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Retracing our steps  

Most people like to live their lives as easily, as 
smoothly as possible. They – or we, or I, in any 
case – like to go about our day unencumbered 
with thoughts about money, free from worry 
about health, our own or that of others, or about 
war, or the state of the universe. You don’t need to 
read Sigmund Freud’s essay on ‘Civilization and 
its Discontents’ to know that there are people 
who say that they like difficulty, that they long for 
it; who knows, they might even believe it. You may 
have heard that Friedrich Nietzsche, one of his­
tory’s most radical philosophers, certainly did – 
for a while he condemned those who wished 
peace and comfort as the “last men” whilst cele­
brating warmongers as “supermen.” But few of 
those who lack the finances to buy food or shelter, 
who suffer from illness – even if it’s just the flu – 
or find themselves lost amidst the violence and 
uncertainty of a conflict will still feel that way. We 
like our lives easy, comfortable, smooth. Indeed, 
we are so set on living smoothly, that we put in 
the work to erase any signs or memories of rough­
ness – a process that in and of itself may of course 
be anything but serene or harmonious. We reno­
vate our homes and pave over holes in the roads, 

patch up wounds and gloss over mistakes, repress 
and disavow what we did or what was done to us. 
Look at what we have done to our environment: 
it’s all surface and shine, facile façade and mirror­
ing glass: skyscrapers and open offices, eco homes 
and smart phones, meticulously groomed beards 
and hairless bodies – our whole world is child-
proofed to the point of sterility. 

People say that a fox is not caught in the same 
snare twice. Do you know why? It’s not because 
they pay more attention the second time; but 
because after the first incident, they drag the 
damned thing out of their way. To live smoothly, 
more often than not, means not to adjust yourself 
to the world, to align your movements with the 
environmental challenges or attune your mind to 
its demands, but to impose your corporeality, 
your biorhythm, your spirit, onto your surround­
ings. Freud called this process culture, Henri 
Lefebvre abstraction, Jean Baudrillard – still  
remember him? – simulation. Along the way, you 
could say, we got more than we bargained for –  
to be sure, the economic metaphor here is no 
coincidence, since this process, or the logic under­
pinning and uplifting this particular process, is  
as far as I know historically tied to the logic of the 
market. We may have set out to pave a road to 
refrain from stumbling over rocks and sinkholes, 
but it was running – and riding, and driving, and 
taking off – that it gave way to once it was finished. 
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What I mean to say here is that by imposing our 
corporeality onto the world, we, as Marshall  
Mcluhan might have put it, extend our body – 
what it can do – at the cost of its immediate and 
indirect milieus. The extension of one thing re­
quires the erasure of another; our body develops 
only as its context disappears.

As we begin rethinking how to live smoothly, 
begin rethinking our relationship to our earth, to 
what remains of our earth, it seems to me we also 
need to rekindle our sense of our body, not as a 
being, but as a becoming: as a reality that drove 
before it could take off, that rode prior to it being 
able to drive, that ran, that walked, that stumbled. 
The works of Esther Kläs and Linda Matalon share 
with us this sensation of steps being retraced: a 
process in which our body’s relationship to its 
world, to its worlds, is felt out into all directions, 
recovering that world, those worlds, or imagining 
to recover them, or rather still imagining what 
may be recovered, along the way.  
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