


 3   The Diagram as Technique of Existence:   Ovum of the 

Universe Segmented 

 I 

  “ We judge colors by the company they keep ”  (Lamb and Bourriau 1995, 

149). Colors are convivial.  “ A ”  color  “ is an alteration of a complete spec-

trum ”  (Westphal 1987, 84). However lonely in appearance, a color is in 

the company of its kin — all its potential variations. The spectrum is the 

invisible background against which  “ a ”  color stands out. It is the ever-

present virtual whole of each color apart.  1   

 II 

  “ I was in a totally white room. As I held the prism before my eyes, I 

expected, keeping Newtonian theory in mind, that the entire white wall 

would be fragmented into different colors, since the light returning to the 

eye would be seen shattered in just so many colored lights. But I was quite 

amazed that the white wall showing through the prism remained as white 

as before. Only where there was something dark did a more or less distinct 

color show. . . . It required little thought to recognize that  an edge was 

necessary to bring about color . I immediately spoke out to myself, through 

instinct, that Newtonian theory was erroneous. . . . Everything unfolded 

itself before me bit by bit. I had placed a white sheet of glass upon a black 

background, looking at it through the prism from a given distance, thus 

representing the known spectrum and completing Newton ’ s main experi-

ment with the camera obscura. But a black sheet of glass atop a light, white 

ground also made a colored, and to a certain degree a gorgeous specter. 

Thus when light dissolves itself in just so many colors, then  darkness must 

also be viewed as dissolved in color  ”  (Goethe 1972, 35; emphasis added). 
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 The spectrum is convivial. It is always in the company of darkness. The 

range of achromatic variation forms a larger encompassing whole against 

the background of which the spectrum appears.  “ Color and illumination 

constitute . . . an indissoluble unity. . . . One illumination with its colors 

emerges from the other, and merges back into it; they are both indicators 

and bearers of each other ”  (Katz 1935, 294). 

 Bearers of each other, triggered into being by an edge. The convivial 

edge of emergence: one line indicating all, presenting the continuity of 

variation that is the shadowy background of existence. And at the same 

time effecting separation: the spectral distinction of what actually appears. 

Merging; emerging. Virtual; actual. One line. 

 III 

  “ There must be a continuity of changeable qualities. Of the continuity of 

intrinsic qualities of feeling we can now form but a feeble conception. The 

development of the human mind has practically extinguished all feelings, 

except a few sporadic kinds, sound, colors, smells, warmths, etc., which 

now appear to be disconnected and disparate. In the case of colors, there 

is a tridimensional spread of feelings [hue, saturation, brightness]. Origi-

nally, all feelings may have been connected in the same way, and the 

presumption is that the number of dimensions was endless. For develop-

ment essentially involves a limitation of possibilities. But given a number 

of dimensions of feeling, all possible varieties are obtainable by varying 

the intensities of the different elements. Accordingly, time logically sup-

poses a continuous range of intensity in feeling. It follows, then, from the 

defi nition of continuity, that  when any particular kind of feeling is present, 

an infi nitesimal continuation of all feelings differing infi nitesimally from that is 

present  ”  (Peirce 1992a, 323 – 324). 

 The enveloping of color and illumination in one another extends 

through the senses, each one bearing and indicating all. Mutually enfold-

ing. A many-dimensioned virtual whole of feeling is enfolded in every 

actual appearance in any given sense mode. Synesthesia. A color, smell, or 

touch is an emergent limitation of the synesthetic fold: its differentiation. 

 A  color, smell, or touch extinguishes the whole in its difference. And in 

the same stroke presents it: as the totality of its own potential variations. 

All the befores and afters it might be, instantaneously. The distinctness of 
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each present perception is accompanied by a vague infi nity of self-conti-

nuity. An integral synchrony of befores and afters. Unbeen, beable. Time-

like, logically prior to linear time. In the limits of the present. Wholly, 

virtually, vaguely. Differentiallly. Edging into existence. 

 IV 

  “ Let the clean blackboard be a sort of Diagram of the original vague poten-

tiality, or at any rate of some early stage of its determination. . . . This 

blackboard is a continuum of two dimensions, while that which it stands 

for is a continuum of some indefi nite multitude of dimensions. . . . I draw 

a chalk line on the board. This discontinuity is one of those brute acts by 

which alone the original vagueness could have made a step toward defi -

niteness. There is a certain element of continuity in this line. Where did 

the continuity come from? It is nothing but the original continuity of the 

black board which makes everything upon it continuous. What I have 

really drawn there is an oval line. For this white chalk-mark is not a  line , 

it is a plane fi gure in Euclid ’ s sense — a  surface , and the only line that is 

there is the line which forms the  limit  between the black surface and the 

white surface. This discontinuity can only be produced upon that 

blackboard by the reaction between two continuous surfaces into which 

it is separated, the white surface and the black surface. The white is a 

Firstness — a springing up of something new. But the boundary between 

the black and white is neither black, nor white, nor neither, nor both. It 

is the pairedness of the two. It is for the white the active Secondness of 

the black; for black the active Secondness of the white ”  (Peirce 1992b, 

261 – 262). 

