There is a certain discomfort in standing here - it is no place for a philosopher - but fortunately these days I happen to teach geometry so this morning I invite you to think about space: not all of space nor space an sich but about liminal space.  Liminal space is an appropriate topic for the month of January, named, as it is, for the god of thresholds and doorways.

I begin by posing the question: where are you?  Do you know?  Does the space here tell you?  And are you really here?  (I confess that at this rude hour I am seldom really here or anywhere.)  More interestingly, could someone else, looking at you tell where you are?  The building supposedly signals the place and presence of divinity in various ways.  Do you also signal this? by the position and attitude of your body, by your manner, or even by your clothes?  ("Christopher, clothing is architecture" a lovely docent at the Victoria and Albert Museum instructed me.) Aside from cassock or hands folded in prayer, there is little if any evidence for another to infer that we are not still at home.  If we offer little evidence that we are here, it may be because we have walked through a doorway without crossing a threshold.

"Sum in limine mortis" were the last words of an ancestor of mine some three centuries ago: "I am on the threshold of death."  I am quite sure there was no casual absent-mindedness or forgetfulness on his part of where he was then and of what room he was about to enter, and judging from portrait paintings and statues of him, I am sure his dress and mien clearly matched that most important and somber place.  He knew he was on the threshold and he no doubt composed himself to enter the next room.  He was going somewhere.

Where are you?  Are you going somewhere?  The answer to both these questions calls for attention to thresholds.  It is all too easy and much too prevalent for us to be unaware of or forget where we are, to miss thresholds and not realize we are now somewhere else.  This thoughtlessness has much to do with our arrogant and deeply mistaken understanding of time, but it also has much to do with a corresponding heedlessness of space.  "I am here," we flippantly reply, emphasizing the "I" as if the "I" were something separate from the "here" and freely moved through an indifferent Cartesian space satisfying its own goals, schedules and desires, like a car cruising along north Burnet Road, I-35 or 183, those nightmares of thoughtless space.  This "I" itself is unimportant, empty even, and it is the "here" that fills it out.  If I ask Who are you? do not tell me about yourself, tell me where you are - that will answer my question.

At this point those still listening might grumble "he promised us geometry but is giving us philosophy."  Sorry.  I shall take up some examples in a moment, but before I do, let me say that I am not using the phrase "at home" in any deep sense, just in a casual sense: the place where you kick back and follow your own comfort, the couch in front of the TV set.  Anyhow, try the examples.

On a July evening some sixteen years ago, my sister and I were standing in the Piazetta watching the passing show of tourists and savoring the view.  The Piazetta (there is only one Piazetta) is in Venice and lies between the Doge's palace on one side and on the opposite side the Library of San Marco and the Mint (both by Sansovino).  Those three buildings are splendid enough, but from the Piazetta one also sees the spectacular cathedral of San Marco next to the Doge's palace, the Campanile, the Clock Tower, the Procuratie Vecchie and Piazza (the one room in Europe worthy of a philosopher, Nietzsche said); on the other side across the canal, there is the baroque jewel Santa Maria della Salute and finally across the water the grand Palladian churches of San Giorgio Maggiore and further down, Il Redentore.  For architecture, I cannot think of a richer and more spectacular spot in the world.  There are greater architectural sights, but none so rich and varied and viewable all from one place.

Two young Americans overheard us and came up and asked, "Are you Americans?"  "Yes."  "Hey, is there anything to see here in Venice?"  I was impressed.  Here were two brave souls who ventured into the unknown.  That takes a certain courage, like my other sister who once tried to see how fast she could run with her eyes closed.  These two did not know where they were.  They were, in fact, nowhere, and you would have a hard time persuading me that they had ever really left home.  They were certainly not in Venice, and though I pointed out what there was to see from the Piazetta, I don't think they ever really saw Venice.  When they go back home, I'm not sure they could really claim they have been anywhere.  In fact, someone who read John Julius Norwich's history of Venice, for example, yet never set foot outside of Texas, has been to Venice and seen it more than those two.  For them, Venice was not a place to be but a backdrop for themselves, a change of scene, of channel or website.

