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Introduction

Differentiating "Difference”

James D. Graham

Man is a differentiating creature. His mind is stimulated by the
difference between a momentary impression and the one which pre-
ceded it. Lasting impressions, impressions which differ only slightly from
one another, impressions which take a regular and habitual course and
show regular and habitual contrasts—all these use up, so to speak, less
consciousness than does the rapid crowding of changing images, the
sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and the unexpected-
ness of onrushing impressions.

Georg Simmel, “The Metropolis and Mental Life”

Figure from ground, specific from generic, individual from
collective, local from global: it is through the act of distinction that we
ascribe and understand the relative identities of things, spaces, ideas,
people. The critical ambivalence of “difference” is that it requires first
asameness to be measured against; it vacillates constantly between af-
finity and dissimilarity (the ones and zeroes of apprehension). As Gilles
Deleuze puts it in the preface to his canonical text on the subject, dif-
ference “allows itself to lead to contradiction, only to the extent that its
subordination to the identical is maintained.”

But what constitutes a meaningful or productive difference?
How can simple relativism and reductive categorization be usefully re-
configured? The contributors to thresholds 35 present sixteen distinct
but interrelated studies that probe these and other questions while
situating difference within particular cultural, historical, spatial, and
theoretical contexts.

One of difference’s more problematic corollaries, “original-
ity”, isat the heart of Non Arkaraprasertkul and Reilly Paul Rabitaille’s
study of Ongard Satrabhandhu’s Building Nine at Panabhandhu School,
which adapted (or, depending on one’s perspective, plagiarized) the
forms and features of Modernist masterworks to suit the climate and
political milieu of Bangkok. A similar brand of referential difference is
explored in Fei Wang's essay on the Zhangjiang Hi-Tech Park in Shang-
hai. A heterological blend of Chinese tradition with Western proper
names and imagery, Zhangjiang (like the Panabhandhu School) com-

mingles local identity with international ambition. Mark Jarzombek's
“Roadside” photo series, interspersed throughout the journal, offers a
witty counter-canon of ersatz masterworks that may as well have been
designed by Aldo Rossi, Peter Eisenman, Giuseppe Terragni, Robert
Venturi, Kenzo Tange, and Michael Graves.

Things change over time. Contemplating the not-so-distant
(if not inevitable) future, John McMorrough posits a possible new role
for the architectural discipline in the face of impending apocalypse, no
longer based in capitalist plenitude but rather the performance-based
imperatives of scarcity. J. Meejin Yoon and Meredith Miller use the
painfully protracted construction of Boston's so-called Big Dig to de-
scribe public works as an ongoing condition of material and symbolic
transfer, a process whose impacts are registered well outside the scope
of the completed infrastructure. The transience of meaning is also ex-
plored in Nicola Pezolet's essay on Peter and Alison Smithson’s “Patio
and Pavilion” installation of 1956. An architectural shell intended to be
transformed by artists, the project undergoes further discursive “alter-
ations” that Pezolet finds in the responses of architectural critics. Such
tides of interpretation are likewise essential to Melissa Lo's account of
the beleaguered medieval beaver. The shifting scholarly regard for the
Castor illustrates not only the zoological practices of the beaver's ob-
servers but also the changing nature of knowledge, marked by a turn
from universalist allegory towards the systematic and the particular.

Several essays in thresholds 35 center on a concern with tech-
niques of iteration and variability. Caroline A. Jones' interview with
Ben Aranda of Aranda/Lasch takes the recent Morning Line installation
(conceived of as a model of the universe) at the 2008 Seville Biennial
as its point of departure. The discussion explores issues of randomness,
craft, Difference Engines, pavilions, and the role of algorithms in Aran-
da/Lasch’s work. Elijah Huge examines the humbly ubiquitous “Jersey
Barrier,” whose generic unit (originating from a very specific purpose)
has been endlessly reconfigured, adorned, and dispersed across the
globe, taking on new functions and staking out new visual identities
along the way.