 Something new: First. And with it, simultaneously and indissociably, a 

Secondness: a visible separation of surfaces. The separation is across an 

insubstantial boundary, itself imperceptible. Pure edge. Neither black nor 

white. Not neither not both. A virtual line. 

 An insubstantial boundary does not effectively enclose. Quite to the 

contrary, it  “ actively ”  connects that which it separates. The virtual line is 

the  activity of relation  of the black and the white: a reciprocal coming-

Second. It embodies the  event  of that pairedness. The pure edge invisibly 

presents the immediacy of spatially and chromatically differentiated sur-

faces to each other. That immediacy is also an immediacy of forms. The 
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virtual line is the event of the oval and the plane coming-together: their 

belonging to each other. As proto-fi gures to each other ’ s oscillating ground. 

  “ Like the ovum of the universe segmented ”  (Peirce 1992b, 262). 

 A perceptible difference has emerged from vague potential. The continu-

ity of the virtual whole of be-ability has fed forward onto the plane of 

actual being-different. As been, the whole presents itself twice. Once: in 

the concrete surface continuity of black and of white. Again: in the pure 

abstractness of the invisible line separating and connecting the surfaces. 

 Surfaced, continuity is on either side of a divide. It bifurcates into a 

perceptual contrast between co-present and disjunct elements. A  “ co-pres-

ence of disjunct elements ” : the defi nition of space. The  “ integral syn-

chrony ”  of mutually enfolded before-afters has been supplemented by 

something planely spatialized. A spatiality is emerging from its own poten-

tial time-likeness. It has unfolded as an after, its before almost left behind. 

Continuity is no longer entirely in self-continuity. It is divided, supple-

mentarily, into a double difference-from: direct contrast, spatial and 

temporal. 

 The co-surfacing of the oval and the plane does not entirely detach from 

the continuum of potential. The insubstantial boundary separating and 

connecting them retains the vagueness of the virtual whole: neither this 

nor that. Neither black nor white, neither plane nor oval. Rather, the pure 

activity of their relating. Reciprocally, in their spatial separation. Recur-

sively, in a kind of instantaneous oscillation joining the disjunct in mutual 

Seconding. Actively, reciprocally, recursively. Eventfully: the boundary pre-

serves an edge of timelikeness. The virtual line is the virtual whole as it 

edges, imperceptibly, into the actual. Timelike continuity is drawn out of 

itself, cutting into the actual, where it appears as pure edging: discontinuity 

in person. Unenclosing, the line is not a boundary in the usual sense. It is 

spatializ ing  (its timelike cutting-in constitutes the simultaneity of the sur-

facing disjunction). But it is not in itself spatial. The virtual line is less an 

outline than a  limit . It is the processual limit between the virtual and the 

actual, as one verges actively on the other. The  “ brute act ”  of the actual 

and the virtual relating. Drawing each other, to the verge of formal defi ni-

tion. Contrastive difference is  proto-fi gural : emergently ordered, insubstan-

tially bounded. 

 The defi ning limit of the proto-fi gural is doubly an  openness . On the 

level of actual being, it is the active reciprocity of differentiated forms to 
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each other. Between that level and its be-ability, it is the openness of 

forms to their belonging-together, infi nitely, continuously, indefi nitely in 

potential.  

 The double openness is of relating. 

  “ The line  is  the relation ”  (James 1950, 149). 

 V 

 Now multiply lines on the board, each succeeding mark intersecting the 

last at a set angle. A black oval now stands out against distinctly against 

the white edging of the lines. Make the lines black ink and the background 

white paper. The effect is the same: a  fi gure  is distinctly visible. The prolif-

eration of line -ovals has emerged from its own repetition into a 

super-oval.    

 The unity of the fi gure strikes the eye immediately, even though it is 

composed. It is a gestalt. Its fi gurative unity stands out from the multiplic-

ity of its constituent marks. The edge has taken on a visible thickness. The 

line has propagated into an outline. 