A number of years ago, the Olympics were in Korea.  I do not follow the Olympics, so those of you who do and remember, or those of you from Korea may correct this story which I only know from the papers.  At the opening ceremonies, the national teams paraded around the stadium before taking their place for the speeches, torches, etc.  The teams marched in like soldiers, in step and serious.  The Americans, however, friendly and cheerful, strolled along, waved at the crowd, waved at the television cameras, even held up a sign with "Hi Mom!" or some such greeting.  The Koreans found this rude and offensive.  "Lighten up" we might say in our casual American vernacular, "they're just being nice."  But where were they?  The Americans acted as if they were at home, here in America and among friends.  But they weren't.  They were not in their living room.  It was not their home; it was not their ceremony  And it was arrogant and ignorant not to be aware that they had crossed into a different space than their hometown square.

Do not think that I mean to pick on Americans, nor that I tell you this as if I were a saint about these matters. Anyone who has dealt with me going through a doorway or walking across campus probably can tell you of my thoughtless rudeness as I plow past without any greeting or acknowledgment, and nothing can match the overweight German at a church on Lake Balaton in Hungary.  Clothed only in fanny pack, flip flops and a speedo swimsuit, the man insisted on being let in to look at the baroque church.  "Aber hör mal, es ist doch ein öffentliches Gebäude!"

Once, when I was a bachelor philosophy professor, a highschool student came to my apartment to sell me magazine subscriptions to raise money for a band trip to some Disney World type place.  As soon as I opened the door she came bounding into the room, in a sweat suit, enthusiastically telling me about her high school, its teams and band, about this opportunity to raise money and the reward she too would get if she sold more than x amount.  She was voluble and so energetic that she reminded me of a bouncing basketball.  Now in those more ascetic days, though I had rented a spiffy condo, I had no furniture in the living room.  When she slowed down enough for me to answer that No, I did not subscribe to magazines and probably did not read any that she was offering, she began to notice the room, then what I was saying.  A small worried crease began at her temples and moved across her forehead as she realized she was somewhere else than she thought, some very strange place with no furniture, no decoration, and with some weird guy who mumbled quietly that he didn't read anything.  Slowly, and more subdued, she backed her way across the room to the door, then scurried out before I could say farewell.  I had to close the door.

Though amused, I was also, like the Koreans, annoyed at her appalling ignorance and arrogance.  She did not know where she was.  She had come through the door and not noticed that she had crossed a threshold.  She was not in her living room but mine.  And her ignorance made her arrogant. Of course, she assumed, I shared her enthusiasm for the school, for the teams, for the band, and for her luck; of course I wanted to read the magazines she offered, in fact, I wanted to read lots of them.  And even if I was lukewarm about any of these, her enthusiasm, her good will, her cheerfulness and niceness were good and uplifting and would thaw out any stuffy resistence and free up my cash.  She meant well.  Quatsch!  But the goodness of her intentions in her eyes fed her arrogance and blinded her so that she nearly made it to my bedroom in her bouncing voluble manner before she realized not where she was but at least that she was somewhere else than in her living room.

The point is not trivial.  I once heard a devastatingly funny polemic about American foreign policy from Amiri Baraka (aka Leroi Jones) which worked this theme of the ignorance and arrogance of good intentions.  The ignorance and arrogance showed itself in the failure to recognize that we, the US, had crossed over thresholds; that we were in other places; that we were no longer in Kansas.

If you want to go somewhere, you cannot assume you are still at home; and if you want to be somewhere, you shall have to recognize the doorway and make the effort to cross over the threshold.  There are no adventures for those who stay at home, and homebodies soon become nobodies.  I am not recommending extravagant travel to faraway lands: that is not necessary and it was no help to the American couple in Venice.  The crossover into the classroom is perhaps travel enough, and for some, a difficult journey.  Where are you in the classroom? (The building and room number do not tell you; the subject does.)  Have you prepared yourself for the trip?  Or do you want to stay at home, safe with its comforts and sure of yourself?  "Why do we have to have class?" ignorantly complain the unadventurous; "Why do we have to study this?" arrogantly laments the one who does not know himself.

