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[INntroduction

Adam Fulton Johnson

Thinking Hard about a Difficult Concept

Inertia is the tendency for a mass to remain in a constant and
uniform state of motion until acted upon by an external force.
Inertia is motion. Inertia is also rest.

Inertia, in and through the mass of a body, is the resistance to
change.

We talk about inertia as if we understand it — but what
are we observing when we see inertia? Unhindered mo-
tion? Freedom? Absolute stability? A fundamental “desire”
in an object? It is an explanation unlike any other: as an
essential principle or law, inertia is present in every object
but arguably never witnessed — the observer sees only
motion, or the lack thereof, and this is merely a collec-
tion of forces acting in specific ways. And yet, science has
named it.

Thresholds 39, “Inertia,” is not a book-closing treatise on
the concept that lends its name to this issue. Each article
contained herein approaches the theme of “inertia” from
a unique angle. If themed journals, in some quarters, seek
unity in the various articles included, this is not the case
in Thresholds 39. Readers will likely sense friction between
respective interpretations of “inertia.” Indeed, one could
argue that this issue, itself, lacks inertia: every article
swerves into different lines of thought, offering reinterpre-
tations of artwork, making unusual connections between
people and ideas, and veering off into speculative, even
contentious areas of reasoning. Articles range in histori-
cal focus, method, and disciplinary standpoint. What
brings the following texts together is not “inertia” as a
comprehensive theme; the concept itself is conflicted and
multiple. While “inertia” is hard to get a handle on, this
difficulty is, in fact, productive: every article in this issue of
Thresholds makes valuable contributions to the project and
process of thinking.

In the academy, “critical” thinking means confounding
and questioning typical modes of thought. But to qualify
thinking as “critical” implies that the mind has a tendency
toward inertia. On the contrary, I suggest that thinking

does not inherently move toward stasis. Thoughts can be
described as linear, but what is logical for one person is
not always straightforward for another. By the same token,
what is an interruption of thought for one may be produc-
tive and revelatory for another. If we accept that intuitions,
belief systems, and logical processes are partially shared
but by no means universal, what narratives are we trying
to disrupt when we think “critically”? When is the inter-
ruption of thought or action most productive? And when is
it best to ride the wave and see where you end up?

“We are fickle beings that defy modeling,” writes Joseph
E. Taylor III in the essay that immediately follows. Our
past, then, also eludes absolute documentation; history
can be aptly conveyed through metaphors such as “iner-
tia,” but Taylor reminds us that all metaphors break down.
Thinking about slippery, unfixable ideas is difficult, Taylor
writes, but “that is why I love history and the inertia meta-
phor. Both are instructive, but the stories we tell about
them resist sloppy thinking and lazy writing.” Taylor’s
essay is an important meditation on the concept of inertia
and its relation to metaphor, and in this way also serves as
a contemplative introduction to the articles that follow.

Writing on Albert Einstein, his theory of relativity and
the letters he wrote to his lovers, Jimena Canales draws a
connection to the correspondence of the physicist and his
use of signals and communication systems as metaphors to
explain his work. Overviewing the response to Einstein’s
theory and the view that his suggested proof was overly
reliant on signaling, Canales shows that this interpretation
can be witnessed in Einstein’s personal correspondence.
Einstein’s letters track his movements, his emotions, and
the evolution of his thought for the contemporary reader as
much as they conveyed messages to their original recipients.

In a joint interview by Pamela Karimi, Benjamin
Matteson, and Anna Dempsey, filmmaker and artist
Bruce Checefsky discusses his re-creation of several films
by the Polish-Jewish filmmakers Stefan and Franciszka
Themerson. Because little evidence of these films remains,
Checefsky’s re-creations rummage through sentiment and
history, “forcing the past against a wall of the present” to
attempt to do justice to both the “lost” films and the situ-
ations that caused their disappearance during the Second
World War.

An essay by Daniel Cardoso Llach centers on the archi-
tect and media mogul Nicholas Negroponte, who recon-



ceptualized the role of the architect through information
technologies, facilitating streamlined design choices based
on actual, lived experiences and the desires of inhabitants.
For Llach, Negroponte saw authenticity in those human
desires that were expressed in isolation from the expecta-
tions of others. It was in this authenticity that Negroponte
found an essential humanism that informed his ideas on
architecture, though ultimately he could not realize any
universal design process. However, Llach follows this logic
to the present, a trail that suggests Negroponte’s work as
genesis of today’s tendency to place faith in digital analyses
of “the natural” in architecture and new media discourse.

