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The essays of  this diploma thesis present several 
aspects on relations in space to emphasise further 
the role of  emptiness as a passage for different 
activities or presence. The multiplicity is found in 
ambiguous moments of  minimised dogmatics in 
space and the variety of  conditions contributes to 
the complexity of  the spatial network. Diversity 
and the right to existence are primary concepts of  
democracy, where the coexistence challenges to 
consider views other than our own. Finding value 
in difference as a positive and imperative aspect of  
space is crucial to the wider premise of  the diploma. 

The notions of  otherness and emptiness are 
discussed from different perspectives by using 
concepts from the fields of  philosophy, architectural 
theory, geography, and political theory. Therefore, 
the argumentation ranges across and beyond the 
framework of  architectural theory stressing the link 
between social and spatial dimensions. The essays 
bring to light the ethical perspective on the notion 
of  difference that could influence the process of  
architectural design.

ABSTRACT
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Tämä teoreettinen diplomityö käsittelee 
moninaisuuden ilmenemistä tilassa. Itsenäisissä 
esseissä pohdin erilaisuuden hyväksymistä tilaan 
vaikuttavien suhteiden kautta, joissa korostuvat 
tilan eri käyttötarkoitukset ja merkitykset sekä tilan 
ohjailevuuden vähentäminen. Lisäksi moninaisuuden 
huomioimiseen liittyy keskeisesti tilarakenteiden 
kompleksisuuden ja väliaikaisuuden näkökulmat. 

Monialaisten lähteiden avulla tarkastelen fyysisen 
ja sosiaalisen tilan muodostumisen välistä yhteyttä 
sekä pohdin tyhjyyden käsitettä moninaisuuden 
mahdollistajana. Esseiden argumentointi nojaa 
erilaisuuden kunnioitukseen demokratian keskeisenä 
elementtinä ja pyrin esseiden näkökulmien kautta 
esittämään moninaisuuden eettisiä taustoja sekä 
ilmenemistä arkkitehtuurissa. 

TIIVISTELMÄ
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INTRODUCTION

The idea for the diploma thesis emerged from 
observations of  the coexistence of  dogmatic and 
random in spatial design, appearing as a dynamic 
conglomeration of  activities, presences, surfaces, 
and aesthetics. I became deeply interested in the 
value and emergence of  difference as otherness in 
space. As I understand it, otherness is something 
awkwardly fitting or perhaps an unexpected guest. 
The trajectory of  the following essays will explore 
how temporality and diminished order can catalyse 
dynamic interaction between differences.

The origin of  any work of  architecture lies in the 
first place in a process of  discovering the proper end 
to be served in a particular context of  desires and 
necessities, it is the discovery of  an obligation. A 
practical art always has promises to keep; in the 
sense in which it is answerable to a way of  life, 
architecture is grounded in the ethical. 
(C. St John Wilson 1995)
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Modernism and its values such as functionalism, ra-
tionalism and coherence have solidified their role as 
central values in Western culture. The hegemony of  
these values has overshadowed parallel tendencies 
of  modern architecture that, for example, have had a 
more humanistic or eclectic character. After decades 
of  oscillation, the current zeitgeist of  architectural 
practice seems to have detached itself  from the active 
societal contribution. In this apolitical tendency, we 
may witness pondering between serious autonomy 
and careless insignificance of  architecture1.  

Recently, an increasing ethical awakening has emerged 
regarding the climate crisis and intersectionality. 
Following the critique of  capitalism and neo-liberal 
logics affecting the space, these approaches have 
posited the role and power of  an architect and archi-
tecture, as a practice, under dispute. Subsequently, 
the values of  modernism are being challenged as 
insufficient to contain the complexity of  differing 
views joining the architectural discourse. 

This diploma thesis is a commentary on this topical 
process of  reassessment. My analysis presumes that 
architecture is a phenomenon that occurs through 
artistic, material, social, political, and economic in-
tercourse. I am interested in finding ethical premises 
for architecture regarding the promotion of  plurality 
as part of  human rights in a democracy. The relevant 
discussion on the subject of  plurality has arisen, es-
pecially from humanist and post-structuralist theo-
ries. In essays, I will draw on sources across the fields 
of  philosophy, architectural theory, geography and 
political theory. My intention is not to search for di-
rect application of  other disciplines to architectural 
representation, but to depict the multifaceted ethical 
background that guides design strategy. 

1 The previous 
could be described 
also as a detach-
ment from func-
tionalist technoc-
racy and politicised 
social disciplines 
(Hertweck 2017), 
leading to the focus 
on typological and 
formal questions. 
The latter describes 
the banal submis-
sion to execute 
motifs ordered out-
side of the practice, 
such as economic 
interests. Interest-
ingly, both tenden-
cies have estranged 
architecture from its 
general public and 
academia.
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My ethical approach is based on philosopher Em-
manuel Levinas’ analysis of  Other. According to 
Levinas’ remarks, the interaction of  neighbouring 
beings is based on unbridgeable difference, where 
one is aware and in relation with another; and the 
responsibility to coexist as neighbours is emphasised 
(Levinas 1969). Thus, his writings in Totality and 
Infinity criticise the possibility of  totality over the 
other2. Similarly, the argument against totality is also 
familiar from philosopher Hannah Arendt’s ideas 
on pluralism, which approach the question from the 
angle of  political philosophy (Arendt 1958). 

To spatialise these relational ethics, I use feminist 
geographer Doreen Massey’s concept of  relations 
as a spatial dimension. Through the interrelation 
of  time and space, she portrays space as a dynamic 
social process. Full of  temporalities, space becomes 
a medium for multiplicity and participation, linking 
Masseys thinking to philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s 
notion of  the right for difference (Lefebvre 1992). 

The importance of  different representations is fur-
ther backed up in relation to a democratic system. 
The critique of  totality is examined through the 
dynamics of  democracy. With reference to political 
theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, who 
have theorised the concept of  radical democracy 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985)3, I search for critical dis-
course on the counter-hegemonic4 activity based on 
equality and agonism in coexistence. As a kind of  
open system of  continuity, the process of  discourse 
engages in ongoing articulation and notification of  
complex social structures, and it could be applied 
to design strategies in the field of  architecture. Sub-
sequently, Chantal Mouffe has continued to consti-
tute the notion of  pluralism in democratic activity 
through the means of  agonism. 

2 Levinas, in his 
discussion with 
Philippe Nemo, has 
clarified that his 
book Totalité et In-
fini is also a critique 
of the Western tra-
dition of philosophy 
that strives towards 
universal synthesis, 
where conscious-
ness forms the 
absolute way of 
thinking.  
(Levinas 1985)

3 They developed 
their discourse 
theory through the 
deconstruction of 
theories of Marxism 
and structuralism, in 
a post-structuralist 
manner.

4 The concept of 
hegemony is focal 
in understanding 
how we end up 
having homoge-
nous space that 
suppresses the 
plurality. According 
to their source of 
inspiration Antonio 
Gramsci, the 
concept of hegemo-
ny explains “the 
processes through 
which subordinated 
form of conscious-
ness are construct-
ed without recourse 
to violence or 
coercion.” (Michele 
Barrett on Gramsci 
1991)
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The fruitful ground for agonistic abrasion is found 
in-between conditions, where the intercourse be-
tween differences takes place. There, I argue for the 
decrease of  hegemonic power or restrictive physical 
elements to result passages for the collision of  dif-
ferences. As a condition of  occasional emptiness, it 
evokes the concept of  spatial and structural porosity, 
which I analyse in relation to boundary object theory 
by Susan Leigh Star and James Griesemer. The theo-
ry depicts a boundary object as a process or product 
of  coexistence that actively negotiates differences 
between participants (Star and Griesemer 1989).
   
The discussed oeuvre of  a few main theories ac-
companied by other leads presented in the following 
essays give tools to navigate in the realm of  different 
interests, to find enrichening value in schisms, and 
ways to catalyse the emergence of  difference through 
spatial design. The unfolding complexity and recog-
nition of  alterity improve the inclusivity in space. At 
the same time, the analysis unveils the need for the 
discourse on the responsibility of  architecture, on 
how the spatial design contributes to the right for 
different spaces. 

Finally, I would like to comment on a few intentional 
sidesteps in the argumentation logic of  this diploma 
thesis.  While I have decided to leave the references 
to architectural practice outside of  the framework of  
the theoretical diploma thesis, I make an exception 
in referring to the works of  Finnish architect Juha 
Leiviskä. I have included notes regarding his archi-
tecture because, for the past year, I have worked with 
him on his recent book project. Thus, parallel to my 
diploma process, I have had the privilege to discuss 
with him his architecture, and it has enrichened my 
thinking. Despite somewhat difference in topics, 
through the dialogue, I have found some inspira-
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tional points of  reflection to my thesis, excerpts of  
which I want to share as part of  it.

To stay true to the processual character of  space 
and difference, the essays are not in search of  a final 
conclusion but more an attempt to catalyse strategy. 
The essays can be read as independent fragments 
commenting the subject from different perspectives. 
The parallel commentary or additional information 
is expanded in the footnotes of  each essay. I hope 
that the following contemplation on the issue of  
space for other could transform in the readers’ 
minds to their own alternative suggestions and case 
examples. The text will always stay interpreted by the 
reader, and the ideas might get detached, filled in or 
contested. 
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Emmanuel Levinas has described Other as an ethical 
question. He criticises the Western perspective of  
understanding the world through sameness that 
portrays the worldview of  needs of  I, where I sees 
the world through similarities and own needs.

Other  denotes something different.1 The emphasis 
is on ethics of  relationship of  I to Other as first phi-
losophy2. In a Levinasian sense, the focus is not in 
knowing the other, but to encounter with the other. 
Because of  the unbridgeable difference between 
people, the encounter does not lead to unity but to 
a state of  parallel beings. Levinas understands the 
neighbouring relation as a situation where somebody 
is intensely aware of  the other but can never merge 
into one with them (Levinas 1969). The ethical at-
titude of  I towards the Other proclaims coexistence 
and respect towards the unknown and reinforces 
the pluralistic representation. This, according to my 
interpretation, establishes a premise for inclusivity 
and the representation of  diversity, as it is based on 
the active preservation of  otherness and coexistence 

– an emancipatory plurality.