 The imperceptibility of each mark ’ s virtual edge no longer presents 

itself, disappearing into the thick of boundaried vision. Separating more 

than it connects, the intervening boundary brings a palpable stillness to 

the fi gure it encloses. The immediate reciprocity of black and white has 

settled into a  mediation  of two surfaces that divided from each other but 
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qualitatively the same — white-inside separated from white-outside. The 

 “ activity ”  or eventfulness of the contrast is lost, along with its immediacy. 

What directly strikes the eye is no longer an invisible, yet vaguely palpable, 

oscillation evocative of infi nite potential. Rather, it is the stillness of a 

fi gure, standing out. 

 The stillness of the fi gure ’ s inside is echoed, muted, in the white outside 

 against  which it stands, mediated by the boundary. Mutual Secondness of 

black-Firstness and white-Firstness is replaced by boundaried offset of 

white against white. The boundary sets same against same. The only dif-

ference between white and white is the relative emphasis of foreground 

over background. What comes with the edge is no longer a singularly 

direct, qualitative difference in perception. It is a relative emphasis of 

qualitative homogeneity. 

 The direct  “ pairedness ”  of pure, open contrast is replaced by an  opposi-

tion  between mediated sames. The opposition is an effect of the fi gure ’ s 

perceptual closure, its boundaried enclosure. The white outside is limited 

to a neutral backgrounding for the inside ’ s standing out. The fi gure ’ s stand-

ing out is passively delimited by that standing back. Outside, inside are 

offset against each other as different regions defi ned by the boundary: they 

are spatialized. Figure, ground, and their across-the-boundary relation are 

spatialized. They are set in place relative to each other. The edgy activity 

of relation no longer presents itself as it did before. Where once was a 

singularly direct Seconding across the absolute limit of a time-like edge of 

no dimension, there is now a spatial relativity of fi gure to ground across 

the inky blackness of a fi lled-in boundary. 

 The emergent activity of  relation  has given place to the stable  relativity  

of disjunct gestalt result. The oval ’ s standing out stands still in space, as if 

it had stepped out of time. The stillness of fi gure seems to stand in space 

for a species of eternity: a particular instance of a Platonic form. The  sin-

gularity  of an edging into existence has yielded to the appearance of a 

particular instance of a  general  type.  

 The ovum of the universe, as been. Hatched eternal. 

 Look closely, and you will still almost-see the invisible edge of each 

constituent mark. Use your imagination. Each mark is imperceptibly 

bounded by a virtual line. Thus the marks never effectively intersect. There 

are cracks between them. Since they do not intersect, they never actually 

form a boundary. Their iteration fractally multiplies the cracks, 
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intensifying edginess. The unity of the fi gure is actually composed of a 

cross-proliferation of virtual cracks. The unity is abstract, superadded as a 

perceptual bridge across the cracking. The super-oval resulting from the 

bridging in-fi ll is not so much seen as  overseen . Look closely, and you will 

see the bridging, you will undersee the seething cracks. Activity, under-still. 

As the fi gure crumbles into the cracks it straddles, the background rearises 

from its mute subordination. Whites and blacks rebecome reciprocating 

proto-fi gures to each other ’ s oscillating ground, or grounding oscillation, 

their active contrast afl oat in a deepening virtual abyss. Hatched eternity 

dissolves back into a vaguely timelike coming together of qualitative dif-

ferings-from, immediately grounded in a co-fl otation of Seconding: recip-

rocally self-standing. 

 The fuller the unity of the fi gure, the better actualized the fi gure, the 

more multiply and intensely the virtual edges in upon it. The more pas-

sively the fi gure stands out in its unity, the more actively its multiplying 

constituents reciprocally self-stand. The undermining insistence of the 

virtual is a complementary and inverse movement to the actualization of 

the fi gure. The virtual is gestalted out of the picture by the same iterative 

process that fractals it in ever more deeply. Double articulation between 

levels: of emergent proto-fi gural activity and its resulting fi gurative 

annulment. 

 Double vision. Looking more or less closely, focusing more or less atten-

tively, the eye oscillates between the annulment of the process and its 

activity. Flicker. Between fully-hatched stability and continuing, cracked 

emergence. Flicker. Between the made and the making. Flicker. Between 

seeing the fi gurative stability and seeing the imperceptible fl oat of fi gural 

potential. Flicker. The eye tires of the fl icker. It habituates to bridge-level 

stability. The eye is the organ of habitual oversight.  

 The fi gure is an habitual inattention to the imperceptible in vision. 

