes this human project of aesthetic operation of artialization.4




From artificialism to the participation of humankind in the world

The aesthetic dimension is inherent to landscape, but which aesthetics are we talking about here? Of a theory of the beautiful, of a subjective feeling or of an aesthesis as feeling? In the Enlightenment, A.G. Baumgarten defined aesthetics in this way: the objective of aesthetics is perfection of knowledge of the sensory as such. This is what makes up its beauty.5 Today, it is evident that landscape, beyond the sole logics of artificialism or naturalism, implies relations of proximity, of sympathy between human beings and their natural and cultural milieu, a sympathy which, according to Foucault, inspires the movement of things in the world and calls forth the rapprochement of the most distant among them.6

Erwin Straus especially, by correlating landscape and feeling,7 introduced the notion of sense of senses and participation in the world, taking its origins in a pathetic and pre-categorial experience. The sense embodied in aesthesis is revealed to humans as enigmatic, open – contrary to a Western tradition of the intelligible, abstract and determined sense: Landscape according to Straus is pre-cultural, pre-anthropological … we are in the landscape in the framework of a mute, untamed experience in a primitivity that precedes any institution and any signification.8

In this experience of landscape, the senses9 and the subject’s own body are engaged as flesh of the world, in Merleau-Ponty’s expression, emphasizing that the body and its horizons participate in the same corporeity or visibility in general that reigns between them and the body, even beyond the horizon, underneath the skin, right to the heart of being”.10 The nature of corporeity is thus considered not only as individuated but as a centre of presence. Through one’s body, at the origins, each person is always and everywhere in the world, involved by the trial of feeling in the here and now, in the near and the far: in the immediacy before all perception that brings distance to things and supposes a subject confronted by objects in a neutral environment. Beyond an objectivized material reality, the body becomes the focus of the world. Even though it is a bodily entity, existence does not coincide with the here and now. Loaded with affects and emotions, existence significantly involves each and everyone in articulating them with the world and with others, in constantly renewed tension with the milieu, between over there and here, before and after:


Contrary to the Cartesian Ego sum that coincides with its here and now, the Dasein is outside of itself, it is over there and comes from over there towards its here. The Dasein is never first and foremost here, but over there and it is from over there that it returns towards here… . The spatiality of the Dasein is thus immediately a delocalization. What Merleau-Ponty later was to call: ubiquity. So the Dasein, does not fly above distances and directions, it carries them away with itself.11



We must not reduce the relation to forms with those which would be anthropomorphic, as did the young Wölfflin, in spite of his intuition about the emerging resonance of humankind with the expressivity of natural and architectural forms.12 In the geometry of experience, according to Husserl’s expression, landscape and architecture are shifted in relation to their sensitive, perceptual contextuality, thus integrating corporeity and the place. Maldiney insists on the existential articulation of the world, experienced before being represented or identified:


A form is neither intentional nor meaningful. Not less significant but differently than the sign, it implies a pathetic moment that determines, in each impulsion or rhythmical rest, a way of bearing oneself and of behaving in the world and to oneself.13





Paradoxes

The line of the horizon, at once a boundary marker and a sign of illimitation, a moving and renewing relation to the landscape, brings together the physical (reliefs, vegetation, buildings …) and the experiential. This double polarity of an interiority in relation to an exteriority in its materiality – that is, to a real that resists and enables possibles – puts the experience of landscape in a crucible which integrates feeling, materialities, imaginaries and representations. Thinking the ensemble of landscape, architecture and presence in the world in their spatial and temporal dimensions leads us to re-establish a way of linking the sensitive to reverie and to the rational. An art of the places of existence cannot ignore the impasse of the subject-object separation and, more generally, the detachment of humans from their milieu. Landscape, an immersive experience, springs forth at the confluence of individual understanding and collective memory. Belonging to no one and at the same time calling upon each of us, it is something we hold in common. It is no accident that the subject of landscape is a major aspect of the architecture and urban project. The technical and economic changes at the dawn of the third millennium, the disengagement from agriculture that has left whole areas idle and deconstructed the way town and country are appraised, in addition to environmental catastrophes, all of this has led to searching for other ties between humans and their milieu with other ethico-aesthetic projects redefined as critical emergence of singular manifestations at the heart of their enigma. This encourages us to get involved in the uncertainty of confrontations with the real and with the necessity of inventing an art of mixing, hybridizations and forms of dialogue. This return to the world of life and to the things in themselves is of capital importance, as the concept is linked to the sensitive as an act of resonating with the already there and what is to come. This is why landscape refers to an aesthetics of impurity in order to restore concrete experience as opposed to an abstract aesthetics impoverished from the standpoint of the sensitive and thus contradictory according to the etymology of the word ‘aesthetic’ which includes all sorts of sensation and sentiment.14