The focus is on relational, not reciprocal interaction. 
Levinas considers the relationality between subjects 
as something that maintains the absolute otherness3. 
However, perhaps relationality could also be under-
stood as a continuum of  an obligation to interact 
and coexist – an avoidance of  stable totality. Because 

1 Interestingly 
the general use of 
adjective “oth-
er” can refer to 
both positive and 
negative difference, 
usually stemming 
from comparison 
of the typical in 
context. Something 
extraordinary.

2 The challenge of 
Western philosoph-
ical convention 
where the episte-
mological questions 
are seen to be the 
first concern of 
philosophy.

3 Kalmanson on 
Levinas: “This “re-
lationality” is thus 
highly paradoxical, 
being a relation 
between absolutes.” 
(Kalmanson 2010)

OTHERNESS
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like for Levinas, what is outlined outside of  us, the 
residue that portrays itself  as different, deconstructs 
the totality of  the subjective.4 For architecture, it de-
constructs the totality of  authorship of  architectural 
design.

The complex realm of  the coexistence of  others 
poses a stimulating challenge for experience in 
general5. In architecture, it unfolds the distinction 
in spatial utilisation, discourse and its reflections in 
other media . By minimising dogmatics, architecture 
of  difference does not prevent but catalyses the 
improvisation and dynamic appearances in space. It 
tolerates the mode of  instability, lack of  static res-
olution of  space and therefore liberates itself  from 
being valued through a tagged function program. 
Spatially it requires a certain flexibility to adapt to 
unknown use. By allowing creativeness, its reflec-
tions become increasingly polyphonic.

4 Levinas criticis-
es especially the 
intentional way of 
owning to control 
and limit.

5 It reminds of the 
relational produc-
tion of space in 
Henri Lefebvre’s 
philosophy. His 
concept of trialectics 
of space distin-
guishes three types 
of spaces: spatial 
practice (how we 
use physical space), 
representation of 
space (discourse 
on space through 
maps etc), spaces of 
representation (dis-
course of space, i.e. 
representation of 
lived space in arts). 
These aspects af-
fect each other and 
construct space. 
(Lefebvre 1992)

Typologically and aesthetically, the ethics 
of  Other can be applied through the respect 
of  originality. The acceptance of  impos-
sibility to fully merge with the other also 
emphasises the impossibility of  reproducing 
something exactly as it was; to turn back 
in time and reproduce the circumstances 
of  the birth of  design, its construction, its 
story. Thus, while the concept does not 
reject the influence or similarities between 
others, it clearly opposes total revivalism. I 
does not have the ethical right or power to 
define Other thoroughly. In such paradigm, 
every appearing object, element, structure 
or building, while being a part of  its realm, 
has something uniquely characteristic and 
contributes to the heterogeneous formation 
of  surroundings. 
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Levinas argues that the inwardness of  I can open its 
consciousness through conversation and reading; to 
understand that people establish different physical, 
historical and cultural concepts of  the world and the 
nature of  being. My argument is that architecture is 
a medium similar to conversation and reading. The 
openness to changes of  Other and their relations 
means that also I must stay unattached to any static 
presentation of  the self  (Kalmanson 2010).  Thus, 
it could be argued that architecture should obtain 
varying forms of  appearance and find its relevance 
as a response to a particular situation, rooting from 
the contemporary circumstance. The originality of  
architectural space could be understood to stem 
from the interrelation of  time with physical and 
social settings. Eventually turning from a subjective 
inwardness towards intercourse with the surround-
ing realm transforms the design process itself. The 
subjective authorship enters the negotiation with the 
exterior, without coalesce.
 
It is a matter of  topicality of  architecture and intro-
duces the discourse on others it affects and creates. 
I believe it is focal to include not only human inter-
action but also geographical and biological diversity, 
considering nature as an equal to humans in respect 
to the other.  This is critical for the evaluation of  the 
effects of  design, on how space enables or violates 
any other. Moreover, it is a question of  how we val-
ue the otherness around us, what defines or protects 
the subject from exploitation? 

While Levinas’ ethics focuses on human interac-
tion, in general, his writings criticise the hierarchic 
approach where the value of  things is defined by 
their usefulness for I. This is well exemplified in 
an analogue of  a tree being valuable and seen only 
as construction material. (Tuohimaa 2001) Such 
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a utilitarian approach is an inherent value of  the 
Anthropocene6, during which human beings have 
disproportionately colonised not just each other but 
also their surroundings. 

This is another extent of  the discourse on relations 
with otherness. In the transition to the post-Anthro-
pocene realm, one possibility is to take guidance 
from the ethics of  Levinas. The main motif  would 
be the revitalising work for protecting the plurality 
of  biodiversity. Here, it must be noted that I do not 
see architecture finding its purpose in designing for 
other species7. To follow Levinas’ respect of  Other, 
as a practice, architecture should recognise the limits 
of  its capacity to construct for other species, and it 
should find ways to make space for the self-suffi-
ciency of  the eco-system8. The revitalisation should 
be done to minimise the effects of  human life on 
other structures of  nature, so that the human inter-
vention would not be needed everywhere, presenting 
the refrainment to totalise the other.

6 The term refers to 
a unit of geological 
time, where human 
activity is having a 
dominant influence 
on Earth’s eco-
system. (Castree, 
Kitchin, and Rogers 
2013)

7 Architecture 
that human beings 
produce is inevita-
bly human centric 
already because 
our knowledge is 
organized from 
human perspective. 
Therefore, I believe 
architecture should 
recognise its limits 
of defining needs 
of other species, 
because it is impos-
sible to fully escape 
the human premise.

8 Paradoxically 
architecture is the 
source of disrup-
tion and solution: 
intervening the 
ecosystem by first 
disrespecting its 
value outside of 
the benefit and 
secondly continu-
ing the inter-
vention through 
rehabilitation. Such 
recreational work 
is not necessarily 
bad, and it could 
have educative 
and transforming 
values in human 
relation with other 
elements of nature, 
but nevertheless, 
it is a continuum 
of control over the 
others.  

The recognition of  otherness reveals the 
fragmentation and patterns of  normativity 
in our culture. It insists on acknowledging 
the limits to reign other ways of  being and 
should be extended with advocacy for the 
equal right for expression.  In a way, the dis-
course on others highlights the differences 
and simultaneously broadens the inclusivity 
of  so-called normality. As an element of  
plurality, the approach is rooted in the 
ethics of  tolerance and equality. Something 
that Hannah Arendt has well summarised 
in terms of  diversity creating the complex 
collective: ”Only where things can be seen 
by many in a variety of  aspects without 
changing their identity, so that those who 



22

9 Merrifield on 
Lefebvre: “To know 
how and what 
space internalizes 
is to learn how to 
produce something 
better, is to learn 
how to produce an-
other city, another 
space, a space for 
and of socialism. 
To change life is to 
change space; to 
change space is to 
change life. Neither 
can be avoided." 
(Merrifield 2006)

10 Richard Sennett 
described in his 
book Fall of Public 
Man in 1978: “a 
city in the simplest 
terms, is a 'human 
settlement in which 
strangers are likely 
to meet.”

are gathered around them know they see 
sameness in utter diversity, can worldly real-
ity truly and reliably appear.” (Arendt 1958) 
This presents the possibility to explore 
another dimension of  production of  space 
where differences intermingle and consti-
tute plurality as a vital condition for activity. 

The deep awareness of  other includes 
consciousness of  relation between elements. 
The relation is a ground for negotiation 
and transformation of  boundaries. The 
post-structural engagement with relations 
that produce space is expressed in Henri 
Lefebvre’s search for the different mode to 
produce space via reaching beyond divisions 
of  “science and utopia, reality and ideality, 
conceived and lived”. Lefebvre’s dreaming 
challenges the pacifying dull sameness and 
calls for a dynamic emergence of  the differ-
ent: “it aspires to surmount these opposi-
tions by exploring the dialectical relationship 
between ‘possible’ and ‘impossible’, and this 
both objectively and subjectively.” (Lefebvre 
1992) He challenges the orthodox structures 
of  control and values of  capitalistic society.9 
The dialogue of  differences requires rec-
ognition of  physical and social structures 
affecting the space, the deep awareness 
familiar from Levinas’ ethics. Furthermore, 
it accepts the transcendence of  the limits of  
boundaries, information reality and norms.

It is not a coincidence that Lefebvre refers 
to plurality in the context of  the city. Find-
ing difference is most relevant where differ-
ences conglomerate, the cities10. There, the 
experience, physical or social, is enrichened 
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precisely because of  the resulting com-
plexity of  varying conditions. Architecture, 
as a physical embodiment of  a synthesis 
of  different interests on space, has the 
opportunity to advocate and intensify the 
interaction with otherness, to find a chance 
in complexity, instead of  stabilising the total 
coherence. 

Spatially it is a task of  positive friction;  
difference of  users, interests, aesthetics and 
places. And essentially, the difference of  
outcomes from collisions presents novelties 
in configurations. The interaction with oth-
ers challenges to be open for another way of  
doing, as Lefebvre’s “different mode of  pro-
duction” calls for the flexibility to imagine 
beyond existing structures and ideas.

Ultimately, the survival in friction happens on the 
basis of  ethical paradigm, to see beyond convention. 
The ambiguity of  our surroundings should be seen 
as a participatory value and finding value in differ-
ence as a positive and imperative aspect of  space. 
Further, finding economic opportunities and social 
benefits from the resulting complexity requires skills 
and adaptivity to manage the dynamic interrelations 
and be open to the unthinkable. Architectural agency 
for difference settles with the search for an indefinite 
and creates spatial conditions for it to emerge. As 
Levinas writes, Other is always more than I can un-
derstand.
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Finding otherness depends on encounters outside 
oneself. It happens in shared moments, shared space 
and with every intersection of  individual paths the 
other gains new meanings.

Space is the dimension of  the world we live in, where 
social and physical interactions push and pull our 
trajectories in it. In effect, space exists because of  
the object’s or subject’s relation to one another. Con-
ventions and norms are some of  the most typical 
forms affecting our use and accessibility of  spaces 
spaces in public but also in private spaces. Although 
these “rules” are vital for many daily processes of  
society, there is a tipping point where these rules 
become oppressive by resulting in dogmatic or seg-
regating spaces. In hegemonic positions, they rein-
force homogenous actions in space and intercourses 
among people. As a result, the complexity of  the 
social realm flattens when options of  expression are 
narrowed down. Thus, this kind of  development is 
a menace to the representation of  multiplicity and 
threatens the principles of  democracy and equality.