Or think about it the other way.  Imagine I, uninvited, come visit you at home.  I burst in the door, spouting some cant mixing up geometry, history, and philosophy.  You, I am sure, are charmed and fascinated, even as I, Savonarola-like, begin to toss out unnecessary entertainment devices and furniture and otherwise help you improve your place.  You mumble some sort of protest, but I drive on with dialectics and demonstrations.  Would you not think me arrogant and ignorant?  Would you not sharply ask, "Who do you think you are?  Where do you think you are?"  

So the next time you cross through a doorway, think whether you have crossed a threshold.  Are you in a different place?  Do you know where you are?  Can you respond?  It might be an adventure into some true self and some real home, strange as it might seem at first glance.  Merleau-Ponty, a French philosopher of sounder judgment than his contemporary Sartre, thought the most profound question was "What time is it?"  Perhaps.  But in a world full of other people, the most important questions are "Where am I?  Where are we?"  Other people are from and in other places, and it is some use to realize there is a threshold in between, that we are not in each others rooms, but at best in some common room (such as a schoolroom).

I leave you with a Roman injunction for this month of January: beware of thresholds!

There is a certain discomfort in standing here - it is no place for a philosopher - but fortunately these days I happen to teach geometry so this morning I invite you to think about space: not all of space nor space an sich but about liminal space.  Liminal space is an appropriate topic for the month of January, named, as it is, for the god of thresholds and doorways.

I begin by posing the question: where are you?  Do you know?  Does the space here tell you?  And are you really here?  (I confess that at this rude hour I am seldom really here or anywhere.)  More interestingly, could someone else, looking at you tell where you are?  The building supposedly signals the place and presence of divinity in various ways.  Do you also signal this? by the position and attitude of your body, by your manner, or even by your clothes?  ("Christopher, clothing is architecture" a lovely docent at the Victoria and Albert Museum instructed me.) Aside from cassock or hands folded in prayer, there is little if any evidence for another to infer that we are not still at home.  If we offer little evidence that we are here, it may be because we have walked through a doorway without crossing a threshold.

"Sum in limine mortis" were the last words of an ancestor of mine some three centuries ago: "I am on the threshold of death."  I am quite sure there was no casual absent-mindedness or forgetfulness on his part of where he was then and of what room he was about to enter, and judging from portrait paintings and statues of him, I am sure his dress and mien clearly matched that most important and somber place.  He knew he was on the threshold and he no doubt composed himself to enter the next room.  He was going somewhere.

Where are you?  Are you going somewhere?  The answer to both these questions calls for attention to thresholds.  It is all too easy and much too prevalent for us to be unaware of or forget where we are, to miss thresholds and not realize we are now somewhere else.  This thoughtlessness has much to do with our arrogant and deeply mistaken understanding of time, but it also has much to do with a corresponding heedlessness of space.  "I am here," we flippantly reply, emphasizing the "I" as if the "I" were something separate from the "here" and freely moved through an indifferent Cartesian space satisfying its own goals, schedules and desires, like a car cruising along north Burnet Road, I-35 or 183, those nightmares of thoughtless space.  This "I" itself is unimportant, empty even, and it is the "here" that fills it out.  If I ask Who are you? do not tell me about yourself, tell me where you are - that will answer my question.

At this point those still listening might grumble "he promised us geometry but is giving us philosophy."  Sorry.  I shall take up some examples in a moment, but before I do, let me say that I am not using the phrase "at home" in any deep sense, just in a casual sense: the place where you kick back and follow your own comfort, the couch in front of the TV set.  Anyhow, try the examples.

On a July evening some sixteen years ago, my sister and I were standing in the Piazetta watching the passing show of tourists and savoring the view.  The Piazetta (there is only one Piazetta) is in Venice and lies between the Doge's palace on one side and on the opposite side the Library of San Marco and the Mint (both by Sansovino).  Those three buildings are splendid enough, but from the Piazetta one also sees the spectacular cathedral of San Marco next to the Doge's palace, the Campanile, the Clock Tower, the Procuratie Vecchie and Piazza (the one room in Europe worthy of a philosopher, Nietzsche said); on the other side across the canal, there is the baroque jewel Santa Maria della Salute and finally across the water the grand Palladian churches of San Giorgio Maggiore and further down, Il Redentore.  For architecture, I cannot think of a richer and more spectacular spot in the world.  There are greater architectural sights, but none so rich and varied and viewable all from one place.