In the encounter of architectural intention and of a site15 able to welcome it, bring forth and fertilize this intention, what is aimed at are the interfaces. The notion of site includes everything that is part of the organized and built context, but first of all nature as physis in its local emergence: the Earth with its soil structure, seismic movements, cosmic influences, meteorology, climate, the elements and all the seasonal rhythms… . Hence it is that Aalto, enchanted by the splendors of nature as much as by those of architecture and life, so attentively articulated his forms to the landscape and to the human. Ricoeur points out the comprehensive and interpretative dimension of the world in all artistic work taking its root in a pristine experience:


What the artist renders is the mood that corresponds to this singular, ante-predicative relation, with the situation of this or that object in the world. But that this mood might in some way be problematized to become a singular question, that the living experience of the artist, with its demand to be stated, might be transposed into the form of a singular problem to be resolved by pictural or other means, perhaps this is the enigma of creation.16





Between the vernacular and the political

The different texts brought together by Jackson in Discovering the Vernacular Landscape,17 provide a decisive contribution to thinking on European and American landscapes. Emphasis is laid on the artefactual character of each landscape as the production of a territory, transformation of an environment in function of social, economic and cultural concerns: people always shape the nature with which they co-evolve. Expressions of this encounter, rural or urban landscapes are seen firstly as spaces generated by practices before being considered in their aesthetic dimension. They thus make up variants on the first idea of landscape,18 which is not a décor, is not a political entity, in reality, is nothing other than a collection, a system of artificial spaces at the surface of the earth.

The landscapes which are at the heart of human dwelling and that organize space and time collectively, are classified by Jackson into two categories thought of as being in perpetual conflict: the vernacular or inhabited landscape and the political landscape. Depending on the context and the period, there is some alternation between the primacy of the one over the other, but fundamentally, they call forth the essential experiences of living together: as what is shared, they suppose that human beings cannot survive and fulfill themselves, if there is not a landscape to guarantee their common belonging to a group.19

The vernacular landscape (from verna, meaning a slave born in the house of his or her master, attached to a place) is unceasingly adjusted to the natural or political milieu, but is not solely determined by the political. Shaped locally, it is adapted permanently. Whereas a representation of timelessness is often associated with it, Jackson emphasizes its changing character in relation to the inertia specific to the political landscape. As a centripetal ensemble generated by ways of dwelling in which mobility is decisive, the landscape correlates strongly with continual developments in lifeways, shaping and accompanying communities and appearances, as it does their dissolution and their destinies, in such a way that its spaces are generally modest and irregular in shape.20

On the other hand, the political landscape limits and sets out boundaries. Through great works at various scales (networks of roads, bridges, dams, airports, parks …), it is a manifestation of central power capable of transforming territories. These large infrastructures or mainly centrifugal divisions are imposed on a territory, partaking of a homogenous system (as, for example, the Jeffersonian grid covering 2/3 of the United States) and of a conservative stable social order, with spaces designed as well proportioned, beauteous21 and distinct.

Three states of landscape are identified: Landscape One or vernacular landscape characteristic of the medieval landscape; Landscape Two or political landscape characteristic of the Renaissance; and Landscape Three or new vernacular landscape analyzed in contemporary America that provides a great diversity and shows changes taking place. Like any vernacular landscape, organized in relation to dwelling practices, the last reveals the potentialities of the milieu, managing synergies between natural and cultural properties in order to welcome practices and their evolution. Mobility proves to be a force for major landscape transformations that override the roots of a place. Its importance, as that of dislocation, is stretched to extremes with the accelerated metamorphosis of infrastructures for moving around. Micro-communities take shape, producing micro-landscapes made up of some permanent aspects at the same time as of new usages. Jackson optimistically considers that our landscape has an unsuspected potential for an infinite variety of public spaces that are not only places but all those areas enabling micro- and macro- bringing together: sports or cultural complexes, flea markets, camping sites, supermarket parking lots, strip developments, open-air spaces. He insists on the importance of the emergence of new types of places, vast free-form public spaces with no pretention of beauty and multiple functions,22 preferably right out in the country, that can appeal to the younger generation.

This gives an interweaving of change, inversions and mixtures between town and country, urban and rural, nature and artifice. If the European farm once represented a way of dwelling that adapted to circumstances over time, what are the new integrative measures we should promote to cope with the concerns Jackson refers to in the re-edition of his work:


When we see the extent to which we have altered the vital cycle of plants and animals even to turning the seasons around, we become aware of the dangerous role we have taken on and there are many who voice the concern that the salvation of Landscape Three lies in abandoning our capacity to alter the course of time and to return to a more natural order. But that new ordering of time should affect not only nature, but ourselves as well.23





The immersive turn

Gilles Clément emphasizes the urgency of ecologist thinking that requires immersing oneself, accepting oneself as a being in nature, revising one’s position in the universe, no longer putting oneself above or at the centre, but in and with.24 He calls upon us to


accept the obvious; if there is any possibility for humans to accommodate to ecological complexities in order to ensure their own perennity on the planet, this will take place in the most empirical of experiences on the ground, one thing at a time, and not on the basis of some arsenal of contradictory police-like and often dangerous texts emanating from the reigning technocratic thinking.