To draw on the occurrence of  social differences 
and plurality, we need to approach relations spatially. 
Doreen Massey speaks of  the principle of  coexist-
ing heterogeneity as a dependent on the recognition 
of  spatiality.  “The political corollary is that a gen-
uine, thorough, spatialisation of  social theory and 
political thinking can force into the imagination a 
fuller recognition of  the simultaneous coexistence 
of  others with their own trajectories and their own 

POLITICS OF INEXPECTANCY
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stories to tell.”(Massey 2005) A key point here is to 
understand that space and places, as moments in 
space, come into being and obtain their characteristic 
as a result of  relational interaction1. As a contribut-
ing physical medium, architecture is a corollary and a 
part of  the same spatial processes. The recognition 
of  the relational aspect implies the societal context 
of  space where architecture operates. I find this 
comprehension crucial for the process of  unfolding 
the theoretical background for an architecture of  
difference.

The argument of  the spatiality of  relations 
challenges the ethics of  space design. Ar-
chitecture, as a creator of  a setting, can be 
perceived as a significant rule compiler in 
the dogmatics of  space. With its “lines”, 
architecture borders, opens and closes the 
physical and social. Further, it guides, lures 
or repels the movement. In some cases, 
these features of  architecture are artistic 
and sometimes they simply reproduce con-
ventions of  normative action. In both cases 
the reflective discourse on their impact to 
the relational network is needed2.

Production of  spaces is a result of  social 
interaction and decision-making. Thus, it 
is not meaningful to analyse architectural 
space without the processes that produce it 
and in which it is an active participant. In 
Massey’s description, I see architecture as an 
accountable factor in the dynamics of  spatial 
relations. Architecture could be described as 
a physical embodiment (temporal or perma-
nent) of  political and social co-operation. 
Therefore, architecture has a crucial role in 
hosting the coexistence of  differences.

1 For Massey 
place is identity 
that is born out of 
relations of space. 
While it includes 
physical elements, 
it does not refer 
to permanent 
meaning, it is up 
to subjectivity of 
experiencer. In fact, 
Massey’s concep-
tion of place derives 
partly from thinking 
of Henri Lefebvre 
who considered 
place as a moment 
in and of space.

2 I find it hard to 
believe in perma-
nent independence.
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Massey emphasises the interrelation of  pro-
duction of  space and multiplicity: “without 
space, no multiplicity, without multiplicity, 
no space”(Massey 2005). The notion of  
multiplicity includes the premise for a con-
stant process, where coexisting factors may 
be unforeseeable. As a kind of  open system, 
where the process is open for external ele-
ments, it leads to unknown configurations, 
and even chaos3. Because of  these elements, 
in an open system the events are not linear 
but simultaneous.

Despite the countless connections which 
an infinite number of  elements can make, 
their simultaneity provides a perspective of  
effects in parallel dimensions, to see local 
and global as intertwined. Massey’s argu-
ment defines space as: “constituted through 
interactions, from the immensity of  the 
global to the intimately tiny”(Massey 2005). 
Here, place emerges in space as a sequence 
of  socio-spatial relations and interactions, 
which have a global dimension. Today, many 
relations are global in the sense that they 
are stretched over several spaces. Massey 
describes this phenomenon as a global sense 
of  place, where place is a locality of  space: 

“intersecting social relations, nets of  which 
have over time been constructed, laid down, 
interacted with one another, decayed and 
renewed. Some of  these relations will be, as 
it were, contained within the place; others 
will stretch beyond it, tying any particular 
locality into wider relations and processes in 
which other places are implicated too.”(Mas-
sey 1994)  From an architectural perspective, 
it connects the designed spaces to be a 

3 In an open system parts 
are not interchangeable as 
in closed system, instead 
they have distinct char-
acter. The tolerance of 
exterior factors generates 
sometimes complex and 
unpredictable results.
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continuum and at the same time a locality of  
global spatial relations, or as Massey puts it, 

“the global is in the local in the very process 
of  the formation of  the local”4.

The cross-section of  the dimension of  space reveals 
its inner flux of  reshaping and rebuilding physical 
and social relations. The plurality prevails in the 
awareness of  different trajectories. In this open-end-
ed manner, I see architectural space as an active 
element of  spatial dimension which can boost the 
unexpected occurrence, interaction and collision of  
social difference. Like Massey’s space, it is always 
under construction. According to an open system, 
in architecture for difference, possessiveness is re-
placed with unleashed continuity. 

While space is indisputably essential for architecture, 
the sense of  the dynamics of  space is subject to ar-
gument. Massey challenges the common conception 
in Western culture where space has been seen as 
a passive flat surface. Similarly as Michel Foucault 
has expressed that: “Space was treated as the dead, 
the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile. Time, on 
the contrary, was richness, fecundity, life and dialec-
tic”(Foucault 1980). The criticised approach here is 
called historicism and it considers time as a dynamic 
and progressive quality in opposition to static space5. 
The approach flattens the social realm to narrow the 
definitions of  each time segment6. This simplifica-
tion portrays the history of  multiple through the 
perspective of  rises and falls of  few. Problematically 
this narrative upholds the realm of  a hegemonic 
minority.

In the following, I will shortly elaborate on the 
problems that arise from the separation of  space 
and time. 

4 This excerpt is 
from the second 
part of Massey’s 
book Space, place, 
and gender from 
1994. Massey had 
previously opened 
the subject in her 
article A Global 
Sense Of Place in 
the following way: 
“Economic, political 
and cultural social 
relations, each full 
of power and with 
internal structures 
of domination and 
subordination, 
stretched out over 
the planet at every 
different level, from 
the household to 
the local are to 
the international.“ 
(Massey 1991)

5 Foucault studied 
tirelessly the “fatal 
intersection of 
time and space” 
(Foucault 1986).
He criticised the 
consolidated stance 
of theoretical con-
sciousness in 19th 
century 

The approach has 
become a subject of 
social critical theory 
that shifts towards 
critical discourse 
and emphasises the 
interrelation of time 
and space instead 
of subordination of 
space to time. 

6 Century, era, 
decade etc.



30

In a time-bound realm, one cannot return to space 
as it was, time has changed.  From an architectural 
perspective, the sole obsession with time generates 
a “spirit of  the times”. Over time, the style enters a 
cycle of  replacement, where representatives of  the 
new age will replace “older ages”. While there is a 
notion of  renewal, it still reinforces sameness within 
each time period — the homogeneity that suppress-
es pluralistic representations of  space. Focusing on 
age at the expense of  social space underestimates 
architecture’s role in social dynamics7. The critique 
occurs when the trend does not respond to the social 
realm that is not bound to a specific time frame. The 
shallowness increases detachment of  architectural 
space from society and without social relevance it 
reinforces its own demolition.

On the other hand, when space is understood as 
timeless (Massey 2001), it fixes the character of  the 
space. The time-less space is static and because 
of  that it holds one sole definition. It becomes 
unarguable and there is no room for interpretation8.
Time-lessness implements the static hypothesis of  a 
closed system. As a passive surface it loses its possi-
bility for temporal and layering meanings. Separated 
from time, space is born dead9. This reductionist ap-
proach dismisses the relationality of  space, time and 
social processes. It undervalues the agglomeration 
that happens to and in the building over time and 
prefers the original state of  its birth10.

Therefore, to study space for difference, the 
argumentation takes it on from the notion 
of  the time-space dimension. The search of  
plural, where there is a mixture of  the older, 
the newer and the other, simultaneously — 
requires the dynamic coexistence of  the 
ephemeral and the permanent. Essentially, 

7 Nevertheless, the 
accountability as an 
element of a setting 
doesn’t diminish. 

8 This is the logic 
of rationalism. For 
Plato knowledge is 
static and timeless. 
The essence that 
stays the same.

Philosopher Pauline 
von Bonsdorff’s 
account on rational-
ism: ”This objecti-
fying approach dis-
connects perceiver 
and perceived from 
actual situation, 
where meaning is 
both contextual 
and sedimented. 
The temporal and 
intentional side of 
perception is lost 
when subjectivity is 
discarded, and so in 
distinction between 
coded and experi-
enced lost.” (von 
Bonsdorff 1998)

9 I.e. Levinas time is 
not just an experi-
ence of duration, 
it is dynamic and 
it leads us towards 
something that is 
out of our posses-
sion.

10 This is an inter-
esting question of 
preservation and 
restoration of build-
ings and guards the 
rights of authorship.
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it holds within itself  the notion of  endless 
connections to be met. Architecture frag-
ments space, and limits and enables action.  
It creates physical elements of  a time-space 
dimension and influences social relations. 
The ethical premise of  time-space relation 
gives a threshold for appreciation and crea-
tion of  architecture for difference. 

The social dimension of  multiplicity echoes 
to the architectural space as well as architec-
ture reflects those power relations. As for 
Massey, dynamic space is open to politics 
and therefore changes how it is perceived, 
imagined and produced. I argue that liber-
ating moments of  undogmatic architectural 
space may become a vital agent as a stage 
for politics to level power11. The emergence 
of  the different is a profound question of  
equality and justice in a democratic society. 
The creation of  settings for difference to 
emerge has a deep connection to the prin-
ciples of  a well-functioning democracy. So-
cio-theoretical analysis of  the notion of  plu-
rality in democracy is elaborated in Ernesto 
Laclau’s and Chantal Mouffe’s theorisation 
of  “radical democracy”12. They emphasise 
the coexistence of  multiplicity as proof  
of  vital democracy. For them, space is far 
from being inert, and parallel to Massey, it is 
open to progressive politics and can change 
how it is imagined and produced. Building 
on discourse theory, radical democracy is 
portrayed through continuous progress as 
an open system. It engages in an ongoing 
articulation and fixation of  social mean-
ings13. Using these meanings in interaction 
and discussion describes the complexity of  

11 Again, if archi-
tecture is a medium 
of power, then 
it must have the 
capacity of being an 
active setting.

12 Laclau and 
Mouffe developed 
their discourse 
theory through the 
deconstruction of 
theories of Marxism 
and structuralism, in 
a post-structuralist 
manner. 
(Smith 1998)

13 Discourse 
theory studies the 
relation between 
social action and 
the meanings of 
signs, in a similar 
manner as language 
does. In discourse 
the signs are 
separate, and they 
get their meaning 
in relation to other 
signs, of what they 
are not. This kind of 
approach incorpor-
ates many different 
disciplinaries and 
shows the ambigu-
ity of meanings in 
realities produced 
by humans and our 
actions in them.
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social relations and their politics.

