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Preface: Disappearing
Places

The power of place will be remarkable.
—Aristotle, Physics

No man therefore can conceive anything, but he
must conceive it in some place.
—Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

The present epoch will perhaps be above all the
epoch of space. . . . The anxiety of our era has to do
fundamentally with space, no doubt a great deal
more than with time.

—Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces”

Whatever is true for space and time, this much is true for place: we are im-
mersed in it and could not do without it. To be at all—to exist in any way—
is to be somewhere, and to be somewhere is to be in some kind of place. Place
is as requisite as the air we breathe, the ground on which we stand, the bodies
we have. We are surrounded by places. We walk over and through them. We
live in places, relate to others in them, die in them. Nothing we do is unplaced.
How could it be otherwise? How could we fail to recognize this primal fact?

Aristotle recognized it. He made “where” one of the ten indispensable cate-
gories of every substance, and he gave a sustained and perspicacious account
of place in his Physics. His discussion set off a debate that has lasted until the
present day. Heidegger, for example, contends with Aristotle as to what being
in a place signifies for “being-in-the-world.” More recently still, Irigaray
has returned to Aristotle’s idea of place as essential to an ethics of sexual

iX



% Preface

difference. Between Aristotle and Irigaray stretch more than two millennia of
thought and teaching and writing about place—a period that includes such
diverse debating partners as Iamblichus and Plotinus, Cusa and Bruno, Des-
cartes and Locke, Newton and Leibniz, Bachelard and Foucault.

Yet the history of this continuing concern with place is virtually unknown.
Unknown in that it has been hidden from view. Not deliberately or for the
sake of being obscure, much less to mislead: unlike the unconscious, place is
not so controversial or so intrusive or embarrassing as to require repression.
On the contrary, just because place is so much with us, and we with it, it has
been taken for granted, deemed not worthy of separate treatment. Also taken
for granted is the fact that we are implaced beings to begin with, that place is
an a priori of our existence on earth. Just because we cannot choose in the
matter, we believe we do not have to think about this basic facticity very
much, if at all. Except when we are disoriented or lost—or contesting Aristot-
le’s Physics—we presume that the question is settled, that there is nothing
more to say on the subject.

But there is a great deal to say, even if quite a lot has been said already by
previous thinkers. Yet this rich tradition of place-talk has been bypassed or
forgotten for the most part, mainly because place has been subordinated to
other terms taken as putative absolutes: most notably, Space and Time. Begin-
ning with Philoponus in the sixth century A.D. and reaching an apogee in
fourteenth-century theology and above all in seventeenth-century physics,
place has been assimilated to space. The latter, regarded as infinite extension,
has become a cosmic and extracosmic Moloch that consumes every corpuscle
of place to be found within its greedy reach. As a result, place came to be
considered a mere “modification” of space (in Locke’s revealing term)—a
modification that aptly can be called “site,” that is, leveled-down, monotonous
space for building and other human enterprises. To make matters worse, in
the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries place was also made
subject to time, regarded as chronometric and universal, indeed as “the formal
a priori condition of all appearances whatsoever,” in Kant’s commanding
phrase.! Even space, as the form of “outer sense,” became subject to temporal
determination. Place, reduced to locations between which movements of phys-
ical bodies occur, vanished from view almost altogether in the era of temporo-
centrism (i.e., a belief in the hegemony of time) that has dominated the last
two hundred years of philosophy in the wake of Hegel, Marx, Kierkegaard,
Darwin, Bergson, and William James.

I say that place disappeared “almost altogether.” It never went entirely out
of sight. Part of its very hiddenness—as Heidegger would insist—includes
being at least partially unhidden. In bringing out the concealed history of
place, I shall show that place has continued to possess considerable signifi-
cance despite its discontinuous acknowledgment. Thus Plato’s Timaeus,
though stressing space as chora, ends with the creation of determinate places
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for material things. Philoponus, taken with the idea of empty dimensions,
maintains nonetheless that three-dimensional space is always in fact filled
with places. Descartes finds room for place as volume and position within the
world of extended space. Even Kant accords to place a special privilege in the
constitution of what he calls “cosmic regions,” thanks to the role of the body
in orientation—a role that, a century and a half later, will provide a key to
twentieth-century conceptions of place in the work of Whitehead, Husserl,
Merleau-Ponty, and Irigaray. But in every such case (and in still others to be
discussed in this book) it is a matter of drawing place out of its latent position
in the manifest texts of Western philosophy, retrieving it from its textual tomb,
bringing it back alive.