While today, water, air and soils are threatened by human industry, the elemental that shapes landscapes remains a driving force and a land resource25 of great importance. Of course, elements can be domesticated and instrumentalized like matter, but at the same time they escape this dominion. Bachelard explored the archetypal power of earth, water, air, fire, as primordial materials that transport us through the imaginary: be of one body with the world and partake of its living totality26 through a holistic and dynamic vision that springs forth in the epistemology of contemporary ecology. This material imagination – the one which commands images – strictly speaking unreal, surreal or hyper-real, opens access to archaic forces present in preindustrial civilizations through myth and storytale and which endure in tragic27 or happy experiences of contemporary landscapes.
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XIV Biosophy and ecosophy
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Sloterdijk’s biosophy, Guattari’s ecosophy, two terms that express the inquiry into how human beings manage their dwelling ways on Earth with the imperative of thinking spaces for multitudes and for coexistences.

In The Three Ecologies,1 Félix Guattari emphasizes ecosophy, that is the environmental ecology of a piece with social and mental ecology through an ecosophy of ethico-political character.2 He invites us to transversally think of interactions between ecosystems, mechanospheres and universes of social and individual references,3 expressing at one and the same time radical awareness and new political orientations to cope with disoriented times. Existential territories, individual and collective subjectivations, pluralities, heterogeneses, ethic and political perspectives, singularities, new aesthetic practices to master the mechanospheres, all of these are to be our work sites to experiment on.

Peter Sloterdijk also flags up the new anthropological, political, topological and biological stakes involved:


Philosophy as a form of thought and life of ancient Europe is undeniably exhausted; biosophy has only just begun its work; the general theory of immunitary systems and common systems are still in their beginnings; a theory of places, situations, immersion is timidly starting on its way.4



We might propose the hypothesis that in biosophy, the dimension of metamorphoses partakes of the explicitation of changes in form over time. How can we speak of and accompany the becoming of human milieus? The stakes involved are life, in all the meanings of this term, which are not only biological. Today, it has become undeniable that life provides a new paradigm, especially in view of the importance of ecology that studies the milieus of different living beings, the way that these milieus determine their lives and how living beings interact with milieus, as was studied by Uexküll, whom Sloterdijk enlists as a reference. One of the characteristics of biosophy is to deal with the evolutivity of the milieu of life (which cannot be unlinked from multiplicity and interconnections), as well as with what puts interior and exterior in tension. Since several milieus (physical, social, technical, cultural …) are interlayered, interwoven and confronted, we can feel encouraged to think in terms of interdependence, totality and co-evolution, composite units, exchanges, interactions, whereas on the contrary technocracy and the logic inherent in disciplines strive to separate, objectivize and instrumentalize.


Rethinking what human civilization is becoming

The birth of modern biology accustomed us to seeing life as an organism determined by an individuation that unceasingly transgresses its own limits, with its own metabolism, made up of exchanges between the inner and the outer. However, life, the living world also means a process that escapes from human intentionality, a complex system of metamorphic auto-organization: it expresses life as what never stops transforming itself in both natural and cultural productions. One of the essential characteristics of this auto-organization is taken up by Sloterdijk in terms of the capacities for attack and defense, as analyzed by immunology, whose Indo-European root *mei means change, exchange. This science reveals the capacity of an organism to resist some pathogenic agents. The importance given by Sloterdijk to the concept of immunology is a clear marker referring to an organic world through which to perceive and understand human civilization in the act of becoming: thus marking the distance with Enlightenment thinking, education or spiritual fulfilment and following the philosophical tradition that broadly explored these forms of emancipation. In his work Qu’est-ce que les Lumières,5 Kant dealt with a cumulative collective development engaging a generation in the present in preparing for future generations a more enlightened world by concentrating on the moral reinforcement of humanity and on the required political conditions. He thus took up certain ideas already set out by Rousseau around the great theme of the perfectibility of human beings who can unfold and realize themselves in several ways and in which education and social and political reforms are decisive.