However, the articulation of  complexities 
should not be considered as permanent 
meanings because social phenomena are 
never fully fixed or total. It is a temporal fix-
ture to acquire critical understanding14. This 
temporality is essential when we consider 
the occurrence of  difference because it al-
lows occupancy to change. Building on this 
post-structural premise, I find it critical for 
architectural space of  difference to obtain 
its definition with each social flux filling it, 
instead of  serving a sole clear function or 
user. Therefore, the character of  this kind 
of  architectural space can never be fully 
controlled by a designer. It is an open end 
where according to the discursive approach, 
the simultaneity of  definitions prevails15.

Following the trajectories of  Laclau and 
Mouffe’s radical democracy, we are not in 
search of  totalitarian, nor even totalitarian 
pluralism, as "the extreme form of  pluralism, 
according to which all interests, all opinions, 
all differences are seen as legitimate, could 
never provide the framework for political 
regime" (Mouffe 1992). The same applies 
to the built realm that has to respond to 
some fixed meanings of  the social realm in 
order for it to function. Thus, in the spirit of  
difference some spaces are more dynamic 
than the others16. This creates the notion 
of  difference itself  and aims to prevent 
the oppressive sedimentation of  hegemony. 
The moments of  freedom of  doing the 
other embrace diverse conditions and allow 
them to emerge like pores of  fluidity in 

14 Just as a place 
could be under-
stood as a temporal 
fixture of space.

15 “Positive plural-
ism and open-end-
ed relational dia-
lectic space imply 
the existence of a 
simultaneous multi-
plicity of lived world 
spaces – ‘cross-cut-
ting, intersecting, 
aligning with one 
another, or existing 
in relations of para-
dox or antagonism’” 
(Massey 2005).

16 The question of 
what is admissible 
and what is not.
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stiffer solids. This coexistence of  different 
phases creates friction and requires skills on 
agonism.

The concept of  doing the different and emerging 
as the other is deeply connected with equality and 
plural representation in democracy. Instead of  
liberal choice to choose, it is what Arendt calls “a 
capacity to begin ”17, to initiate novelty outside of  
the selection of  convention, to unbound plurality. 
The continuous shift in power hegemonies is at the 
heart of  the concept of  radical democracy. 

The actualisation of  democracy is a process which 
needs constant action by activist movements to ad-
dress inequalities and barriers coming its way. As La-
clau and Mouffe argue, the more agile and adaptive 
the movements are to the fluxes of  social reality, the 
more successful they are (Laclau and Mouffe 1985). 
The essential element of  success is their collabora-
tive approach  and it is not bound to social classes18. 
The freedom is inherent to the possibility of  doing it 
the other way, discovering new opportunities to find 
commonalities and problems to articulate (Palonen 
2008). At their best, these groups can do justice to 
their internal diversity through collective goals and 
the uniting common story, which does not erase the 
existing tensions and differences. 

Acceptance of  agony contains complexities. As de-
fined in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radi-
cal Democratic Politics: “The multiplication of  political 
spaces and the preventing of  the concentration of  
power in one point are, then, preconditions of  every 
truly democratic transformation of  society.”(Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985) The aim is not to look for a pow-
er-free condition of  stability. Following Laclau and 
Mouffe’s line of  thought, the search is for a transient 

17 Hanna Arendt’s 
notion of freedom 
as a capacity to 
begin, to start 
something new, to 
do the unexpected, 
novelty, with which 
all human beings 
are endowed by vir-
tue of being born. 
(Arendt 1958)

18 This is where 
Laclau and Mouffe’s 
theory departs from 
traditional Marxist- 
theories, where the 
socio-economic 
class is seen as the 
strategy for social 
change.
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state of  active negotiation of  power dynamics. To 
allow schism and agony to emerge, it requires space 
for the other to enter, otherwise, democracy does 
not exist. Architectural space of  difference is the 
host for unexpected guests and a guardian of  dem-
ocratic space.

The essence of  such space is in the heart of  radical 
democracy. The core principle of  radical democracy 
is that the centre of  democracy is empty. Radical 
democracy opposes the permanent hegemony 
of  power where the site of  power is consolidated, 
whereas in a functioning democratic process, the site 
of  power should be free and under constant debate. 
This is based on the comprehension that everyone 
is equal. In the name of  equality, no one has the 
privilege to claim truth, in other words, none of  
the discourse constructions is truer than the other 
discourses19. This is in line with previous arguments 
in favour of  ephemeral for the emergence of  differ-
ence. Although the emptiness of  radical democracy 
is more of  an abstract concept of  political relations, 
I argue for its meaningfulness as a useful trajectory 
for the discourse on the emergence of  difference 
through architecture.

In architecture, the aforementioned emptiness could 
be envisioned in spaces of  minimum dogmatics 
that set fewer conditions or norms for the usage 
of  space. The occurrence of  these spaces within 
the general tissue of  established structures requires 
either a notification of  spontaneous emptiness or 
the creation of  a potential moment of  emptiness. 
This requires discourse — the articulation of  so-
cio-spatial processes. Without it, it is impossible to 
promote spaces for difference actively. Socially it 
could catalyse difference in the power dynamics of  
surrounding social relations. 

19 Laclau & Mouffe 
use definition 
by philosopher 
Claude Lefort. 
The transcendent 
power of the past 
monarchical system 
was based on 
indisputability that 
represented sub-
stantial of society 
- the site of power 
was consolidated. 
If totalisation steps 
down, ideally with 
the democratic 
agenda, the site of 
power becomes 
empty and allows 
the differences to 
emerge. 
(Smith 1998)
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Emptiness is a platform for temporalities and should 
always be unconsolidated from a power perspective. 
This kind of  design premise has the challenge 
expressing the notion of  confrontation. To avoid 
the creation of  another hegemony, Mouffe states: 

“Instead of  trying to erase the traces of  power and 
exclusion, democratic politics requires that they be 
brought to the fore, making them visible so that 
they can enter the terrain of  contestation” (Mouffe 
1993) While the absolute independence is unattaina-
ble, the objective is to create and essentially present 
difference, through the discourse and emptiness as a 
threshold for other.

From a relational point of  view, the spatial dimen-
sion of  social relations is focal in recognising and 
expressing multiplicity. Architecture is a product and 
an influencer of  social relations. This aspect of  in-
terrelation forces architectural space into a discourse 
of  its meaning and its relation to other elements of  
the network. The premise for difference creates an 
open-ended character to architectural space, as it 
responds in the present with flexibility for a right-
eous novelty, an unforeseeable other, that is never 
entirely in the architect’s hands to be defined. The 
architecture of  difference engages democracy via its 
innate element — equality.
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Nothing

No thing
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Thing, no?
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1 The Meinongian 
approach of accept-
ing the nonexistent 
thing as the subject 
of a discussion 
(Finn 2016)

There is also a 
puzzle of metaphys-
ics called “Plato’s 
beard” developed 
by Willard Van 
Orman Quine that 
says “nonbeing 
must in some sense 
be, otherwise what 
is it that there is 
not?” (Quine 1948)

2 French philos-
opher Jacques 
Derrida has 
written on silence 
following: “The 
caesura does not 
simply finish and 
fix meaning.”…”the 
caesura makes 
meaning emerge. 
It does not do so 
alone, of course; 
but without inter-
ruption – between 
letters, words, sen-
tences, books – no 
signification could 
be awakened.” 
(Derrida 1978)

TRAVERSING THE EMPTINESS

I would like to discuss the notion of  nothingness. 
As a thing, that is not simply a totality opposing the 
existence but as a subject to talk about. Defining 
nothing appears ambiguous, as nothing contains the 
notion of  no thing and the object of  nothing: it con-
sists of  the presence and the absence1. As an object 
that includes both, it challenges the binary definition 
of  a thing either being true or not. 

Space, silence, white, dash, interval, gap, pause, and 
caesura, they all have different referential meanings 
in the physical, linguistic and literary contexts2.  
These examples could be understood as gestures 
of  nothingness, yet instead of  being indifferent,  
each of  them have a purpose in their context where 
nothingness gives meaning. In the following, I will 
refer to nothingness as emptiness, as I believe, in this 
context, it visualises better the space of  no thing as 
a subject of  discussion. 

The distinctive role of  the gesture of  emptiness is 
familiar from Levinas’ concept of  Other, where the 
unbridgeable separation between I and Other sustains 
the existence of  both (Levinas 1969). Levinas has 
later revisited the dividing space in between as an 
entity of  the relation and a ground for the conversa-
tion among others (Bernasconi and Wood 1988). He 
opposes the idea of  nothing as the defining element 
that constructs the being of  others; they exist apart 
from relation. In Levinas’ conception, it is more like 
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a thing or arena between specific entities that allows 
equal interaction3. Paradoxically it forms a relation 
with the absolute others (Kalmanson 2010). But 
the focus is on relationality instead of  reciprocity or 
dependency to avoid the totality of  one or another. 
This is inherently a question of  the fulfilment of  
equality and plurality in coexistence.

Another example of  positioning nothingness is by 
Jacques Derrida. Derrida discusses nothingness in 
the context of  literature. He defines nothingness 
through the concept of  spacing which has the capac-
ity to be a productive and generative force (Derrida 
1972). In addition to differentiation, the incipient 
state of  possible becoming can generate plurality in 
representation. Thus, nothingness potentially con-
duces to the emergence of  otherness.

Indeed, for Derrida, it is impossible to dissociate 
the concepts of  spacing and alterity because spac-
ing is "the index of  an irreducible exterior, and at 
the same time of  a movement, a displacement that 
indicates an irreducible alterity" (Derrida 1972). 
Doreen Massey has criticised his interrelation of  
difference and multiplicity as a consequence of  
the displacement of  the other (Massey 2005). The 
totality of  the displacement erases the possibility of  
coexistence – it is differentiation over something. 
Secondly, the problematics arise from the notion of  
negativity of  spacing as the “index of  an irreduc-
ible exterior”(Derrida 1973), making statement of  
what it is not. And thirdly, the act of  spacing means 
interior fragmentation. It is the internal division 
that struggles to make external relations and thus 
opposes the inclusion of  a stranger. Massey refers to 
the remarks of  Jean-Luis Houdebine that he made in 
discussion with Jacques Derrida and Guy Scarpetta. 
As Houdebine well points out, spacing and alterity 

3 Levinas quoted 
his contemporary 
philosopher Gabriel 
Marcel’s com-
ment on Buber’s 
I-Thou relation and 
betweenness: “the 
encounter does not 
take place in each 
of the participants, 
or in a neutral 
unity encompassing 
them, but between 
them in the most 
exact sense, in a 
dimension accessi-
ble to them alone.” 
(Schilpp, Friedmann 
1963)
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are truly indissociable but, at the same time, do not 
mean the same thing: “should not to be identified 
with each other” (Houdebine 1972). This is a crucial 
point to consider when we are discussing  nothing-
ness as the catalyser for difference. How to avoid the 
totality of  exclusion when introducing otherness? 
And while these concepts are not directly applicable 
to architecture, they are useful as critical questions 
of  parallel dimensions.