Two young Americans overheard us and came up and asked, "Are you Americans?"  "Yes."  "Hey, is there anything to see here in Venice?"  I was impressed.  Here were two brave souls who ventured into the unknown.  That takes a certain courage, like my other sister who once tried to see how fast she could run with her eyes closed.  These two did not know where they were.  They were, in fact, nowhere, and you would have a hard time persuading me that they had ever really left home.  They were certainly not in Venice, and though I pointed out what there was to see from the Piazetta, I don't think they ever really saw Venice.  When they go back home, I'm not sure they could really claim they have been anywhere.  In fact, someone who read John Julius Norwich's history of Venice, for example, yet never set foot outside of Texas, has been to Venice and seen it more than those two.  For them, Venice was not a place to be but a backdrop for themselves, a change of scene, of channel or website.

A number of years ago, the Olympics were in Korea.  I do not follow the Olympics, so those of you who do and remember, or those of you from Korea may correct this story which I only know from the papers.  At the opening ceremonies, the national teams paraded around the stadium before taking their place for the speeches, torches, etc.  The teams marched in like soldiers, in step and serious.  The Americans, however, friendly and cheerful, strolled along, waved at the crowd, waved at the television cameras, even held up a sign with "Hi Mom!" or some such greeting.  The Koreans found this rude and offensive.  "Lighten up" we might say in our casual American vernacular, "they're just being nice."  But where were they?  The Americans acted as if they were at home, here in America and among friends.  But they weren't.  They were not in their living room.  It was not their home; it was not their ceremony  And it was arrogant and ignorant not to be aware that they had crossed into a different space than their hometown square.

Do not think that I mean to pick on Americans, nor that I tell you this as if I were a saint about these matters. Anyone who has dealt with me going through a doorway or walking across campus probably can tell you of my thoughtless rudeness as I plow past without any greeting or acknowledgment, and nothing can match the overweight German at a church on Lake Balaton in Hungary.  Clothed only in fanny pack, flip flops and a speedo swimsuit, the man insisted on being let in to look at the baroque church.  "Aber hör mal, es ist doch ein öffentliches Gebäude!"

Once, when I was a bachelor philosophy professor, a highschool student came to my apartment to sell me magazine subscriptions to raise money for a band trip to some Disney World type place.  As soon as I opened the door she came bounding into the room, in a sweat suit, enthusiastically telling me about her high school, its teams and band, about this opportunity to raise money and the reward she too would get if she sold more than x amount.  She was voluble and so energetic that she reminded me of a bouncing basketball.  Now in those more ascetic days, though I had rented a spiffy condo, I had no furniture in the living room.  When she slowed down enough for me to answer that No, I did not subscribe to magazines and probably did not read any that she was offering, she began to notice the room, then what I was saying.  A small worried crease began at her temples and moved across her forehead as she realized she was somewhere else than she thought, some very strange place with no furniture, no decoration, and with some weird guy who mumbled quietly that he didn't read anything.  Slowly, and more subdued, she backed her way across the room to the door, then scurried out before I could say farewell.  I had to close the door.

Though amused, I was also, like the Koreans, annoyed at her appalling ignorance and arrogance.  She did not know where she was.  She had come through the door and not noticed that she had crossed a threshold.  She was not in her living room but mine.  And her ignorance made her arrogant. Of course, she assumed, I shared her enthusiasm for the school, for the teams, for the band, and for her luck; of course I wanted to read the magazines she offered, in fact, I wanted to read lots of them.  And even if I was lukewarm about any of these, her enthusiasm, her good will, her cheerfulness and niceness were good and uplifting and would thaw out any stuffy resistence and free up my cash.  She meant well.  Quatsch!  But the goodness of her intentions in her eyes fed her arrogance and blinded her so that she nearly made it to my bedroom in her bouncing voluble manner before she realized not where she was but at least that she was somewhere else than in her living room.