Ana Maria Le6n examines the artist-spectator rela-
tionship in the work of the Brazilian artist Lygia Clark.
Ledn analyzes Clark’s participant-centric works, which
restricted or enclosed the body in some way, as reactions
to an oppressive military regime in 1960s Brazil. Clark’s
early work used masks and goggles to create introspective
environments for participants, endowing them with the
agency to escape the constrictions of an authoritarian gov-
ernment. While Clark’s work can be read as acquiescing to
“traditional oppositions of passive spectatorship and active
participation,” Le6n argues that blurring this dichotomy,
following Jacques Ranciere, gives a richer indication of the
oppressive political situation from which Clark’s art arose.
The artist’s introspective headgear, when modeled for an
audience of her compatriots, also evoked the censorship of
political speech and police oppression of 1960s Brazil and
thereby “activated” spectators.

Caroline O. Fowler offers a reflection on an artwork
that confuses the notion of completeness. A hazy wa-
tercolor seems to be a work-in-progress, but the artist’s
signature indicates it was considered a finished work.
Fowler explains the reason for the initial confusion: the
artist, Abraham Bloemaert, left no traces of cultivation,
humanity, or history in this work, despite the convention
of indicating human culture in even the most pristine,
naturalistic seventeenth-century Dutch landscapes. Fowler
shows that Bloemaert’s watercolor, instead of depicting a
designated place, expresses force or movement, recasting
the medium as an exploration of an object’s extension in
space —a stylistic move wherein it is possible that “stand-
ing mountains move like clouds.”

A sunken forest, a letter, a contest between experienced
archivist-historians, and the ordering of the documented
past—all such elements are folded into an article by

Edward Eigen, in which the author searches for the lost
forest of Scicy, which legend has placed at the foot of the
famous Mont-Saint-Michel. Sometimes surrounded by the
sea, sometimes by a slippery sandbar, Mont-Saint-Michel,
in Eigen’s work, represents the center of gravity around
which the forces of time are etched, eroded, and left to
fade away. Touching on philosophies of history and the
tools one uses to approach the past, Eigen’s study of the
histories of Mont-Saint-Michel and previous searches for
the lost forest offer an exploration of the sorts of meaning
and truths that can be found in mere traces of the past.

Clapperton Mavhunga’s article on the developmental
discourse on Africa uncovers the fiction of the Western
“hero,” as the author points to the similarities between the
former jungle-tamer character and the modern aid worker,
who “reveals” an Africa in need of saving. Mavhunga’s as-
sessment interrupts typical “progressive” Western think-
ing about Africa, and rightly calls out the cyclical problems
of infantilization, the brain-drain, and the promotion of
Euro-American technology as a miracle cure to Africa’s per-
ceived helplessness. Trying out new strategies of thinking
about African development, Mavhunga advocates for a new
emphasis on African mobility and ingenuity, rather than
continuing the myth of a Western, technological remedy.

Reviving the line as a way of thinking about three-
dimensional space in architectural practice, Parke
MacDowell and Diana Tomova (as macdowell.tomova)
experiment with robotic technology to reconfigure the line
for use in contemporary building without any nostalgic
trappings. Their project underscores an important senti-
ment in architectural design: ideas should motivate the
development of tools and technology in the realization
of design projects, rather than the other way around. By
retooling a robot in tandem with their design, the young
designers move toward this maxim.

Design propositions are also put forth by Sarah
Hirschman and Lisa Pauli, two recent MIT graduates.
Their culminating thesis projects are meant to serve as
representations of the productive disruptions, creative
thinking, and polemical attitudes of some of MIT’s archi-
tecture students. Proposing a national archive to house
the biological data for all citizens, Hirschman’s Biobank for
America neatly turns the question of medical privacy and
“biopower” on its head. Pauli explores the potential of an
alternative source of nuclear power, thorium (Th), instead
of uranium and, in placing the safer and more efficient re-



actor in downtown New York City, comments on America’s
energy needs and highlights the uncomfortably nebulous
relationship between necessity and luxury.

Project profiles by Haseeb Ahmed and Bea Camacho
accompany articles. Ahmed’s project is a juxtaposition of
a once-futuristic object in an “innovative” and forward-
looking space that puts stress on the relationship between
an ideological claim about the future and the realization
of that projected time. In two separate project snapshots,
Camacho actively transforms (but does not erase) her
body’s legibility as human in a given space: in one she is
seen braiding herself beneath carpet, in another the artist
has knitted herself into a womb-like membrane.

The following thirteen works are meant to empower
different directions of thought. Each offers the reader
different puzzles, new ways of wondering, and a variety of
fields to engage with. But “Inertia” is no riddle. It is merely
a suggestion that we stop to ponder the trajectories of the
mind — but to do so discriminately. Don’t overthink it.