Similarly to Levinas’ acceptance of  betweenness as 
an exclusive field of  communication for I and Other, 
Derrida’s deconstruction appears to prevent the 
exterior novelty from occurring in spacing. This is 
inherently due to the principles of  deconstruction, 
which means the study of  how a thing is construct-
ed and happens within the concept (Salmon 2021). 
Through the deconstruction one constructs the 
existing, and as Massey comments, the challenge lies 
in escaping from withn the structure and include the 
exterior other (Massey 2005). The construction of  
these concepts also poses a challenge of  nothing-
ness being totalised in its own being. It is trapped 
within as an entity. How to dissolve structures of  
hegemony without creating new ones? Or, if  put 
another way: how can solid nothingness lead to 
unprecedented multiplicity? 

Despite indissociability, it appears that plurality can-
not be fully explained in terms of  nothingness and 
requires other features to catalyse the emergence of  
alterity. 

However, I find another aspect of  Derrida’s work 
helpful in finding an asymmetrical response to the 
connection of  nothingness and alterity. Such an 
example is given in his revolving on chaos: 
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This chaos and instability, which is fundamental, founding 
and irreducible, is at once naturally the worst against which 
we struggle with laws, rules, conventions, politics and provi-
sional hegemony, but at the same time it is a chance, a chance 
to change, to destabilise. … Chaos is at once a risk and a 
chance. (Derrida 1996) 

Here the chaos is indissociable with temporality and 
with ambiguity. And because politics is a communi-
cational tool of  relations, therefore stability cannot 
be applied to relations constituting space. In Derri-
da’s deconstructional approach, he does not like to 
assign solid meaning but allows the coexistence of  
negation and affirmation. This could imply to the 
in-between condition for alterity. 

Therefore, I think the plurality could emerge from 
an ambiguous approach toward nothingness that 
includes contradictions; to remember the notion of  
potentiality, and instead of  differentiating internally, 
nothingness could also connect with the external. 
Instead of  solid occupation of  nothingness, relations 
of  space connect with multiple actors and become 
an arena for transient interaction. Externality would 
bring the notion of  unstable dynamism of  connec-
tions, temporality and essentially simultaneity; simul-
taneity of  the meaning of  space and action in space. 
I am referring to another dimension from simply 
positive or negative, active or passive, possible or 
impossible being. It is the other dimension between 
binary yes or no that challenges the classical law of  
contradiction: the dialetheist condition of  truth and 
false at the same time4.  

In this approach, the absoluteness of  disagreement 
is lost and “dialetheia arises at the border of  express-
ibility” (Finn 2021). Here it is present in the parallel 
existence of  emptiness and the appearance of  other. 

4 The approach 
does not include 
every single 
contradiction, but 
allows some true 
contradictions, for 
example consider-
ing nothingness as 
a value. (Finn 2021)

Also, in Buddhist 
tradition there 
is a concept 
catuskoti, meaning 
fourcorners, of four 
truth values: only 
true; only false; 
truth and false; not 
true and not false.
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In search to understand this condition, it reminds me 
of  Lefebvre’s call to “surmount the oppositions by 
exploring dialectical relationship between possible 
and impossible” (Lefebvre 1992). The bridging act 
explores the liminalities between conditions. Similar-
ly to Derrida’s deconstruction, he acknowledges the 
potentiality of  the space of  betweenness yet what 
is distinctive and makes it more post-structural, is 
that Lefebvre’s paths escape the limits of  the struc-
ture by welcoming continuous flows of  temporal 
occupation. It can emerge as the spontaneity that is 
dependent on space of  disorder to occur. Lefebvre 
also recognises the paradox; he does not dismiss the 
negative potentiality of  occupation that could lead to 
totality; however, at the same time, he recognises the 
catalysing force of  spontaneity (Lefebvre 1969). The 
dialetheist accommodates the contradiction within, 
seeing the paradoxical condition of  betweenness as 
a constitutive part. 

In practice, such simultaneity appears to re-
sult from the recognition of  several levels of  
confronting interests from physical to social 
realm and the changeability of  conditions. 
On the border, the liminality of  emptiness 
could be the “ inconsistency tolerant con-
dition ”5 and allow exchange outside of  the 
structure. Therefore, it has a crucial role in 
the spatial emergence of  otherness. The ex-
change and inconsistency refer to dynamics 
that occur in emptiness, which is essential 
because such dynamicity reveals the rela-
tion between time-related phenomena of  
spontaneity, temporality and simultaneity in 
moments of  emptiness. 

Such relativity of  time and emptiness is well 
elaborated in the Japanese concept of  ma as 

5 Term used by 
Peter Baofu when 
describing paracon-
sistent logic in his 
book “The Future 
of Post-Human 
Mathematical Logic” 
(Baofu 2008)
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an interval between some spatial or temporal 
things or events. The concept crucially refers 
both to time, space, and time and space as 
one6. The synthesis is portrayed in Japanese 
actor Komparu Kunio’s description of  the 
concept: 

Because it includes three meanings, time, space, and 
space-time, the word ma at first seems vague, but it 
is the multiplicity of  meanings and at the same time 
the conciseness of  the single word. 
(Komparu 1983)

In the description the consequentiality be-
tween the sole meaning of  emptiness and 
multiplicity is rendered in one. This, accord-
ing to Komparu, makes ma an active ground. 
Instead of  a passive state of  nothing, it is the 
catalysing space that is never unsubstantial 
or uncreative.

Further, ma is a moment in motion or con-
tinuum of  action as part of  the process. It is 
at the same time a condition, perception of  
it and a moment before anticipation, as in 
the following example: 

When a child´s swing reaches the point of  neither 
rising nor falling and is momentarily weightless… 
there is ma.(Benedikt 1987)

Here ma is a sudden pause in the flow or, as 
Arata Isozaki explains it, a kind of  awaited 
stillness anticipating the shift (Isozaki 1976). 
It is an inseparable consequence of  the pro-
cess it is a part of, and at the same time, it is 
an other within. 

6 Japanese archi-
tect Arata Isozaki 
has described the 
concept as “the 
natural distance 
between two or 
more things existing 
in a continuity”. 
(Isozaki 1976).
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Finding the moment, like a pause, in move-
ment could be seen as problematic from the 
perception of  the freeze of  the flow, similar 
to the question of  displacement in Derrida’s 
notion of  spacing and alterity. But on the 
other hand, it could be understood not as 
a halt in the dynamics of  the process but 
as a momentarily turn in involved relations. 
The acceptance of  a kind of  stillness being 
at the same time part of  the movement and 
rupture does not erase the contradiction but 
allows us to see it as a part of  the process; 
the discourse on the moment permits the 
discussion of  it but does not exclude it from 
the context of  movement. The connection 
between this kind of  moment and plurality 
is in the state of  the temporality of  mean-
ings in space. Similarly, like simultaneity, 
the inclusion of  multiplicity in the tempo 
of  dynamics is part of  the commitment to 
the notion of  relationality between empty 
moments and the time-space dimension.

Accordingly, ma appears as a certain kind of  in 
-betweenness in the inseparable relation of  space 
and time7, and could therefore be understood as a 
threshold in the event horizon. It connects different 
spaces or realms as a junction that preserves the 
identity of  each. As a moment in motion, it is part 
of  the experience of  transition. The transitional 
aspect brings to my mind architect Juha Leiviskä’s 
consideration of  movement as an essential way to 
experience space: 

Architecture is experienced through movement and the percep-
tion of  space is dependent on where one enters and where one 
continues. Each space is an intermediate space8 that is between 
the others. (Leiviskä, 2021) 

7 Ada Huxtable 
wrote on ma as 
“a progression of 
connecting points 
between places” 
(Huxtable 1979)

8 Leiviskä got the 
term from archi-
tecture historian 
Sigfried Giedion, 
who referred to 
intermediate space 
in his book Space, 
Time and Architec-
ture published in 
1941. I would add 
that interestingly 
the intermediary 
notion was inherent 
from contemporary 
scientific Zeitgeist, 
catalysed by Ein-
stein, of relativity 
of time and space 
(Molella 2002).
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I find a relational aspect in his description of  space 
as an intermediate. And to use Massey’s words, “the 
direction from which you come at an argument in-
fluences its form”(Massey 2005); thus, space cannot 
escape its position as a predecessor and successor 
in the movement across spaces. This is an example 
of  the time-space dimension, where the experience 
of  different phases in movement concretises the 
constitution of  global space from localities of  space. 
This notion renders architecture as a fragmentor of  
space, it manipulates the quality of  division and its 
relations.

Thinking of  fragments of  spaces as elements of  
spatial trajectory of  varying places and gates on 
the course makes the experience and, therefore, the 
definition of  it more processual. Moreover, there are 
simultaneous paths crossing the space. Relationally 
the experience is connected to parallel event chains 
that affect the experience of  transition. In Leiviskä’s 
buildings, the emptiness between structures allows 
not only the movement of  the experiencer but also 
the intrusion and movement of  light9. The light 
could be understood as one kind of  uncontrollable 
other in the built context. As an element, it is itself  
in the constant movement, but occasionally its path 
crosses one or multiple intermediate emptinesses of  
the building to enter the simultaneous play on the 
walls, the walls that lure and guide but can never fully 
possess. It appears that emptiness resides within the 
structure, but at the same time, it conveys an exte-
rior element, light. It is concurrently an emptiness 
of  in-between and a catcher of  the movement of  
light. In these temporal moments it seizes time and 
movement as one, like ma10. It embodies the notion 
of  control and countenance. 