The point is not trivial.  I once heard a devastatingly funny polemic about American foreign policy from Amiri Baraka (aka Leroi Jones) which worked this theme of the ignorance and arrogance of good intentions.  The ignorance and arrogance showed itself in the failure to recognize that we, the US, had crossed over thresholds; that we were in other places; that we were no longer in Kansas.

If you want to go somewhere, you cannot assume you are still at home; and if you want to be somewhere, you shall have to recognize the doorway and make the effort to cross over the threshold.  There are no adventures for those who stay at home, and homebodies soon become nobodies.  I am not recommending extravagant travel to faraway lands: that is not necessary and it was no help to the American couple in Venice.  The crossover into the classroom is perhaps travel enough, and for some, a difficult journey.  Where are you in the classroom? (The building and room number do not tell you; the subject does.)  Have you prepared yourself for the trip?  Or do you want to stay at home, safe with its comforts and sure of yourself?  "Why do we have to have class?" ignorantly complain the unadventurous; "Why do we have to study this?" arrogantly laments the one who does not know himself.

Or think about it the other way.  Imagine I, uninvited, come visit you at home.  I burst in the door, spouting some cant mixing up geometry, history, and philosophy.  You, I am sure, are charmed and fascinated, even as I, Savonarola-like, begin to toss out unnecessary entertainment devices and furniture and otherwise help you improve your place.  You mumble some sort of protest, but I drive on with dialectics and demonstrations.  Would you not think me arrogant and ignorant?  Would you not sharply ask, "Who do you think you are?  Where do you think you are?"  

So the next time you cross through a doorway, think whether you have crossed a threshold.  Are you in a different place?  Do you know where you are?  Can you respond?  It might be an adventure into some true self and some real home, strange as it might seem at first glance.  Merleau-Ponty, a French philosopher of sounder judgment than his contemporary Sartre, thought the most profound question was "What time is it?"  Perhaps.  But in a world full of other people, the most important questions are "Where am I?  Where are we?"  Other people are from and in other places, and it is some use to realize there is a threshold in between, that we are not in each others rooms, but at best in some common room (such as a schoolroom).

I leave you with a Roman injunction for this month of January: beware of thresholds!

We now enter into the school year.  Most of you have already had several tests.  The summer is really over, and now we are here.  I offer some (recycled) thoughts on crossing over and entering into a new place.

This summer, as many of you know, I had a rather heated encounter with some Normans one Sunday evening in July.  I crossed the threshold of a cafe-bar near Caen and met six or seven stares directed toward me.  Clearly I, and the seven students and one teacher following me, were intruders.  We attempted to enter into the spirit of the place -- I bought an espresso and tried to engage the men in conversation; the students bought various snacks -- but we clearly were a disturbance.  Our meager purchases and our constant use of the bathroom showed an arrogant disregard for where we were.  So we were chased out.

This summer I also was a student again (just about my favorite form of entertainment).  Yet every morning my teeth were set on edge by the arrival of “the Austrians.”  The two of them invariably arrived late, shuffled noisily to an empty seat, and proceeded to mumble to each other negative phrases in vulgar German.  This continued until someone - a student or the teacher - would draw their attention to the fact they were in class.  Sometimes they improved; sometimes it only lasted for a while.  The best and most fun classes (lively discussion, laughter) were the ones they did not attend.  I do not think they were in France.  They were in some small world of bars, cigarettes, and dorm rooms -- a world so boring they had to “act out” to make it interesting for themselves.  The did not realize that they were in an interesting world because they did not realize that they had left home.

Let me pose the question: where are you now?  Do you know?  Does the space here tell you?  And are you really here?  (I confess that at this rude hour I am seldom really here or anywhere.)  More interestingly, could someone else, looking at you tell where you are?  This building supposedly signals the place and presence of divinity in various ways.  (By its abstemiousness, I suspect the architect was a teetotaler in several ways.)  Do you, though, signal where you are by the position and attitude of your body, by your manner, or even by your clothes?  ("Christopher, clothing is architecture" a lovely docent at the Victoria and Albert Museum instructed me.) Aside from a cassock and a crucifix, there is little if any evidence for another to infer that we are not still at home.  If we offer little evidence that we are here, it may be because we have walked through a doorway without crossing a threshold.