 VI 

 We have returned to double vision when we can say that  “ it is nonsense 

to talk of form perception ”  (Gibson 1986, 178) — all the while acknowledg-

ing that the  “ nonsense ”  is directly and effectively seen. Or when we say 

that  “ the fi gure-ground phenomenon does not apply to the world ”  (Gibson 

1986, 66) — even as we hang pictures on our walls. Or when we say  “ there 
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is no special kind of perception called depth perception ”  (Gibson 1986, 

148) because space itself  “ has nothing to do with perception ”  in the act 

of edging in (Gibson 1986, 3) — as we measure where the new sofa might 

go. Or when we say that  “ we perceive not time but processes ”  of emergence 

(Gibson 1986, 12) — impatiently checking our watch. 

 When we say these things, we are saying that form, fi gure/ground, 

Euclidean space, and linear time are not foundations or containers of per-

ception. Experience cannot be derived from them; it is they that emerge 

with experience. Experience cannot be contained by them; they are among 

its contents. They are derivations of a more open process: superadditions 

of habit. Creatures of habit, not grounds of perception (which, as we have 

almost-seen, is actively self-standing). 

 This does not imply that we can turn completely away from the level 

of formal stability. We can never, of course, literally see the imperceptible 

 “ ground ”  of potential over which the fi gure actually hangs. But then we 

cannot literally see the fi gure either. We see our fi ll. Vision is never literal, 

always fi gurative, in an outstandingly direct, overfull way. Acknowledging 

that does not concede potential and the virtual. For if we cannot see the 

imperceptible, we can sometimes see the fl icker of the fi gure as it emerges 

from it. We can undersee the proto-fi gural abyssing the fi gure. Seeing the 

fi gure ’ s self-standing by underseeing it is as close as we come to glimpsing 

potential. We almost-see it, edgily side-perceive it, approaching the actual 

limit of vision. 

 VII 

 How could we ever literally see a unitary form or fi gure when the light 

striking our eye is splintered into countless separate points by the rods and 

cones populating the retina? Gloss over the gaps. How could we literally 

see a continuous surface-surround of space when our very own nose 

sunders our fi eld of vision in two — not to mention the holes poked in both 

halves by the blindspot of each eye? Bridge it over. How could we see depth 

when our retinas are two-dimensional to begin with, even before what 

they register is poked, sundered, and splintered? Superadd it. We see unity 

of form in excess of our eyes. 

 What literally strikes our eye is  edging . Not only color, but space, time, 

fi gure/ground, and formal stability, in their reciprocal difference and on 
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their respective levels, all of these emerge from the edge of illumination. 

For the simple reason that light scatters. Its scatter carries interference pat-

terns, gaps, and gradients of intensity: lines of proto-fi gural differentiation. 

This  “ ambient light array ”  is what literally strikes the eye. (Gibson 1986, 

65 – 92). A chaos of vision. For not only does the array continually change, 

but a body is always moving: a complex coupling of two continual varia-

tions. Even more: the fl icker almost-seen in emergent form is prefi gured 

by jitter.  “ Saccade ” : the constant, involuntary micro-jerking of the eyeballs 

in their sockets. If the jerking stops, vision blanks out. Vision arises from 

the addition of random jitter to a complex coupling of two continual 

variations. How do unity of form, stability of spatial relation, constancy 

of color and brightness, and linearity of time derive from these impossibly 

complex, chaotic conditions? We already know the answer: by superadding 

to the seen. 

 The continual variation draws the proto-fi gural lines of the ambient 

array across the gaps between the rods and cones, across the nose hole, 

and across the blindspots. The discontinuities are giddily bridged by a 

continuity of movement. The bridging does not yield a unifi ed fi gure or 

stability of ground. It yields a complex of moving lines of light  continuing 

across  invisible abysses of darkness. Proto-bridges of continuity, self-stand-

ing, over a void of vision. 

 To get an emergent fi gure, you need to add senses other than vision. In 

particular, touch and proprioception, the registering of the displacements 

of body parts relative to each other. Say a varying complex of light-lines 

comes to the eye with a change in proprioception. Intersensory conjunc-

tion: the fi rst complex of moving light-lines segues into another. With the 

new complex comes a feeling from an outstretched hand: intersensory 

conjunction. Say the two intersensory conjunctions repeat. Next, their 

repetition is anticipated. Habit. The anticipation is recursive, since it arises 

retrospectively from an iteration of already repeated line crossings and 

conjunctions. Habit is the actual experience of a before-after, in a continu-

ity of present conjunction. Of course there are also smell and hearing. A 

panoply of before-afters merge into and emerge out of each other, bearers 

one of the other, folded together by habit. The folding together fuses an 

infi nite continuum of potential crossings and conjunctions, befores and 

afters, into the singularity of an event of perception. A vague, unbounded 

virtual whole self-presents without actually appearing: abstract  “ ovum ”  of 
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an experiential universe emergent.  “ When any particular kind of feeling 

is present, an infi nitesimal continuation of all feelings differing infi nitesi-

mally from that is present. ”   “ Development essentially involves a limita-

tion ”  of that abstractly felt potential. 