9 In Juha Leiviskä’s 
architecture light is 
a focal construction 
element of the 
appearance of the 
space.

10 It must be noted 
that the japanese 
glyph of ma  repre-
sents gate or door 
that lets in the gaze 
of moon or sun 
from the middle 
(Pilgrim 1986)
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I would use a helpful analogue from characteristics 
of  in-betweennes in Leiviskä’s buildings to clarify 
the moments of  dissolvement in the experience of  
architectural space. Due to the stratification of  the 
façades of  his buildings, in time-bound moments, 
light enters through the openings, the thresholds 
of  emptiness, and eventually dissolves with illumi-
nation the boundaries of  structures, resulting in 
ambiguous surfaces. It is a temporal effect in the 
moment of  in-betweenness. To take this further, 
the other emerging in between can similarly dissolve 
hegemonic structures in the socio-spatial dimension, 
the aspect that both Massey and Lefebvre present. 
This is where the open-ended potentiality engages 
with multiplicity and challenges sedimented occu-
pancy  of  space12. It softens the edges, and as parallel 
phenomena with physical effects of  the space, they 
create a relation between aesthetics and socio-spatial 
dimension. 

The key is in temporality and countless 
connecting fragments in flow.  This opens 
the absolute relativity among all things in the 
constant dynamic contemplation. Richard 
Pilgrim bridges ma to the impermanence: 
“The realization of  impermanence is the 
realization of  the absolute relativity of  all 
things as they arise and fall in consciousness 
moment to moment. In such a realization the 
world is emptied and filled anew in each mo-
ment, and nothing abides.” (Pilgrim 1986).  
He therefore unfolds the notion of  moment 
existing in the continuity11 mentioned by 
Isozaki. The realisation of  absolute relativity 
is also similar to Lefebvre’s straddling across 
boundaries and order, which dissolves them 
in the moment of  empty betweenness. 

11 “The world of 
distinctions and 
boundaries, of order 
and semiperma-
nence, is constantly 
dissolving into 
the no-thing in 
between.” 
(Pilgrim 1986)

12 Richard Bower 
writes on Lefebvre’s 
post-structuralist 
notion: “In contrast 
to the authority 
and quantifiable 
assumptions 
of structuralist 
space the concept 
of multiplicity 
provokes a spatial 
counter proposition 
to the inequality of 
globalised Western 
hegemony and 
homogenisation.”  
(Bower 2016)
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The presented space dynamic happens 
through moments of  emptiness as a form 
of  nothingness while the relationality pro-
tects emptiness from becoming indifferent. 
Because it does not refer to the total con-
dition of  no thing or opposition, but to 
the condition of  simultaneous existence 
and abolishment of  certain qualities, it is 
emptiness in relation to something. In terms 
of  Lefebvre, such space is not a detached, 
neutral container to be filled. It is a relational 
product, just as further actions in it. Emp-
tiness is in constantly interacting with its 
physical and social surroundings, making it 
highly contextual. In each case, it responds 
to the properties and time-space dimension 
of  a specific place. Thus, the locality is an 
integral part of  emptiness because it punc-
tuates dimension in relation to its properties.
 
As a place in the time-space dimension, it is 
a particular, unique point of  intersection of  
relations (Massey 1991). Emptiness appears 
as a momentary spark that invites the exist-
ing relations to take a sudden twist, altera-
tion in dynamics. The twist in the network 
of  relations is local, but the connections are 
beyond the locality of  the place: “shift in 
physical position, from an imagination of  a 
textuality at which one looks, towards rec-
ognising one’s place within continuous and 
multiple processes of  emergence”(Massey 
2005). Like a roundabout of  multiple trajec-
tories, it mediates their transitioning process 
of  evolvement by empowering the different 
ways of  being.

Nothing is ambivalent. 
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Delightful tunes denote light, and perhaps shadows are silence. 
Music is never darkness as well as the shadow is not dark but dim.
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Juha Leiviskä's 
answer to my 
question on 
whether he sees 
parallels between 
light and shadow 
in architecture with 
melody and silence 
in music. (2022)
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I find it fascinating to turn the attention from the 
centre of  unambiguous dominancy towards the edg-
es of  ambiguous complexity. Not to study divisions 
but to see the quality in transitions that connect 
different social and physical realms.

As porous as this stone is the architecture. Building and action 
interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades, and stairways. In 
everything they preserve the scope to become a theatre of  new, 
unforeseen constellations. The stamp of  definitive is avoided. 
(Benjamin & Lacis, 1925)

The excerpt portrays the structure of  intertwining, 
temporary spaces and the conception of  porosity as 
Walter Benjamin and Anja Lacis sense it in Naples. 
They describe in their essay the structure of  the 
built environment generated by the series of  border 
spaces. The porous nature of  the city must be due 
to the flexibility of  these borders that causes the 

MEDLEY OF THRESHOLDS

In nature, spaces of  exchange are often tran-
sitional, located on the borders between con-
ditions, territories and functions. The level 
of  interaction depends on the fluidity and 
inclusivity of  a particular border situation1, 
but nevertheless, the temporal instability in 
their interfaces provides hints of  space for 
otherness to emerge. There appears to be a 
link between indefinite and opportunity that 
serves as a catalyst for improvisation.

1 The terms border 
and boundary are 
frequently used as 
parallels and will 
also be handled so 
in this essay be-
cause of established 
terms in certain 
theories. Although 
it must be noted 
that sociologist 
Richard Sennett 
prefers to use terms 
based on ecologist 
perspective of dif-
fering boundary and 
border: “Boundary 
establishes closure, 
whereas the border 
functions more like 
a medieval wall. The 
border is a liminal 
space.”…”where 
organisms become 
more inter-active 
due to the meeting 
of different species 
or physical condi-
tions.”
(Sennett 2011, 
2018, 2020)
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interpenetration of  building and action and of  the 
interior and the exterior. It highlights the different 
levels of  inclusivity of  the public realm and the flex-
ibility of  both public and private spaces. And given 
the transmissive qualities in spaces, the phenomena 
of  porosity result in the concoction of  noises, 
smells, textures, and patterns — the clumsy medley 
of  relations at times. 

While the description of  Naples could be criticised 
as an exoticised experience of  the foreigners, it still 
catches the general flexibility of  the urban space 
of  the city and is a useful example of  the motional 
character of  space and place. Perhaps their exteri-
ority allows them to experience the space in the 
moment. Benjamin and Lacis portray a rich vision 
of  a complex city where the domains of  action are 
ambiguous. Such porous space repels the rigid and 
rationalised division between domestic, religious 
and commercial spaces (D. Smith 2021) and posits 
its borders under constant negotiation. The spatial 
interpenetration instead draws attention to the 
improvised conjunction of  functions across space. 
Porous spatial structures allow mixture and different 
states of  occupation without a permanent premise 
and therefore reinforce the diversity of  action in 
space2. 

The pores could be understood as moments of  
emptiness in the socio-spatial dimension that riddle 
the physical enclosures as well as established con-
ventions and bounded functions. The spontaneous 
collision is possible only in moments of  diminished 
dogmatics in certain places3. Porosity involves the 
coexistence of  physical efficiency and inefficiency: 
the adjacency and abrasion of  phases — this kind of  
plurality of  intercourses across the borders results in 
countless variations of  experiences in spaces. 

2 Architect and 
activist Stavros 
Stavrides suggests 
in his essay Heter-
otopias and the Ex-
perience of Porous 
Urban Space that 
a city of thresholds 
could thus concre-
tize the spatiality 
of public culture 
of mutually aware, 
interdependent and 
involved identities. 
In the moments 
of commonality, 
the knowledge is 
transferred, and 
isolation is avoided. 
(Stavrides 2007)

3 Even in the 
repetitive actions, 
like traditions, it 
is ephemeral and 
resists permanent 
occupation of 
space.
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With the premise of  emptiness being a 
threshold for alterity, as a pore in porosity, 
it holds space for the unintentionality, spon-
taneity and lingering in between conditions.  
These are the passages for the other activity 
to entangle, something that the tight fit be-
tween space and function cannot provide4.  
And at the same time, the existence of  such 
passages depends on changes in spatial con-
text and its planning. Therefore, the premise 
for emptiness or looseness is also a question 
of  design, the motivation to create or pro-
tect yields of  hegemony through the spatial 
organisation. The looseness of  untagged 
nothingness includes risk inefficiency and 
therefore requires critical tolerance from 
space design. In the broader sense of  the 
socio-spatial dimension, it is a roulette of  
opportunities. These kinds of  moments 
create richness and variation to the envi-
ronment, not as a utopian condition but as 
an expression of  the existing complexity of  
society and culture.

In fact, the concept of  porosity contains 
the different phases of  the impervious and 
the permeable, the tightness and the loose-
ness on the physical and social level. The 
occasional lack of  stable predetermination 
of  spaces illustrates an alternative strategy 
of  coexisting and intertwining conditions, 
something Aldo von Eyck has referred to as 
a “labyrinth clarity”(Eyck 1963). He sought 
a concoction of  order and coincidence 
that increases the chance of  unpredictable 
encounters. Thus, the borders of  the pub-
lic and the private, the planned and the 
unplanned mingle and intertwine. Finally, 

4 The phenomena, 
particularly present in 
Modernist architec-
ture, that architect 
Kisho Kurokawa 
criticised resulting 
in over-articulated 
spaces that dismiss 
the spaces between. 
(Kurokawa 1983)
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such configurations result in situations of  
spontaneity where isomorphic understand-
ing of  entity, function, place and ownership 
is diluted. It is the integrative spectrum of  a 
variety of  contributions to space and subjec-
tive interpretations applied to spaces, places 
and situations, that perforate borders.
 

The theoretical characteristics of  porosity could 
be elaborated in terms of  boundary object theory 
by Star and Griesemer. The approach aims at con-
structing knowledge based on multiple impacts of  
several worlds and actors, negotiating their different 
and sometimes opposing viewpoints and interests. 
It defines the intersection of  different realms. The 
resulting consolidation is not a merging act but an 
active bridging tool that discovers the abstract prem-
ises of  meanings and values, which results in the 
concrete processes of  transaction and cooperation, 
the formation of  coexistence (Star and Griesemer 
1989). In the following, I will detail the argument of  
porosity being a boundary object through the few 
thesis points from Star and Griesemer’s Institutional 
Ecology, 'Translations” and Boundary Objects and ex-
cerpts from the essay Naples by Benjamin and Lacis. 

(Boundary objects) have different meanings in different social 
worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one 
world to make them recognizable, a means of  translation. 
(Star and Griesemer 1989) 

Like the city of  Naples, the porous structure 
demonstrates itself  as a network of  boundary object 
elements. It is impossible to find another Naples or 
another identical square because the combination of  
physical characteristics, aesthetic features and their 
collaboration with the social world is always unique. 
Nevertheless, we can discover typical features in po-
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rous structures present in other realms. The common 
identity of  the concept of  porosity is recognisable 
enough for us to use it as a characteristic of  several 
spatial situations that are open to comparison and 
analysation. 