Sloterdijk makes this concept of life into a new paradigm that extends to culture:


General immunology starts from the axiom according to which life is the phase of success of an immune system – the term life not only refers here to biological organisms, but also to the historical existence of cultures, peoples, institutions. Immunity originally refers to the legal protection of those who exercise important functions for the community – which emphasizes the deep link between community and immunity.6





Metamorphoses of human space

Throughout the trilogy Spheres dealing with evolutivities, diversities and constants in the creation of interior spaces, Peter Sloterdijk describes a phenomenon that he holds to be evident, that of the evolution of humanity and the metamorphoses of its envelopes. These transformations carried to an extreme a situation where everyone is in his or her bubble, contained in other spheres, from the uterus to the Internet and including the cupola and the city, making up a hyper-relational and paradoxical milieu, a foam of life.7 The divisions applied to human history stand in relation to the technical and symbolic capacities to make their milieus of existence, producing agglutinations and rearrangements, both on the micro-level with individual bubbles as well as on the macro-level with its collective greenhouses. In Bubbles, a work that ranges from the uterus to mystical ecstasy, the plasticity of these bubbles and how humankind made the world habitable from pre-history to the Middle Ages is signified as well as analyzed, as is how the human community predominated over the individual and how it was characterized by gathering within closed worlds. In Globes, modernity is considered from the standpoint of its affirmation since the Age of Discovery in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries up to World War I: how humankind, thanks to technical progress, has managed globalized and globalizing macro-spheres. The third volume, the era of foam, pays special attention to a cartography of the inventions of the twenthieth century, between globalized space and the multitudes of individualisms, thus pointing to the work to be done on solidarities in the future.

Bubbles, Globes, Foam. It is through these three figures that the evolutions and plurality of space and of the human spirit are explicated, as are their profound transformations, which are corollary to those experienced by humanity in its forms of social organization, its instruments of production and knowledge, as well as in its moral values. When we consider that the art of arranging human space went through three phases in its development, this supposes that it remained the same, all the while becoming different. Thought is envisioned as taking on the forms of theology, metaphysics, art and science in a non-dialectical process that reason can describe and explicit, for which it can provide more or less plausible proofs and of which it can give illustrations. The next question is to know how to orient this double development, that of multitudes of individuation and that of collective immune systems.



Caring for the world, acting now

Sloterdijk’s lecture for the Collegium International8 is undoubtedly a call to action based on the idea of effective social co-immunity necessary to confront the ecological imperative. In this lecture, he notes that politics and philosophy, today as in the time of the early Greeks, have a powerful feature in common: both, in their own way, care for the arts of caring for the world as a Whole. This is more true than ever in the present situation of our planet.


The catastrophic drift of global processes today demands that we think about creating a unit of global solidarity that would be sufficiently strong to serve as an immune system to the Whole, which is devoid of defenses – this Whole, unprotected, that we call Nature, Earth, atmosphere, biosphere, anthroposphere.



The categorical imperative brought up to date by Hans Jonas is relaunched as a concern for the World. Considering that the Judeo-Christian Apocalypse survives in the neo-Christian panic after the eschatological element of a final end was more and more relegated to the background in the modern period which cultivated the idea of infinitely perfectible progress,9 there is now another path opening up. The maxim of action has become prescriptive for each and every one of us:


Act in such a way that the consequences of one’s action favour or, at least, do not hinder the coming of a system of global solidarity. Act in such a way that the practice of pillage and externalization in effect up to now might be replaced by an ethos of global protection. Act in such a way that the consequences of your action do not give rise to new losses of time in negotiating this turning point, which has become indispensable in the interest of all.
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XV The stakes involved in nature–culture co-rhythms
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More specifically, what we propose here is paradigmatic reorientation that leads to moving beyond the classic conception according to which rhythm in architecture is born of the art of proportion in the order of size and dimensions (height, length, width). This is a question of confronting an incommensurable existential impact with the calculation of mathematical geometry. If architectural rhythm is in great part produced by proportions, they are first of all perceived as verticality, horizontality, frontality, depth, in the relations of contrast in transformation: Deep down, Maldiney explains, a rhythm is made up only of mutations. These mutations are reciprocal and total substitutions of complementary opposites (as for the Chinese all that can be Yin can be Yang) and which exist only through these contrasts surmounted each time.1

In the Mediterranean and Occidental tradition, Matila C. Ghyka endeavored to study rhythms in architectural proportions and more specifically in the proportion generated by Pythagorean dynamic symmetry: harmonious arrangement, symphony of surfaces linked one to the other through a characteristic proportion or a succession of proportions derived from the same theme.2 This relation is a tensor of scales set in relation. Proportion, the succession of relations between the sides of a surface and the surfaces among themselves, then provides the work with its organic unity while a same proportion reigns over the whole.

Pythagoras, by moving beyond the addition of whole numbers, opened up the field of dynamic series, while Vitruvius, basing his work on quantifiable proportions in modules of whole numbers, produced his static series, but the one as much as the other limited themselves to a mathematical field to provide a numerable figure. Pythagorean dynamic symmetry, resulting from irrational proportions and incommensurable relations, produces dynamic series analogous to those governing the pulse of growth of living organisms. Here it is a question of regulated dynamic recurrences: this is definitely a locus of co-rhythm. As for Vitruvian harmony, as a eurhythmy, it is seen as a succession of just mathematical proportions, founded upon whole numbers and simple modular repetitions rather than on dynamic recurrences.