"Sum in limine mortis" were the last words of an ancestor of mine some three centuries ago: "I am on the threshold of death."  I am quite sure there was no casual absent-mindedness or forgetfulness on his part of where he was then and of what room he was about to enter, and judging from portrait paintings and statues of him, I am sure his dress and mien clearly matched that most important and somber place.  He knew he was on the threshold and he no doubt composed himself to enter the next room.  He was going somewhere.

Where are you?  Are you going somewhere?  The answer to both these questions calls for attention to thresholds.  It is all too easy and much too prevalent for us to be unaware of or forget where we are, to miss thresholds and not realize we are now somewhere else.  This thoughtlessness has much to do with our arrogant and deeply mistaken understanding of time, but it also has much to do with a corresponding heedlessness of space.  "I am here," we flippantly reply, emphasizing the "I" as if the "I" were something separate from the "here" and freely moved through an indifferent Cartesian space satisfying its own goals, schedules and desires, like a car cruising along north Burnet Road, I-35 or 183, those nightmares of thoughtless space.  Yet, I hold, the "I" itself is unimportant, empty even, and it is the "here" that fills it out.  If I ask Who are you? do not tell me about yourself, tell me where you are - that will answer my question.

Another July evening some nineteen years ago, my sister and I were standing in the Piazetta watching the passing show of tourists and savoring the view.  The Piazetta (there is only one Piazetta) is in Venice and lies between the Doge's palace on one side and on the opposite side the Library of San Marco and the Mint (both by Sansovino).  Those three buildings are splendid enough, but from the Piazetta one also sees the spectacular cathedral of San Marco next to the Doge's palace, the Campanile, the Clock Tower, the Procuratie Vecchie and Piazza (the one room in Europe worthy of a philosopher, Nietzsche said); on the other side across the canal, there is the baroque jewel Santa Maria della Salute and finally across the water the grand Palladian churches of San Giorgio Maggiore and further down, Il Redentore.  For architecture, I cannot think of a richer and more spectacular spot in the world.  There are greater architectural sights, but none so rich and varied and viewable all from one place.  A magical and exciting place -- if you know where you are.

Two young Americans overheard us and came up and asked, "Are you Americans?"  "Yes."  "Hey, is there anything to see here in Venice?"  I was impressed.  Here were two brave souls who ventured into the unknown.  That takes a certain courage, like my other sister who once tried to see how fast she could run with her eyes closed.  These two did not know where they were.  They were, in fact, nowhere, and you would have a hard time persuading me that they had ever really left home.  They were certainly not in Venice, and though I pointed out what there was to see from the Piazetta, I don't think they ever really saw Venice.  When they go back home, I'm not sure they could really claim they have been anywhere.  In fact, someone who read John Julius Norwich's history of Venice, for example, yet never set foot outside of Texas, has been to Venice and seen it more than those two.  For them, Venice was not a place to be but a backdrop for themselves, a change of scene, of channel or website.

Do not think that I mean to pick on Americans, nor that I tell you this as if I were a saint about these matters. Anyone who has dealt with me going through a doorway or walking across campus probably can tell you of my thoughtless rudeness as I plow past without any greeting or acknowledgment, and nothing can match the overweight German at a church on Lake Balaton in Hungary.  Clothed only in fanny pack, flip flops and a speedo swimsuit, the man insisted on being let in to look at the baroque church.  "Aber hör mal, es ist doch ein öffentliches Gebäude!"