The aim of The Fate of Place is to thrust the very idea of place, so deeply
dormant in modern Western thinking, once more into the daylight of philo-
sophical discourse. This will be done in four parts. In Part I, I shall first exam-
ine mythical and religious narratives of creation—with an eye to discerning
the primordiality of place at the beginning of things. I will then focus on
Plato’s quasi-mythical cosmology in the Timaeus, as well as on Aristotle’s
detailed treatment of place in the Physics. In Part II I follow the sinuous
but fascinating thread that leads from Hellenistic and Neoplatonic thought to
medieval and Renaissance consideration, and in Part III I take a close look at
early modern theories of place and space, ranging from Gassendi to Kant.
This sets the stage for the final part, which explores a recrudescence of con-
cern with place—no longer subordinate to Space or Time—in an array of late
modern and postmodern thinkers.

An earlier volume of mine, Getting Back into Place, described concrete,
multiplex, experiential aspects of the place-world.? The present book carries
forward the project of regaining recognition of the power of place. But it does
so in a very different way: by delineating doctrines of place as these have
emerged at critical moments of Western rumination as to the nature of place
and space. My purpose here is to set forth what these doctrines actually say—
and, just as often, do not say. I shall trace out, not the history of place per se,
that is, its ingrediency in the actualities of art or architecture, geography or
world history, but the story of how human beings (mainly philosophers) have
regarded place as a concept or idea. This is an essay, therefore, in intellectual
history and, more specifically, in the history of philosophical thinking about
place. Merely to realize how much intelligent and insightful thought has been
accorded to place in the course of Western philosophy is to begin to reappreci-
ate its unsuspected importance as well as its fuller compass.

The present historical moment is a propitious one for assessing the fate
of place. This is so even though there is precious little talk of place in
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philosophy—or, for that matter, in psychology or sociology, literary theory or
religious studies. It is true that in architecture, anthropology, and ecology there
is a burgeoning interest in place, but this interest leaves place itself an unclari-
fied notion. This is an extraordinary circumstance, one that combines magni-
tude of promise with dearth of realization. As this book will amply demon-
strate, place has shown itself capable of inspiring complicated and variegated
discussions. Even if it is by no means univocal, “place” is not an incoherent
concept that falls apart on close analysis, nor is it flawed in some fundamental
manner, easily reducible to some other term, or merely trivial in its conse-
quences. And yet in our own time we have come to pass over place as a
thought-worthy notion. In part, this has to do with the ascendancy of site-
specific models of space stemming from the early modern era. It also reflects
the continuing miasma of temporocentrism that draws much of the complex
and subtle structure of place into its nebulous embrace.

At work as well in the obscuration of place is the universalism inherent in
Western culture from the beginning. This universalism is most starkly evident
in the search for ideas, usually labeled “essences,” that obtain everywhere and
for which a particular somewhere, a given place, is presumably irrelevant. Is
it accidental that the obsession with space as something infinite and ubiquitous
coincided with the spread of Christianity, a religion with universalist aspira-
tions? Philoponus, a committed Christian, was arguably the first philosopher
in the West to entertain the idea of an absolute space that is not merely a void.
Thomas Bradwardine, Archbishop of Canterbury, was a leading theorist of
such space in the fourteenth century: for him, God’s immensity is coextensive
not only with the known universe but also with the infinite empty space in
which it is set. By the next century, the Age of Exploration had begun, an
era in which the domination of native peoples was accomplished by their
deplacialization: the systematic destruction of regional landscapes that served
as the concrete settings for local culture.

In our own century, investigations of ethics and politics continue to be
universalist in aspiration—to the detriment of place, considered merely paro-
chial in scope. Treatments of logic and language often are still more place-
blind, as if speaking and thinking were wholly unaffected by the locality in
which they occur. On the eve of World War I, Russell and Whitehead com-
posed Principia Mathematica, which explored the universal logical founda-
tions of pure mathematics with unmistakable allusion to Newton’s Philosoph-
iae naturalis principia mathematica. Whitehead and Russell’s epoch-making
book appeared during the very years when de Saussure was lecturing on a
systematic “general linguistics” that sought to provide synchronic principles
for all known languages irrespective of their diachronic and local differences.
Herder and Humboldt, early-nineteenth-century philosophers of language,
knew better; but the success of de Saussure, followed by that of Jakobson and
the Prague school, and later (in a quite different vein) by Chomskian linguis-
tics, reinstalled a formalist universalism at the heart of the theory of language.
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Other reasons for the shunning of place as a crucial concept are less point-
edly logical or linguistic, yet even more momentous. These include the cata-
clysmic events of world wars, which have acted to undermine any secure
sense of abiding place (in fact, to destroy it altogether in the case of a radical
anti-place such as Auschwitz); the forced migrations of entire peoples, along
with continual drifting on the part of many individuals, suggesting that the
world is nothing but a scene of endless displacement; the massive spread of
electronic technology, which makes irrelevant where you are so long as you
can link up with other users of the same technology. Each of these phenomena
is truly “cosmic,” that is, literally worldwide, and each exhibits a dromo-
centrism that amounts to temporocentrism writ large: not just time but
speeded-up time (dromos connotes “running,” “race,” “racecourse”) is of the
essence of the era.® It is as if the acceleration discovered by Galileo to be
inherent in falling bodies has come to pervade the earth (conceived as a single
scene of communication), rendering the planet a “global village” not in a
positive sense but as a placeless place indeed.