All art is rhythm

In Maldiney’s philosophy, which resonates with Chinese Taoist thinking about yin-yang3 according to which all is within a dynamic of total and reciprocal change of complementary opposites, all art is rhythm, self-movement of space-time, emerging from nothing.4 The famous descriptions of the Marquise de la Solana by Goya, or the Six Persimmons of Mu Chi, are founded on their rhythmic aspect, just as when he describes the architectures of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, the Fallingwater house by Wright or the Bom Jesus sanctuary of Matosinhos by Aleijadinho. Each time, Maldiney moves from the form to the rhythm and analyzes the how of its dazzling nature.

Such a rhythm is constituted on the basis of contrasts in tensions and mutations of these complementary opposites.5 In the painting of the Marquise de la Solana, the work’s rhythm is born of the very contrasts between complementary opposites and the mutations between the two in a field of tensions.6 In fact, the painting is totally figure and totally background.7 In the constitutive rhythm of the Hagia Sophia, the view rises from the ground with the powerful surfaces of the walls, moves with those surfaces into the pendentives and from there into the luminous cupola where it remains suspended before coming down once again with the pendentives which are then perceived no longer as supports but as if suspended, seeming to extend in a movement all the way to the ground. The walls are the locus of the chiasm between ascending and descending forces.

Showing the tension between art and existence, Maldiney signifies how the ethical and aesthetic articulation – without one ceding to the other or being its foundation – establishes in its emergence a locus of being. The human capacity to feel touches being as it touches the event. It has its truth in art because art has neither the structure of the event nor the constitution of the project.8 He explains that the word aesthetic has two meanings: one refers to art, the other to sensitive receptivity. The artistic aesthetic is the truth of the sensitive aesthetic whose being has its revelation in the being-art work.9

As soon as presence is in the rhythm of the work, it is no longer in the limitless (apeiron) whose yawning gulf is a vertiginous threat. Existence is radically thought as traversed by a deeper limit (fond in French), that goes beyond it but that existence must open up:


This notion of void and nothingness always reappears at the heart of existence as that on the basis of which it must be and which is perhaps a beginning, but not at its origins, for it is what decides origins.



Familiarity with Chinese thought, mainly on the basis of the work of Marcel Granet, François Cheng and the analysis of major works of ancient Chinese painting, accompanies Maldiney10 in this thinking about the enigma of existence, confronting at once inaccessible depths and the coming creation.


The deeper limit is a question that has always concerned philosophers. For the most ancient of all, Anaximandros, the apeiron whence proceeds all being is the limitless (sans fond), that which precisely cannot be traversed, intraversable, and indeterminate. It is of this that all being is born and it is there where beings are born whence their death also comes. It seems that this indeterminate must explain the appearance/disappearance of beings. But it cannot explain the very possibility of this determination which is each of them, nor above all explain how they can appear, and how it appears within them. One cannot make a sign towards a determined being, which is this or that, from the indeterminate. That by which it is distinguished and holds as autonomous stability is none other than its face which is not a reflection of the indeterminate; for this latter is without face. One does not explain the existence of a column by the compactness of the marble in the quarry. The quarry does not in and of itself contain either column or statue. It is because this is never possible before being, that a work of art exists. It is only in this that a human being may exist, which is not possible before being, but which tends toward his existence.



This Opening up is the condition of understanding that which emerges each time that an encounter takes place: What distinguishes understanding from intuition is the opening up of the possible. Here, there is a decisive development about encounter, which is an eminent way of being the there as capability of opening up. The determinate concepts of the transpossible and the transpassible, which mean our most free capability and our most open receptivity, are at the heart of the deepening of this philosophy of existence. Whereas Levinas in Totalité et infini sets out to think through subjectivity and finitude as what can sustain more than it can be possible, Maldiney points out that he would say totality and opening: The work of art is identically opening to being and opening of being. It is existence and we exist as it exists: by placing ourselves in the light cast by Nothingness.11



Human endeavors as rhythmic events

Human endeavors that organize social life and vital necessities involve forms of feeling as loci of existence and coexistence, just as much in a brief passage as in the duration of a whole life. At worst, they are agglomerations of constructed objects, devoid of significance and foreign one to the others, separated by intervals or contiguous voids but without aesthetic bonds. At best, on the contrary, in the case of the most remarkable successes, whether of ancient or new cities, extensions or transformations of centers, their rhythmical presence sets up a locus of being.