 Say that on the level that limitatively develops, the two conjunctions 

just described will be experienced as seeing an edge (complex of light-

lines), moving around it (proprioception), and touching something behind 

that was occluded but is now visible (new complex of light-lines). The new 

complex of light-lines is a second occlusion: there are still other things 

behind the thing behind. Focus on what the habituating eyes register: an 

edge, then an edge. After the habit has set in, the second edge will come 

with the fi rst edge, in anticipation, before the movement around. It will 

 also  come after the movement. Double articulation: before-after. Of course, 

the second edge will come after the fi rst differently than it preceded itself: 

with a touch and a proprioception. The before-after that is seen with the 

fi rst edging is a simultaneous disjunction of surfaces: a germ of space, a 

barely-there of navigable depth to move into. The anticipated coming-after 

differently is a germ of linear time. The self-difference of the second edge 

 — the difference it encompasses between its coming after something else 

and its preceding itself — is the germ of its identity as an object: its predict-

ability, its sameness across its variations, its reaccessibility time after time, 

its dependable just-thereness. 

 Experiments have verifi ed that a  “ surface . . . being uncovered [is] seen 

to pre-exist before being revealed ”  (Gibson 1986, 190). The  identity  of the 

object is seen. Again with different emphasis: the identity of the object is 

 seen . Identity is a recursive (before-after) unity added by habit to the sight 

of a simultaneous disjunctive difference. Identifi ed, the edging associated 

with the object thickens into a stable contour. What now appears through 

the edging is not a simple boundary but a 3D contour. The light arrays 

habitually conjoined with the inside of the contour detach from the 

ambient array, and come to be seen as the object ’ s color. The color makes 

the object stand out, a visible 3D fi gure gestalting its way into the bright-

ness of being against a muted background onto which it casts its shadow. 

Form and depth co-emergent. The ovum of the universe segmented: into 

contrasting objects separated together. Together: adjacent in space. Sepa-

rate: succeeding each other in time.  “ Of the continuity of feeling we can 

now form but a feeble conception. ”  That  “ feeble conception ”  is the 
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identity of the object in space, persisting stepwise across time. Identity is 

the emergent activity of relation gone plodding. 

 The continuity intensely continues apace with the plodding. When 

identity is seen, what is being seen is an anticipated next touch conjoined 

with an anticipated next proprioception conjoined with an anticipated 

second vision. The eye is functioning synesthetically to see the unseeable. 

To  oversee  touch, proprioception, and its own present, skipping over the 

here-now of its own formative activity, fed forward in anticipation of there-

afters. An anticipated touch, proprioception, or vision is a  potential  touch, 

proprioception, or vision. The overseen is unseen potential. The unity of 

identity, the simplicity, of the resulting object has been limitatively 

extracted from the complex chaos. That chaos continues to be seen, feebly: 

underseen in the form of identity. The chaos must continue for the object 

to have something to reemerge from, as anticipated. Double vision: fi gura-

tive or objective order out of iteration; and a continuing chaos of 

light ever-dawning. Vision abstractly oversees order by synesthetically 

superadding habit ’ s abstractions to the singular immediacy of its 

ever-renewing chaos. 

 The objective extraction of identity arises out of movement. Vision ’ s 

synesthetic result stands on an oscillating kinesthetic  “ ground. ”  Perceived 

stability and order emerge from perceptual chaos. Vision is the process of 

that passage: from the giddiness of light-struck eyes to the practical grip 

of abstract oversight. From the invisible abyss of the proto-fi gural to rela-

tive objective clarity. 

 Each time eye jitter draws an edge with the world ’ s continual variation, 

a whole universe of potential abstractly appears to vision in the form of a 

particular object among others, inhabiting the same order in space and 

time. The edge effects a synesthetic-kinesthetic emergence layering levels 

(objective foreground /background, potential next, virtual continuity) and 

an ordering of identities (in an emergent space-time of experience). 

 VIII 

 Let ’ s go back to the drawing board. Draw a line, this time on a piece of 

paper. The line draws forth the emergent edge again. The line repeats the 

edgy event of appearing relating.  “ The line  is  the relating; see it and you 

see relation; feel it and you feel the relation ”  (James 1950, 149). You have 
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cracked opened a whole universe of proto-fi gural relation. You have 

invoked the virtual. You have called the potential it enfolds toward exis-

tence. Nothing substantial has come of it. The potential is as yet  only  felt, 

synesthetically-kinesthetically in vision renewing. But only-felt is almost 

something. And already a great deal virtually: an infi nitesimal continuing 

of all feeling. Any more, and it would come to less. The virtual would 

actualize, limitatively. 