Boundary objects are both plastic enough to adapt to local 
needs and the constraints of  the several parties employing 
them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across 
sites. They are weakly structured in common use, and become 
strongly structured in individual use. 
(Star and Griesemer 1989)

The critical aspect is that different parts of  porous 
structure serve diverse roles for various users and 
experiencers, eventually obtaining multiple simul-
taneous meanings. It is possible to identify such 
typologies as a city, square, kitchen or balcony, etc. 
But concurrently, each boundary object and its ele-
ments have also distinctive qualities. More explicitly, 
they are embedded in serving particular, intersecting 
groups of  interests, interacting with specific bound-
aries. In addition, spaces of  the porous system can 
host several users in turns or simultaneously. It 
forces to the temporality of  practice and negotiation 
in space. As a result, space obtains several meanings 
as for each user or a group, these places signify dif-
ferent things. For example, in the loose sense, we all 
recognise the square at minimum as a transient or 
occasional space of  activity. But for the regular user, 
the constant negotiator of  the square, it has more of  
a subjective, detailed picture and rigid meaning. 

Porosity is the inexhaustible law of  the life of  this city, reap-
pearing everywhere. (Benjamin and Lacis 1925) 

It is impossible to invent the complex dynamics of  
the cities like Naples. The network does not occur 
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simply through the design but through the process 
of  various intersecting elements. For instance, eco-
nomics, places and their borders are created by the 
actions of  social movements and citizens (Barton 
et al. 2015). The formation of  a boundary object 
means that the elements of  the porous network are 
not necessarily harmonious or fitting but represent 
groups of  interest that need to share the space and 
wish to participate in the socio-spatial realm. 

The junctions that boundary objects form between 
different elements are not permanent or unanimous 
but rigid enough to make an agreement of  action. 
In a way, it repels the hierarchical concept of  pre-
conditioned coherence, because it is transformative 
negotiation toward unpredictable novel outcomes. 
The negotiation happens within the discourse of  
interaction, considering the perceptual and practical 
differences of  the parties involved (Huvila 2011). 
Therefore, the bridging of  differences inevitably in-
cludes tension in junction. The porous state is rather 
agonistic and a condition clashing incoherence. The 
elements that construct it, like functions, buildings, 
and social networks, have inner structures and logic 
demonstrating the interior robustness. But it does 
not make the interface complete or static, on the 
opposite, the network is adaptive for intervention. 
Just as the porosity it constructs, it is a product of  
the complex accumulation with elements of  coin-
cidence, planning and reactivity to phenomena of  
socio-spatial dimension. It is incoherent by nature5. 

Buildings are used as a popular stage. They are all 
divided into innumerable simultaneously animated 
theatres. Balcony, courtyard, window, gateway, 
staircase, roof  are at the same time stage and boxes. 
(Benjamin and Lacis 1925)

5 The coherence of 
the planning seems 
to lack adaptivity 
over time. Coher-
ence is the idea of 
clarity. While useful 
for concentrated 
execution and con-
ception of things, 
coherence has 
weaknesses when 
applied to complex 
systems such as 
social and physical 
networks. There 
the coherence can 
be understood as a 
system constructing 
completeness. The 
convenience of the 
system does not 
prefer abruption; 
each unit or zone 
protects the 
efficiency of the 
system. Therefore, 
the notion of coher-
ence is foreign to 
liminal spaces
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The physical qualities of  liminality are 
portrayed in the Neapolitan compilation of  
acts experienced at the borders, where the 
physical elements serve several simultaneous 
roles. On the edge of  conditions, interaction 
occurs as a movement in-between. This 
in-betweenness becomes a threshold that 
hosts transitions and connections between 
different areas. The threshold is an element 
of  porosity. It is “a place of  its own right” 
with a spatial dimension for hosting meet-
ings and dialogue between different orders  
(Hertzberger 1991). I understand such 
threshold as a hinge6 between conditions 
— the stage that mediates the abrasion of  
function, culture and aesthetics. As a medley 
of  receding and approaching hegemony, the 
liminal situation allows us to push the limits 
of  control in space and eventually fall for 
the chance of  new horizons. 

The quality of  the hinge, the threshold, is 
where the design and planning can participate 
and express the motifs for the emergence of  
plurality. Instead of  simply focusing on the 
control of  wholeness, architecture can also 
improve the hinges between different spac-
es. By focusing on the connecting qualities 
that constitute relations between spaces7, 
the design of  relations can reinforce poros-
ity with medium structures like enclosures, 
niches, gaps and passages, the vistas for the 
body, sound, light and gaze to travel in. They 
shape places — the mindset and the local 
space for encounters but are also open for 
reflection and local tailoring (Star 2010). 

In addition, it must be noted that the work 

6 Term used by 
Demetri Porphyrios 
when he analyzed 
Foucault’s notion 
of heterotopia: 
“Heterotopia, 
therefore, though 
by nature discrim-
inatory, achieves 
cohesion, through 
adjacency: where 
the edges touch, 
where the fringes  
intermingle, where 
the extremities of 
the one denote the 
beginning of the 
other, there in the 
hinge between two 
things an unstable 
unity appears.” 
(Porphyrios, 1982)

7 Aldo van Eyck 
considered, based 
on the notion of 
relativity of time, 
space, matter and 
energy, that the 
relations of things 
are as important as 
things themselves. 
(Farhady and 
Jeehyun 2009)
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on porosity, preceded by assessment of  
existing boundaries, does not erase the 
differences but emphasises the interaction 
of  independent conditions as others8. It 
deconstructs and constructs boundaries at 
the same time. 

While hinges find their shapes in different ways 
through protrusion, overlapping, adjacency, con-
tinuity and articulation of  different elements, the 
boundary object theory seeks the junction through 
elastic boundary object as another, without erasing 
the joint parts. Such symbiosis is also familiar in 
architect Kisho Kurokawa’s understanding of  in-be-
tweenness as a symbiosis9, where the contradictory 
elements don’t merge but coexist in the dynamic 
relationship (Kurokawa 1983). Both find threshold 
as recognisable self  and approach the difference of  
each part as a source of  novelty and creativity. 

The threshold could be understood as an in-between 
space or a junction in a structural sense, adjoining 
different elements. Especially spatially, the inter-
mediacy of  the thresholds shares notions of  the 
approach, the transition, the waiting and the after-
math of  another condition. Their tactile qualities are 
constructed of  such attributes as coverage, materi-
als, furnishing, lighting etc. Structurally thresholds 
exemplify different logics to connect different ma-
terials or constructions through different practices 
of  overlapping elements constructing the shared 
joint or gaps, or hinges as exterior elements linking 
them together. From an architectural perspective the 
examples of  porosity range from elements like junc-
tures, and doors, to typologies like Greek stoas10or 
Japanese engawas; the bridging acts that connect 
and separate simultaneously, revealing the complex 
nature of  bordering structures11.
 

8 Philosopher 
Martin Heidegger 
explains his under-
standing of a place 
in terms of limit in 
following way: “A 
space is something 
that has been 
spaced or made 
room for, something 
that is cleared and 
free, namely within 
a boundary, Greek 
peras. A bound-
ary is not that at 
which something 
stops but, as the 
Greek recognized, 
the boundary is 
that from which 
something begins 
its presencing.” 
(Heidegger 
1954/1977)

9 Kurokawa was 
the founder of the 
concept of metab-
olism that stems 
from Buddhist 
concepts and seeks 
for a coexistence 
of things instead of 
Western dualism. 
Notice the parallel 
with Levinas’ con-
cept of Other.

10 Sennett has 
elaborated that "the 
most interesting 
feature of the stoa 
was the transition 
space just under 
the shelter of the 
roof on the open 
side; here one could 
retreat yet keep 
in touch with the 
square.”
(Sennett 1998)
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The qualities of  thresholds could be valued with 
material, climatic and social parameters. The 
uniqueness and locality of  the threshold come into 
existence only through the impact on its inhabit-
ants, interiors and surroundings (Saeidi 2017). In 
each specific situation, it obtains its own form of  
existence. Therefore, it is impossible to determine 
the appearance of  thresholds, but the commonality 
and recognition are found in their binding quality to 
mediate but not erase. Often the examples reinforce 
especially the interactive attributes of  borders as a 
quality of  the permeability of  the membrane such 
as facades. How it hosts and transmits the move-
ment across the borders includes physical, social and 
sensory aspects. Or how the design solutions also 
convey the moments of  a spill of  bounded function. 
Due to altering border conditions, the opening ele-
ments allow the flexible reorganisation or blending 
as portrayed in Benjamin’s and Lacis’ description of  
the symbiosis of  interior and exterior:

Just as the living room reappears on the street with chairs, 
hearth, and altar, so, only much more loudly, the street mi-
grates into the living room. (Benjamin and Lacis 1925)

Another  aspect that reveals the continuous 
formation of  porosity is that Benjamin’s 
and Lacis’ description of  the processual 
experience of  the city does not simply imply 
processes and mixtures of  activity but also 
the processes of  time:

In such corners one can scarcely discern where build-
ing is still in progress and where dilapidation has 
already set in. For nothing is concluded. 
(Benjamin and Lacis 1925) 

11 For Georg Sim-
mel the bridge and 
the door become 
the archetypal arti-
facts that concre-
tize an essentially 
human act of simul-
taneous separation 
and connection: the 
human being is the 
bordering creature 
who has no border. 
(Simmel 1994)
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They describe the layered structure of  the 
city, where different parallel processes of  
time are illustrated in different conditions 
and changes in homes, buildings, blocks and 
areas. We also have probably experienced 
these different surrounding surfaces that 
tell us their stories of  transformation: some 
with several detailed traces of  different times 
and some with more radical transitions, 
some forcefully kept frozen in their original 
state. This variation of  expressions is part 
of  an educational perception of  the built 
landscape12, the material that translates the 
historical, societal, cultural and economic 
progressions. The concept of  porosity is not 
motivated in protecting the originals; on the 
opposite, it keeps nothing concluded and 
includes diverse phases of  evolvement in the 
present. It fulfils the plural character of  the 
boundary object. The aesthetic stratification 
expresses complexity by showing the colli-
sion of  layers of  materials and styles formed 
as by-products of  the continuously evolving 
relation of  time and space. Furthermore, it 
includes the synchronicity of  spaces13 that 
have a local presence and global connections. 