It appears difficult to propose a list of possible contrasts in architecture: full/void, within/without, near/far, open/closed, shadow/light, in-folding/unfolding… . Still, we must emphasize that aesthetic architectural rhythm integrates the rhythms of the universe. In this articulation, we see the transmutation of pulses and alternations specific to various bodily, socio-anthropological or cosmic phenomena. Through the void, the opening, the breath, relations (logos) come to exist between different realities: natural cycles subject to the irregularity of variations, be it of alternations and telluric, biological, cosmic dynamics or of the seasons, of days and night, the rise and setting of the sun, of the heart, breath, wakefulness and sleep, but also in the repeated and modified ritual of social life. Such rhythmic aesthetic articulations which separate and bring together are repeated and transformed at the same time, traversing existences, as presented in the three studies carried out in a Malidiney perspective with the architect Michel Mangematin, with insistence on the dimensions of lived, experienced space made up of horizontality, verticality, frontality and what we call profundity/depth.12



The Church of the Cross in Lahti by Aalto

Aalto, who bore witness to his poetic vision of the city in designing the institutional centre of Seinäjoki or even more in the administrative and cultural centre of Jyväskylä, truly brought about this rhythmic dynamics of landscape, the urban and of architecture in the centre of Lahti, in Finland, solely through the construction of the Church of the Cross, an architectural masterpiece that provides at once opening, rhythm and meaning to a central square and urban space. In this masterwork, Aalto articulates the space of the world, a space of culture and a space of the person in an aesthetic rhythm that links them while transforming them. He designed his church in relation to the town hall projected at the beginning of the twentieth century by Eero Saarinen, taking up again the brick and traditional motifs, and so creating a dialogue of political and religious institutions: the axis that sets up the resonance of the façade of the cross with the belfry of the town hall, centered on the market square, is interrupted by the abrupt aspect of the façade at the top of the stairs leading to the church. What the church displays is a nearly frontal brick wall twice as wide as it is high. The effect of closing is accentuated by the fact that the bronze door, shifted to the left in the façade, is beside the raw brick: shown, but not imposed, nor does it welcome. Its function is to keep watch over the sacred interior space.

Seen from the climb towards the church, the steeple appears far away, whereas its clarity projects it towards the foreground. The steeple stands here as a signal for the church: a form resonating with the belfry of the town hall, both of them poles and signs in the sky of the city. Further, the steeple intervenes as a necessary vertical in the balance of the mass of the church: as the cross itself, it is loaded with the transcendent meaning specific to verticality. Bearing witness to its belonging to the earth, the superstructure of the apse in the back of the church prolongs the slope of the hill to take up its élan like a springboard between earth and sky, projecting itself towards the bell tower, a bundle of verticals stretching upwards that interweave in the sky and link it to the earth. In relation to the façade, it is impossible to situate the white steeple in its unapproachable proximity. The white located in back seems to move forward, the dark ochre of the foreground moves backward. The bell tower is composed according to a vertical dominant, the façade is predominantly horizontal. The steeple is subdivided in thin surfaces and cut out by indentations so that the sky can penetrate and the façade appear as massive. The steeple is open, the façade is closed. The material-texture of the brick wall affirms its heavy materiality-frontality, the delicate smoothness of the bell tower melts into the sky: without frontality, and as if without texture or materiality. Built of light-colored concrete, the steeple rises into the sky while the brick façade, in its material and its dominant horizontality, speaks to us of the Earth. Both of them glide into the tension of shape-rhythm that brings together without transition the earthly and the heavenly, the profane and the sacred. In one sweep of the eyes, perception of this shape-rhythm enters into an irreducible and unmasterable free play of tensions and contrasts.



Le Corbusier’s Capital in Chandigarh

In Chandigarh, the creation of an aesthetic urbano-architectural ensemble by Le Corbusier is also an emblematic case, but of another sort. In 1950, in order to project the future of the capital of the Punjab, Nehru turned to the man who had become famous through his action since 1947 in the CIAM,13 and for his large urban and architectural projects (Bogota, Izmir, Algiers, Rio, UN headquarters). At the same time as he worked on Nehru’s request, Le Corbusier studied the chapel of Ronchamp, where he showed his capacity to integrate pictural and sculptural aspects into architecture. As with Costa and Niemeyer in Brasilia or Khan in Dacca, Chandigarh involved creating a new capital requested of an architect on a totally undeveloped site. As Le Corbusier’s first sketches indicate, there was first of all this grandiose landscape of an immense plain dominated by the gigantic mountain chain of the Himalayas, in relation to which he had a poetic inspiration: to include it aesthetically in the symbolic presence of institutional edifices. To rise in front of the majestic horizon, they would make up a meaningful rhythmic anchorage in the landscape, as being much more than an orientation in geographic space, rhythm creates existential bearings, as Maldiney emphasizes. It suffices, in the space of the lost being, for a rhythm to occur and immediately it orders itself: this rhythm, that we do not perceive as in front of us, but in which we are engaged, is the principle and movement of a recognition that puts an end to the lost being.14 Thus appears the Capital in Chandigarh, seen from the city between sky and earth, both as bearings and accomplishment of free space as inaugurating an open place, that Maldiney esteems to be at the heart of the architectural:


Of all the arts, architecture is the most directly concerned with the question of the Open, since it organizes exchange between the inner and the outer. But outer and inner are defined on the basis of the notion of shelter, while architecture begins only with the setting up of a place. The Open does not mean open space in opposition to a closed space. It is the whence of a presence, which in itself is outside of self, suspended in the Opening, existing in enduring it.15



The rhythmic complexity of the Capitol Complex is due to the diverse polarizations of the buildings of the esplanade and their interrelations. Le Corbusier inserted into this the official residence of the elected governor, the guarantor of institutions in their poetic significance of the people. The governor must reside in his palace, suspended between sky and earth. This highly significant residence, worthy of an Oriental sage, partakes of the aesthetic tension linking the Capitol Complex buildings according to a rhythm of complementarities, oscillating from the Assembly Palace to the High Court opposite it and to which it turns, both open one to the other. The Parliamentary Hall in a circular plan unfolds in the ascendant verticality of the dynamic hyperboloid of an envelope exalting its opening onto the sky, rising up above the terrace that shelters the Grand Hall of the Forum of encounter and services. This ensemble opens through the monumental portico rising in the direction of the High Court: guardian of the Constitution, it is firmly anchored to the ground, awaiting and set back between two plain gables, in the shadow of a horizontal court. In a second row behind the Assembly Palace, there is the Ministries building, expressing its sober administrative function.

The rhythmic articulation among the four buildings coincides with the meaning of the institutions and their relations. What Maldiney says of the sculptures of the prophets in the sanctuary Church of Bom Jesus of Congonhas in Brazil might equally be applied to description of Chandigarh: They form an assembly, the reality of which is founded on the presence of each one. That is, each one, in its way of being, goes beyond the limits of its individuality.16 The integrative tension among the various buildings takes place in and by the energy of the voids separating and uniting them: Only the active presence of the void makes a work exist… . Open, the void is not a tabula rasa where forms come together. The void partakes in their genesis as form without form. There must be void in the mass for it to open up.17

The absence of the Governor’s Palace, which remained but a project,18 might be felt as a decapitation of the Capitol Complex. It appears that Le Corbusier himself came to accept this, considering that Chandigarh will remain unachieved. Nonetheless, this palace, an aesthetic masterpiece of powerful rhythms in its ascendant momentum from the ground, was a crucial pole of the Capitol Complex: presented more as a flying-away than as a steep descent, the terrace was to rise before the Himalayas, advancing towards the city with its arms held high, calling to the sky in a dedicatory gesture.19 The Open Hand monument expressing openness and welcome provides a fifth emblematic pole. By rhythmically linking urbanism, architecture, sculpture, painting, tapestry, Le Corbusier accomplished this synthesis of the arts20 defended by the journal Architecture aujourd’hui, and the whole can be compared to the religious ensembles of Angkor or Egypt as well as to many public places, in Isfahan, Sienna or Rome, and many others.

As for the plan outlining the whole urban grid, extending from the Capitol Complex to the city, Le Corbusier kept to a systematic orthogonal ordering of roads and sections according to the principles set out and rationalized during his previous urbanism studies which corresponded, for that matter, to the Luytens vision of Delhi. The Le Corbusier plan’s orientation was along a southeast/northeast axis to allow passage of the prevailing winds and determined the general plan including the buildings whose exteriors involved protection from the sun and harnessing the winds.

The whole, made up by the Capitol Complex and the city of Chandigarh itself was intended to provide the people of the Punjab with a meaningful capital city. This is the extreme case of a project of this size undertaken by a single architect who, in the debate with the political and technical actors of the city kept, throughout the project, control over the aesthetics of the city and of some of its architecture, all the while opening it up to an artistic rhythm to lay the basis for a place of sensitive sharing21 in the city he was responsible for. The Governor’s Palace designed by Le Corbusier is missing in the ensemble of aesthetic tensions of the Capitol Complex. As an urban-architector in charge of a social and political mission, Le Corbusier endeavored not to let himself be closed up into his theories,22 but a single person, doubtless, cannot take on at one and the same time the generative principles and the architectural forms of a city in order to host the process of being-together in all its diversity and potential for becoming.