 Go for more (and less). Draw more lines, until a geometric fi gure defi nes 

itself. You have fi guratively closed the virtual world by selecting one from 

its infi nity of felt potentials. You have limitatively actualized the virtual. 

 There is nothing to be done. Except to draw another line. Return to the 

edge, see and feel the relation. Enclose its active potential again in another 

fi gure. 

 At each repetition, you draw forth an infi nite continuum of experiential 

potential, then selectively deactivate it. You invoke active powers of exis-

tence, and move to enfeeble them. Renew, annul. Existential fl icker. 

 The annulment of powers of existence is all the more enfeebling when 

more than one fi gure are laid side by side on a single page. The disjunctive 

germ-space of pure contrast, fl ickering with the timelikeness of each mark ’ s 

virtual edge, disappears. The page is now a neutralized space of compari-

son. Difference is no longer active. Active contrast has been passifi ed into 

an opposition: a planely separated either/or. Either the fi gures are the same, 

or they are not. Either they share an identity, or they do not. Sameness, 

or mutual exclusion. 

 An opposition is not a duality in the Peircean sense. Duality is the self-

standing positivity of still-active contrast, pure unmediated  “ pairedness ” : 

the Secondness of a mutual Firstness springing forth from the formative 

chaos of vision. Either/or applies to the already-sprung: completed fi gures. 

It applies to the completed with an automatic view to a value judgment: 

either/or, for better or for worse. Before an assessment of value can be 

made, the question of whether the fi gures share an identity, whether they 

are the same or whether they are mutually exclusive, must be answered. 

Better or worse makes no sense applied to the same. Their identities must 

be assessed. The only way to assess them is to compare them to each other 

while comparing both against standards of identity . . . and the standard 

makes three. 
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 Comparison involves a Thirdness. A mediating third term is abstract 

in much the way a Platonic form is: ideally still, glossing over the chaos 

and the jitter. Except that it takes the gloss to a higher level. It raises the 

mediation of fi gures off their shared surface to a space of judgment hover-

ing above. The standard hovers unseen in a thought-space above the 

surface of perception. It is a height of generality. It is a general paragon. It 

is ideal. As an ideal, it is not so much overseen as it is overseeing. It oversees 

the correctness of the assessment. 

 The space of comparison is a normative space of ideal Thirdness rising 

above. What goes up, can come down. Instead of an oval, draw a cube. 

Project it onto a ground-level chaos. A razed plot of urban land, say. Think 

of its form as an abstract sieve to fi lter the chaos. Then concretize the form. 

Build a building according to its standard. The standard of comparison has 

now returned to earth, as a constructive model. It has gone actively to 

ground. A plot-size of selected abstract potential has been poured in con-

crete. Now it is a concrete ground for moving through and around. What 

ambient arrays, what edgings in, what potential crossings and connections, 

what glossings over, what identities and orderings will emerge from the 

movement it standardizes? An architect has modeled a building. The build-

ing itself now takes the baton, and models a plot-sized slice of life. 

 IX 

  “ The greatest point of art consists in the introduction of suitable  abstrac-

tions . By this I mean such a transformation of our diagrams that characters 

of one diagram may appear in another as things ”  (Peirce 1997, 226). 

 The empty blackboard was a diagram of the  “ original vague potential-

ity ”  at  “ some early stage of its determination. ”  The pure edge of the lone 

line, the one that was actually an ovoid proto-fi gure, was a diagram of that 

original vague potentiality ’ s continuum of variation at another phase of 

its determination. The super-oval that was composed out of a number of 

such lines was a diagram of a Platonic form, the formative vagueness now 

glossed over in a fully determined fi gure, the activity of formation appear-

ing stilled. The reaccessibility of the object that revisited these phases in 

volume, intersensorily, was also a diagram: that of a self-identical form in 

3D space through time. Any ideal standard of comparison that might be 
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applied to a fi gure or an objective form to overlay a value judgment on it 

is also a diagram. Used as a model, it projects a fi gure ’ s Platonic form, and 

an objective identity normatively conforming to it, into a new construc-

tion. In so doing, it selectively transfers to the thing under construction 

certain  “ characters ”  that have forwarded through the process. The  “ char-

acters ”  are less the proto-fi gure, fi gure, or objective form as such than the 

potentials that carry across them. It is these potentials that are selectively 

lifted out of the continuum of variation, fi lter through the phases, and go 

to ground as the concretization of a model. 