Once, when I was a bachelor philosophy professor, a highschool student came to my apartment to sell me magazine subscriptions to raise money for a band trip to some Disney World type place.  As soon as I opened the door she came bounding into the room, in a sweat suit, enthusiastically telling me about her high school, its teams and band, about this opportunity to raise money and the reward she too would get if she sold more than a certain amount.  She was voluble and so energetic that she reminded me of a bouncing basketball.  Now in those more ascetic days, though I had rented a spiffy condo, I had no furniture in the living room.  When she slowed down enough for me to answer that No, I did not subscribe to magazines and probably did not read any that she was offering, she began to notice the room, then she began to listen to what I was saying.  A small worried crease began at her temples and moved across her forehead as she realized she was somewhere else than she thought, some very strange place with no furniture, no decoration, and with some weird guy who mumbled quietly that he didn't read anything.  Slowly, and more subdued, she backed her way across the room to the door, then scurried out before I could say farewell.  I had to close the door.

I was amused but also annoyed at her ignorance and arrogance.  She did not know where she was.  She had come through the door and not noticed that she had crossed a threshold.  She was not in her living room but in mine.  And her ignorance made her arrogant. She assumed, of course, I shared her enthusiasm for the school, for the teams, for the band, and for her luck; of course I wanted to read the magazines she offered, in fact, I wanted to read lots of them.  And even if I was lukewarm about any of these, her enthusiasm, her good will, her cheerfulness and niceness were good and uplifting and would thaw out any stuffy resistence and free up my cash.  She meant well.  But the goodness of her intentions in her eyes fed her arrogance and blinded her so that she nearly made it to my bedroom in her bouncing voluble manner before she realized that she was somewhere else than in her living room.  I very often see this: people who act according to the principle, “I’m cute, I’m having a good time, so you must be enjoying it.”  To realize how selfish and strange this is, imagine I and my friend Tom Bole come to your room, settle in with coffee and a stack of books, and begin to wrangle over mistaken categorializations of the ontology of the self.  We are cute; we are having fun, so you must be enjoying it, right?

The point is not trivial.  I once heard a devastatingly funny polemic about American foreign policy from Amiri Baraka (aka Leroi Jones) which worked this theme of the ignorance and arrogance of good intentions.  The ignorance and arrogance showed itself in the failure to recognize that we, the US, had crossed over thresholds; that we were in other places; that we were no longer in Kansas.

The other side of this is that you can’t arrive somewhere else than home if you don’t make some effort to find out where your are.  For the American couple in Venice, they were still “at home” in the Piazetta, and missed a grand and exciting experience.  The girl selling subscriptions might have better luck if she looks to see who her customer is.  No need to remind you how American foreighn policy might have been more successful if the American had realized they were no longer at home (in Europe, Asia, the Middle East, etc.).  Your History 11 classes can remind you of those unlearned lessons.  And it is sad for me to see people travel so far, only to have a photo of themselves standing in a place that is not in Kansas -- when they still are. 

If you want to go somewhere, you cannot assume you are still at home; and if you want to be somewhere, you shall have to recognize the doorway and make the effort to cross over the threshold.  There are no adventures for those who stay at home, and homebodies soon become nobodies.  I am not recommending extravagant travel to faraway lands: that is not necessary and it was no help to the American couple in Venice.  Right now, the crossover into the classroom is perhaps travel enough, and for some, a difficult journey.  Where are you in the classroom? (The building and room number do not tell you; the subject does.)  Have you prepared yourself for the trip?  Or do you want to stay at home, safe with its comforts and sure of yourself?  "Why do we have to have class?" ignorantly complain the unadventurous; "Why do we have to study this?" arrogantly laments the one who does not know herself or himself.  You will find more of the world here, arriving in class, than many who travel only to arrive at McDonalds.  And the world you learn about here, will make that other world, the places you travel, real and not just entertainment.

So the next time you cross through a doorway, think whether you have crossed a threshold.  Are you in a different place?  Do you know where you are?  Can you respond?  It might be an adventure into some true self and some real home, strange as it might seem at first glance.  Merleau-Ponty, a French philosopher of sounder judgment than his contemporary Sartre, thought the most profound question was "What time is it?"  Perhaps.  But in a world full of other people, the most important questions are "Where am I?” and “Where are we?"  Other people are from and in other places, and it is some use to realize there is a threshold in between, that we are not in each others rooms, but at best in some common room (such as a schoolroom).