In view of these various theoretical, cultural, and historical tendencies, the
prospects for a renewed interest in place might appear to be bleak indeed. And
yet something is astir that calls for a return to reflective thought about place.
One sign of this auspicious stirring is found in the fact that Bergson, James,
and Husserl, all apostles of temporocentrism, accorded careful attention to
space and place in lesser-known but important writings that were overshad-
owed by their own more celebrated analyses of lived time. Similarly, Heideg-
ger, an outspoken temporocentrist in his early work, affirmed the significance
of place when he pondered the destiny of modern technological culture.

Still more saliently, certain devastating phenomena of this century bring
with them, by aftershock as it were, a revitalized sensitivity to place. Precisely
in its capacity to eliminate all perceptible places from a given region, the
prospect of nuclear annihilation heightens awareness of the unreplaceability
of these places, their singular configuration and unrepeatable history. Much
the same is true for any disruptive event that disturbs the placidity of cities and
neighborhoods. Perhaps most crucially, the encroachment of an indifferent
sameness-of-place on a global scale—to the point where at times you cannot
be sure which city you are in, given the overwhelming architectural and com-
mercial uniformity of many cities—makes the human subject long for a diver-
sity of places, that is, difference-of-place, that has been lost in a worldwide
monoculture based on Western (and, more specifically, American) economic
and political paradigms. This is not just a matter of nostalgia. An active desire
for the particularity of place—for what is truly “local” or “regional”—is
aroused by such increasingly common experiences. Place brings with it the
very elements sheared off in the planiformity of site: identity, character, nu-
ance, history.

Even our embroilment in technology brings with it an unsuspected return
to place. Granting that the literal locus of the technologically engaged person
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is a matter of comparative indifference, this locus is still not nowhere. As 1
watch television or correspond by e-mail, my immediate surroundings may
not matter greatly to the extent that I am drawn into the drama I am watching
or into the words I am typing or reading. But a new sense of place emerges
from this very circumstance: “virtual place,” as it can be called, in keeping
with current discussions of “virtual reality.” In inhabiting a virtual place, I
have the distinct impression that the persons with whom I am communicating
or the figures I am watching, though not physically present, nevertheless pre-
sent themselves to me in a quasi face-to-face interaction. They are accessible
to me and I to them (at least in the case of e-mail or call-in radio shows): I
seem to share the “same space” with others who are in fact stationed else-
where on the planet. This virtual coimplacement can occur in image or word,
or in both. The comparative coziness and discreteness of such compresence—
its sense of having boundaries if not definite limits—makes it a genuine, if
still not fully understood, phenomenon of place.*

As for the philosophical scene—which is most explicitly at stake in this
book—even within the most rebarbative purlieu there lurk more than echoes
and ghosts of place. Both “politics” and “ethics” go back to Greek words that
signify place: polis and éthea, “city-state” and “habitats,” respectively. The
very word “society” stems from socius, signifying “sharing”—and sharing is
done in a common place. More than the history of words is at issue here.
Almost every major ethical and political thinker of the century has been con-
cerned, directly or indirectly, with the question of community. As Victor
Turner has emphasized, a communitas is not just a matter of banding together
but of bonding together through rituals that actively communalize people—
and that require particular places in which to be enacted.”> When Hannah
Arendt proclaims—or, rather, reclaims—the polis as an arena of overt contes-
tation, she invokes a bounded and institutionally sanctioned place as the basis
for “the public sphere of appearance.”® John Rawls’s idea of “the objective
circumstances of justice” in human society entails (even if his discussion does
not spell out) the concrete specificities of implacement.” More surprising still,
certain developments in language and logic are promising from a placial point
of view. I am thinking of investigations into the structure of informal argu-
mentation, a structure likely to reflect local custom and culture; a renewed
interest in rhetoric, alike among epigones of Leo Strauss as well as followers
of Jacques Derrida and Paul DeMan; not to mention the notion of family
resemblance first introduced by Wittgenstein, a notion that implies (even
though it does not espouse) the special pertinence of locality and region to
basic issues in epistemology and philosophy of language and mind.

And yet “place,” despite these auspicious directions in contemporary
thought, is rarely named as such—and even more rarely discussed seriously.
Place is still concealed, “still veiled,” as Heidegger says specifically of space.®
To ponder the fate of place at this moment thus assumes a new urgency and
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points to a new promise. The question is, can we bring place out of hiding
and expose it to renewed scrutiny? A good place to start is by a consideration
of its own complex history. To become familiar with this history is to be in a
better position to attest to the pervasiveness of place in our lives: in our lan-
guage and logic as in our ethics and politics, in our bodily bearing and in our
personal relations. To uncover the hidden history of place is to find a way
back into the place-world—a way to savor the renascence of place even on
the most recalcitrant terrain.
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