 Blank slate — singular proto-fi gure — stable fi gure — object identity — ideal 

standard — general model. All of these are diagrams in their own right, each 

in its own way. Each step in the process by which potentials lift into exis-

tence, fi lter through, and plot into a new construction, is also a diagram 

according to Peirce ’ s just cited. In the most extended sense of the word, 

the entire process is its own occurrent diagram. 

 The resulting new construction is an added existence. Pragmatically 

speaking, its diagram is the toolbox of techniques — from seeing to over-

seeing, from habitual inattention to attentive habit, from comparison to 

judgment, from judging to plotting, from projecting to constructing — that 

went into shepherding a select set of potentials into the concreteness of 

the construction ’ s added existence. The diagram in this sense is a con-

structivist  technique of existence . It is a technique of bringing to new exis-

tence. A technique of becoming. Becoming-concrete. Becoming, 

determined. If, as Peirce ’ s defi nition says, diagramming is abstraction — 

an extraction of potential — then the very process of  becoming determinately 

concrete is a process of abstraction  (Whitehead 1967b, 51 – 55, 157 – 179; 

1978, 7 – 8). 

 This is where the questions  begin . What, after all, is a  “ suitable ”  abstrac-

tion? If the abstraction process produces an interlocking of proto-fi gure, 

fi gure, form of identity, standard, model, and construction is a process of 

becoming, then the question becomes: which becoming? Why? To suit 

whom or what? If becoming involves passing through phases selective of 

potentials, the question is: which phases, for what potentials? If the passage 

toward the fi nal determination of the construct is limitative, the question 

is: is that the end of the story? 

 It isn ’ t, because there is still the question of  how  limitative, and in what 

way. Perhaps all processes of abstraction for becoming-concrete are not 
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equal. Perhaps there are abstractive techniques of existence that curtail the 

role of Platonic forms and skip the standardizing judgment phase. Perhaps 

there are  nonstandard  constructivisms (Migayrou 2004). 

 A nonstandard constructivism would no longer be a modeling. It would 

not select one set of potentials in conformity with a projected identity. It 

might, for example, select several sets of potentials that do not habitually 

share the same space or before-after each other in an easily anticipated 

way. This would  overdetermine  the construction. Overdetermination makes 

the construct problematic. Left at that, a nonstandard diagramming tech-

nique is  de constructiv e . A deconstructive architecture combines what are 

normally defi ned as  “ mutually exclusive or opposing spatial strategies ”  

into a single architectural element (Eisenman 1994, 21). For example, a 

corridor that at fi rst approach seems to end incongruously in a wall. The 

potentials for passage and for enclosure are overdetermined. These moments 

of incongruity and overdetermination punctuate the architecture with 

interruptors ( “ inversions, ”  subversions). The aim is to momentarily subvert 

the normative course of architectural practice and inhabitation, in order 

to make a self-referential statement about architecture ’ s  “ interior. ”  To the 

extent that it aims to construct a statement, deconstructive practice remains 

 “ authorial ”  (Eisenman 1999, passim). 

 A different nonstandard abstractive technique of existence might plot 

into a construction triggers for on-the-fl y selections of potential that give 

pause, not primarily to interrupt and make a statement, but to invite and 

enable an effective variation on continuing. These would be variously 

determined, circumstantially, at particular junctures, in the course of the 

movements that come to pass through the building. In other words, the 

seeing/unseeing, potentially touching, always propriocepting, tirelessly 

kinesthesing, constantly jittered, self-emphasizing, dynamic forms of 

embodiment that fi nally enter in — the architectural  “ clients ”  and 

 “ stakeholders ”  — are invited to  continue the diagramming process  to suit 

themselves. They are invited to inhabit as embodied coauthors of the 

architectural process, prolonged. Triggers are built in that jolt the emergent 

proto-fi gural level to reappear, in abstract oscillation with other levels. The 

continuum of potential is now un-unseen, without becoming objectively 

visible. Instead: intersensorily felt to fl icker with the objective forms. 

Rather than one or the other, continuum of potential or objective vision, 

it would be the stroboscopic fl icker between them that would momentarily 
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foreground itself at the trigger-juncture. Built in at strategic points would 

be an eventful, fl ickering vagueness of resurgent abstraction doubling 

vision. The process will have constructively brought back out the contin-

uum of abstract potential. The presence of the full continuum of potential 

allows the experience to toggle between sets of potential. This is neither 

inversion nor subversion. It is intensifi cation. 