Such predisposition increases the capacity 
to be part of  a complex system. Spatial am-
biguity requires creative skills of  interaction 
in space. Socially it means the ways to use 
the space for occurrence. The permeability, 
as an open systemic logic, allows external 
interference and therefore includes the other 
ways of  doing and representation. To be ex-
posed in such way is to “become filled with 
own surroundings”14.

12 Antoine Picon 
has written on 
the educational 
element of the 
contemporary 
landscape that 
could be charac-
terised as the new 
narrative compo-
nent of landscape. 
The construction 
of stimulating envi-
ronment shows the 
processes and the 
history of it.  
(Picon 2005)

13 For Kuroka-
wa, the idea of 
synchronicity refers 
to the idea of equal 
distance between 
cultures that are 
connected to other 
cultures globally. 
The synchronic-
ity of local and 
global is also part 
of Doreen Massey’s 
thinking as she 
sees the relations 
as being part of the 
global network and 
affecting the forma-
tion of local.

14 Expression used 
by Christopher 
Alexander: “Play 
takes place in a 
thousand places it 
fills the interstices 
of adult life. As 
they play, children 
become full of 
their surroundings. 
How can children 
become filled with 
their surroundings 
in a fenced enclo-
sure! They cannot.” 
(Alexander 1965)
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The meaningfulness of  the boundary object theory 
explaining the concept of  porosity is in its focus on 
continuous processes of  adjustment on nodal points 
and the marginal location at the intersection of  
realms without fully assimilating into any of  them. 
As elements of  porosity, the boundary object, the 
produced spaces are dimensional thresholds that can 
generate simultaneity, hybridity and uniqueness15.  
The situation involves agonism in the process of  
being. The transition becomes a plural, multifaceted 
phenomenon that brings out the novelty in between. 
Further, in terms of  the plurality, it is a matter of  
design solutions to reinforce the permeability of  the 
borders that contribute to the quality of  the inter-
section of  differences. Porosity comprises looseness 
and tightness of  order and physicality, in addition 
to the variation of  familiarity and unknown. It is a 
paradigm of  heterogeneity and relationality, where 
progress is never concluded.

15 In their study of 
boundaries Lamont 
and Molnár note: 
“Much more needs 
to be done in terms 
of exploring the 
conditions under 
which boundaries 
generate differenti-
ation or dissolve to 
produce hybridity 
or new forms of 
categorisation. 
Moreover, the 
porousness of 
boundaries should 
be studied system-
atically across class, 
race/ethnic and 
gender/sexual lines.” 
(Lamont and Molnár 
2002) 
The same applies to 
the porousness of 
boundaries of place.
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A building is an expression and synthesis of  often 
rivalling values of  artistic, social and economic inter-
ests, simultaneously; it assesses a particular situation1. 
The articulation of  existing space defines how space 
is used and shaped further. Therefore, the analysis 
marks the points and priorities of  deviation and 
confrontation of  boundaries. It reveals a common 
ground, agonies and ways of  communication from 
the beginning of  the design process. As a relational 
product, architecture reflects the contemporary 
constituted situation in space2. It articulates physical 
and social structures influencing the space, which 
leads to the elaboration of  bordering elements and 
conventions that alterity challenges. Essentially the 
articulation initiates the change, the production of  
another space. 

The heterogeneity needs space or a passage 
to introduce the inclusive twist in social re-
lations occupying the space.  Furthermore, 
the appraisal of  socio-spatial dynamics also 
reveals the existing schism and agonies. 
Often these spontaneities occur in marginal 
spaces that are particularly irritating for he-
gemonic power. Thus, the spatial design can 
encourage interaction, but it must also leave 
some things up to exterior interruption and 
temporal configuration to truly embed with 
otherness.  

SCHISMS IN MARGINS

1 Following the 
trajectory presented 
by Doreen Massey, 
the articulation 
of space and its 
relations paves the 
way for emergence 
of multiplicity 
(Massey 2005).

2 As Levinas writes 
in Totality and 
Infinity: ”To know 
objectively is there-
fore to constitute 
my thought in such 
a way that it already 
contains a reference 
to the thought of 
others. What I com-
municate therefore 
is already consti-
tuted in function of 
others”. 
(Levinas 1969)
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While every action in space includes the risk 
of  violating something’s or someone’s right 
to existence, the discourse makes structures 
and processes more visible and specifies 
their nuances. Such acknowledgement gives 
a chance to modify and influence localities 
with contemporary specificity. The totality is 
avoided with a focus on interconnected frag-
ments instead of  the dogmatic coherence 
of  the whole. The space of  difference I am 
referring to, is not the direct counter order 
to indifference. The aim to avoid the polarity 
of  totalisation is attained in a processual ap-
proach where the relation to other spaces is 
interrelated but not reciprocal. To not define 
space by comparing it to some fixed refer-
ence points, but to create and experience 
space as a relational other3. Accordingly, 
the phenomena of  each process lean on the 
notion of  asymmetry and simultaneity of  
definitions that provide an escape from the 
dualistic division of  invaluable and valuable. 
Accepting such a perspective opens the 
possibilities to experience space in different 
hues without the limit of  final iteration. 

I argue that emptiness as a condition of  diminished 
order is a focal point in the counter-hegemonic ac-
tivity. Interestingly, I find an aching intolerance for 
emptiness in our liberal society that is too used to 
fullness. The ambiguity of  an empty space embodies 
the conflicting elements. It includes the liberty to 
move and appear, but at the same time, it poses chal-
lenges in the identification of  ownership or explicit 
action and is threatened to become indifferent. From 
an economic point of  view4, space program is a way 
to buy space (Idenburg 2021); it is a medium that 
gives space value. Therefore, emptiness, as a condi-

3 According to 
Levinas’ ethical 
consideration of re-
lationship between 
I and Other, the 
alterity or sameness 
of Other is not 
defined in reference 
to I, their relativity 
is asymmetrical and 
not interdependent
(Levinas 1969).

4 In the current 
world order it often 
appears to be the 
most credible view.
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tion of  ambiguity without clear function, becomes 
programme-less and lacks monetary value in the 
eyes of  the economic system. 

Emptiness challenges the logic of  efficiency and 
rationality. As a space of  uncertainty, it is defined by 
the temporality of  actions and definitions. Pores of  
emptiness in stiffer tissue, as moments of  difference, 
become thresholds for different hues between per-
manence and impermanence that are characterised 
by unconsolidation and negotiation in the process 
of  being. In its seducing nothingness, emptiness 
is a space of  active agency in the course of  spatial 
experience, provoking subjective take on how to 
use the space5. Emptiness constructs the network 
of  porosity as a space of  appearance6 that sustains 
democratic activity. 

In such a paradigm, designers and encounterers are 
caught in the process as relational parallels. Every 
convergence continuously shapes our perception 
of  the other subject, other object, other space and 
other realm. A concoction of  unexpected appear-
ance embraces the conflict between conditions but 
also tests the ethics and tolerance of  contributors 
in space. The premise for finding difference is a 
commentary on the strategy to shape space which 
includes dissonance in assemblance. The take in 
favour of  plurality engages architectural practice 
with equality and politics of  relations that produce 
space. Such discourse on space becomes the ground  
against which alterity appears7.

The relational formation of  identity is the affirmation 
of  difference where instead of  a determined enemy, 
the actors of  agonistic debate change (Mouffe 1993). 
The differences become apparent, and through the 
articulation, the neighbours are deeply aware of  each 

5 Architect Piet 
Eckert has spoken 
on the notion of 
residue space which 
“is a form of imma-
terial luxury: a room 
for self-actualisation 
rather than one that 
is preconceived”. 
The design process 
focuses on making 
things possible 
instead of predeter-
mination of others’ 
ways of living.
(Eckert 2020)

6 Hannah Arendt’s 
term that refers 
to space where 
people are allowed 
to appear in their 
plurality and unpre-
dictability.  (Arendt 
1958)

7 According to phi-
losopher Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, the 
language expresses 
the thought that 
precedes it. He 
portrays the speech 
on the ground of 
silence: “consider 
speech before it has 
been pronounced, 
against the ground 
of the silence which 
precedes it, which 
never ceases to 
accompany it, and 
without which it 
would say nothing. 
Moreover, we 
should be sensitive 
to the thread of 
silence from which 
the tissue of speech 
is woven.”
(Merleau-Ponty 
1973)
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other. The inevitable ethical responsibility to respect 
otherness, is the foundational principle of  differen-
tiation, which does not strive for privacy or isolation 
but maintains the relation (Levinas 1985). It is the 
conscious coexistence of  individuality. 

The simultaneity of  fluxes of  change forces 
us to engage in constant reassessment, and 
every characterisation in discourse fragments 
space with new definitions. Yet, to talk about 
fragmentation is not to search for another 
order, although it is a common reaction to 
emerging fragmentation seen, for example, 
in economics, identity politics, culture and 
social division. Parallel, partly as a response, 
we are witnessing the increasement of  
centralised power that tries to contain the 
disruption8. 

Instead, I propose to search for the chance 
in revealed complexity. The positive aspect 
of  fragmentation in the socio-spatial dimen-
sion is found in relations between spaces. 
Architecture should actively extend its focus 
from the design of  solid entities to the fluid 
margins where novel dimensions, the abra-
sion, and the schisms between fragments 
are exposed in moments of  porosity. The 
porosity in the liminal dimension allows the 
divisions to be flexible and adaptive. Recog-
nised co-existence with otherness as a form 
of  changeability is an attitude of  tolerance 
and inclusivity. Therefore, the disputed con-
cept of  fragmentation transforms here into 
the agency of  plurality against hegemony 
and authority. It is a critique against isolated 
autonomy and passive homogeneity. 

8 Poet Lisa Robert-
son, in the context 
of changes in 
Vancouver’s cultural 
scene at the turn 
of 21st century, has 
looked at the fact of 
an unstable fluidity 
as generative of 
possibility where 
fragmentation turns 
the master narrative 
of capital into a tool 
to fight against its 
power.
(Robertson in the 
interview by Mat-
thew Blunderfield 
2021)
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An architectural practice should see the chance in 
changing fluxes in societies globally and locally, and 
be actively involved in frictions and crises of  our 
realm as a way to respond to the present. It is a re-
action to the relations that construct it. Architecture 
that occurs out of  this schism is the architecture of  
immediacy; it is in the moment. Essentially the re-
sulting variety of  experiences catalyses more places 
to spaces.
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