The city of Arcos de la Frontera

The urban poetic-rhythmic operating in creations by architects is also present in vernacular productions. Hence, Arcos de la Frontera, a small town in Andalusia doubtless founded by princely order, nonetheless was slowly built up in great part by the inhabitants themselves, outside all architectural authority or the influence of decision-makers. It is a monochrome white ensemble common to villages of the area, homogenous in its diversity and continually varying on the recurrent theme of contiguous townhouses along the streets. Adjoining constructions stand on either side of narrow and sinuous ways following the donkey paths (without a priori in regards to mathematical geometry). These were determined by the topography of a town that, in order to insure its defense while safeguarding its arable lands came together on a rocky mount. The rhythm of the streets comes less from any design that might fix them in place than from the qualified void that hosts diverse practices. The façades of the houses looking onto the streets in a sinuous itinerary creates this rhythm. Contrary to towns set up on the basis of rectilinear street plans with a constant width and bordered by aligned buildings on either side that watch one another in parallel, here – as in so many villages and especially those with a lively topography – buildings provide passage of varying width for movement and this produces an effect of breathing that enlivens one’s progress through the streets. Space stands in aesthetic tension due to the complementary of the two sides of the streets, because of their differences in orientation, proportions, dimensional dominants and openings of the façades. They are never identical, are all singular but still belong together without being uniform, as might be a fishing net spread out on the ground rather than a regular mathematical grid, like the street plan of Barcelona by Cerda. The small town of Arcos, with hardly thirty thousand inhabitants, can be considered a fine example of vernacular urban art that provides a critical turn when these narrow streets open into the void of a rectangular square or onto the amazing opening of an immense landscape stretching far away and over a vertiginous slope of some hundred meters. The effect is comparable to an irrepressible intake of breath after a sensation of smothering or a powerful diastole after a long systole. Urban and architectural art hangs upon sudden revelation of this strong contrast between complementary opposites. As for the square, it is polarized by the high façade of the church. Its affirmative frontality replies to the incommensurable deepness of the landscape whose horizontality at the same time is complemented by the ascending verticality of the church. Several centuries after it was founded, the town, so full of people and liveliness, still appears to suit its inhabitants. Imposing its dimensions on tourism, it has not yet suffered from the new architectural and urban vandalisms due to poorly managed development, although some small family housing operations and commercial development seem to have slipped in at the foot of the cliff from the computer screens of their designers, with little regard for the character of Arcos and its landscape. What will happen in the future when so many constructions may be impenetrably closed on themselves until a point of non-rhythm ensues? And what to do about this? An inert world of foreign objects, as if poured out here, will not be welcoming. Without rhythm, there is but disorientation and the town may fail to retain its character as a place of coexistence.



An open rhythm

In the final analysis, as Maldiney explains: What is extraordinary is that the work of art counts, while it is being created, awaiting the unawaited. I cannot say anything more extreme and this is architecture.23 All of architecture and all human arrangements for town dwelling intrinsically involve the existential field through the spacing and forms that are rhythmic events perceived and reinvented each time by the people who live and move about in them, just as those who plan and built them. In order to provide opportunity for such spatio-aesthetic processes, Henri Maldiney comes back to opening, wondering if the question of architecture is not perpetually that of opening, not simply of letting the outside penetrate the inside … but opening in itself, through its rhythm, an open rhythm.24
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The tension between architecture and existence is that of ipseity and alterity. Existential ecosophy, by emphasizing not homogenous, unidimensional nature understood by abstract science, but focusing on life, multiplicities and tranversalities, accomplishes powerful inversions. Human beings are aware that life milieus are fragile and threatened with annihilation. The acceleration of change, drifting and common destiny, the risk of creating a desert of desolation, all highlight the critical nature of orientations to be taken and the care to be given to interdependencies, taking up the challenge of ever beginning anew to make and remake human settlement.

The concerns about possible enlivening synergies that cast light on the precarity of life milieus and the finitude of the planet Earth, call upon us to fine-tune human artefacts to tectonic, climatic and biological powers and to envision other social and environmental justices. This also involves, along with a sense of citizenship, solidarities and cooperations, scientific knowledge and artistic productions that must recognize attachment to places and to beings, the values and the opening to alterity. All these forms of active and integrative principles reactivate thinking about the act of creating1 as an act of resistance, against blind productivism, financial capitalism, inequalities2 and passive nihilism denounced by Nietzsche as an extenuation of life. Now, it is a question of ways of acting that are decisive for the earthly city, so that the transformations under way which are of an ethical, aesthetic and political order, may open the path to how to move forward in this emerging world. This means entering into complicity and vibrating with what touches us, can sustain us or bring us down. It means confronting the archaic forces that govern the universe and matter which, since Plato’s Timeus, is reputed to be rebellious to intelligence, to transmuting this in the sense that one substance is in another, as in alchemy. But, it is also to take the measure of vulnerability. This trial3 calls for encounters, hospitalities, resourcing, event-comings, openings, all partaking of the conditions of existential in-gathering and unfolding through sharing.
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