 Whatever fi gures, formal identities, and even ideal standards and general 

models that may also be built in alongside the trigger-juncture are submit-

ted to the fl icker of intensity. They do not dominate. They do not defi ni-

tively foreground themselves.  “ Indicators and bearers of each other, ”  they 

collaborate in the toggling. They are no longer limitations, as they are in 

standard, normative architecture. They are no longer constraining. They 

are the enabling constraints of a renewed selection. The selective renewal 

is of the kind that composes an  “ alteration of a complete spectrum ”  of 

lived experience. It brings back to life its virtual color and shadow, in all 

their intersensory textures. It recharges the activity of relating from which 

all experience emerges. Becomings continue, in a prolonged chromatics of 

variation. Ovum of the universe edgily re-segmented. 

 Not deconstruction: continued construction. Reconstruction, on the fl y. 

Not interruption: recharging, resaturation with potential. For deconstruc-

tive strategies, architecture is a  “ scene of writing ”  (Eisenman 1999, 26 – 35). 

For reconstructive strategies, it is a platform for diagrammatic reemergence. 

Deconstructive strategies pointedly interrupt the event of architecture. 

Reconstructive strategies fl uidly continue it. 

 None of this makes any sense if space is considered to be the medium 

of architecture. Seen reconstructively,  “ spatial strategies ”   create  the space 

of inhabiting experience. This inhabiting  event  is the medium of architec-

ture. The architectural space of inhabiting-experience is always the 

 result  of the diagrammatic process of architectural abstraction becoming-

concrete, as a prolonged event. What architecture recomposes in new 

variations are not pre-given spatial elements. What it recomposes is the 

 experience  of inhabitation itself. Architecture is a diagrammatic art of lived 

abstraction: lived-in abstraction, in a quite literal sense. For nonstandard 

reconstructive architecture, the inhabiting experience is also the continu-

ing product: the medium made eventfully renewable, beyond the fi nal 

plotting of the design. 

 Skipping the standardized judgment phase means that new forms of 

Thirdness must be invented. Only an intervention of Thirdness 
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can regulate becoming in any way, whether normatively for stability, or 

self-renewably for the existential fl icker of reappearing potential. Because 

that ’ s what Thirdness is: regulated passage from one phase to another. 

Essentially, that means  “ habit-taking ”  (Peirce 1992a, 277). But it also means 

 “ law. ”  Law in its  “ original ”  sense is nothing other than the regularity of 

habit acquired in the chaotic course of emergent experience (276). In a 

derivative sense, law is an imposition of habit from on high, through the 

mediating infl uence of a comparative standard or normative model. It is 

the challenge of any architectural process that wishes to live up to its voca-

tion for living-in diagrammatic abstraction to invent techniques of coming 

to architectural existence that  do not model  in the traditional sense. That 

reinvent pliable  “ laws ”  of architectural design in the  “ original ”  sense, 

where the emergence of regularity  “ mingles ”  with a  “ lawless ”  element of 

 “ pure spontaneity. ”  In a fl icker with chance. Law then returns to the  “ pure 

chance ”  and vague  “ indeterminacy ”  it  “ developed out of ”  from the First 

(276). So that it repeats the act of emergence. Evolutionary law fueled by 

chance. Architecture reinventing itself, as it reinvents new techniques for 

mingling chaos and regularity toward the determination of new architec-

tural form. 

 What a design practice of this kind does is  meta-model , in the way F é lix 

Guattari speaks of it (in a very different sense of  “ meta- ”  than in Manovich ’ s 

 “ meta-media, ”  discussed in chapter 2 above; Guattari 1995, 22, 33, 127 –

 128; Genosko and Murphie 2008).  “ Meta- ”  is to be understood here in its 

etymological sense of  “ among. ”  It refers not to the on-high of the ideal, but 

on the contrary to the spontaneous remingling of acquired regularities of 

practice with the emergence-level chance and indeterminacy from which 

they evolved. The practice itself is not of course chaotic. A commingling of 

habit or law with spontaneity is at most  quasi-chaotic  (James 1996a, 63 – 65). 

Meta-modeling is a practice that strategically returns its process to the 

quasi-chaotic fi eld of its own emergence, in order to regenerate itself as it 

generates new fi gures, forms, and constructs, for itself and others. So that 

both the discipline, and its clients and stakeholders, live-in a fullness of 

potential, as part of a continuing process. Commingling: activity of relat-

ing. Techniques of existence are techniques of relation. 

 Since what is relationally modulated with remingling technique is 

potential, meta-modeling can be considered  the  procedure of the specula-

tive pragmatism suggested by the radical empirical perspective. 


