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Review

Peter Cashwell’s Along Those Lines is a pleasant investigation about the very diverse boundaries that we draw, more or less consciously, as human beings. Some, of course, are very real, merely because of their effects in our everyday life. The author must be credited for making us realizing those effects. Other lines, if not all of them in fact, are imaginaries, but do not have less impact on the world we live in, as precised by the subtitle: “the boundaries that create our world.” Not only men are made of those lines (as it is detailed for instance in the section “What God Has Put Asunder” that explores moral boundaries), but they also crucially need them to actually apprehend the world. Therefore, lines have consequences and insightful causes as well, which Peter Cashwell tries to reveal, especially because there is a very basic human need to do so: “lines are just convenient tools for human activity” as he initially puts it (13). Be it the taxonomy that serves to classify species (“Names Will Never Hurt Me”), the borderline between existence and extinction (“The Undiscovered Country”) or more basically the lines we use to divide time (“Time of The Season”), musical genres (“Rock And a Hard Place”), and even genders (“Parts is Parts”).

The idea to lead such an investigation on all kinds of lines first came to the author as he was crossing many states borders along his birding quest. As he explains it in the prologue, he grew up with a map of the United States on his bedroom’s wall that fascinated him to the point that he ended up associating, as a child, each state with a specific color. Years later, he ended up switching these spectrum with that of birds and came to forge the personal “50/50 project.” This project consists in identifying a different living bird in each of the states comprised in the Union. His starting point comes from the fact that birding is necessarily associated with geography, which initiates this reflection on borderlines. Because of the overlapping between arbitrary lines and natural ones, Peter Cashwell considers a very wide array of lines, each of which he consistently ends up relating to his wandering hobby of birding. Not one chapter of the book spares a reference to birds. Starting with these state lines, he envisions them from a cultural perspective, an economical one, or, more especially, a historical one in regards to the geographical drawing of the states and the dividing line opposing slavery to freedom (“State of The Union”).

This brief description, in a sense, epitomizes the content of the book: miscellaneous reflections about lines of very different natures, often identified with those an experimented birder encounters throughout an ornithological quest. Neverthelss, the author does not only rely on personal experiences (and the many trips he did with his father across the country); he also conveys the inputs of several specialists he met along the writing to discuss all sorts of lines. First, his colleagues from the Woodberry Forest School where he teaches English Literature (the Maths teacher Matthew Keating, the History teacher Matthew Boasen, and the Physics teacher Greg Jacobs, specialized in sports umpiring (see “The Starting Lineup”). Second, to name a few, the audio engineer Mike Bread, sex and cognition psychologist, Abigail James, and artists such as Ursula Vernon or Shawn Smith who is known for his voxels (for “volumetric pixels” as detailed in the section “Bricks and Morter” addressing the border between digital and natural worlds). Third, and inevitably, ornithologists from the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Tim Gallagher especially, who welcomed the author as an intern for Living Bird Magazine while he was on sabbatical (it is actually during this stay in Ithaca that the book was written).

This variety gives an idea of the diverse examples on which Peter Cashwell draws to explore the versatile metaphor of the line. From the political intent of basic boundaries, be it the gerrymander eponym (“History’s Great Monster”) or the biased projections of Mercator’s and Peter’s planisphere, as well as their vertical implications (“Driver’s Education”), to the more 
abstract divisions of time zones (“The Four Corners’ Offense”) or religious calendars. Whether it is the lines that we will consistently debate about (like musical genres) or lines that are so deeply anchored in our minds that we still have trouble to rightly consider their social nature (as genders and the uncertainty of their biological founding), the author’s particular contribution regards the recurring difficulty of coming to a consensus about those lines and of admitting their illusory and arbitrary dimension, even when aspects of “nature” could seem legitimizing them. At best, they are very useful, and, at worst, they are blindly discriminating. Peter Cashwell’s initial statement is thus regularly verified: those lines that we use systematically consist in cultural imposition on nature. They stem from our reading of it, which is necessarily biased because “the world we perceive is always perceived indirectly.” (44)

The holistic and vivid inquiry of the author concerns the ways we operate all kinds of distinctions, as well as the common purpose of these distinctions, namely, to rationalize of our environment, be it physical, temporal, sexual, natural, social, moral… The author reveals the underlying attempts of human beings to make sense of their surroundings. As a matter of fact, we are most definitely doomed to do so, and for so doing, we draw lines that turn out to be prominently ambivalent. Throughout the reading, Peter Cashwell stresses this ambivalence in order to uncover lines’ arbitrary feature. Although he does not clearly states it, nor does he explore it in depth, lines are highly paradoxical: visible and invisible, imaginary and real, abstract and concrete, cultural and natural. More essentially, they serve as a uniting and a dividing artifact. For instance, the author acknowledges that some of the lines we draw are made to be crossed (“Rite of Passage”), while others that we do not quite govern can only be crossed once, such as death. Yet, in both cases, the crossing in itself is the act that gives the line its very meaning.

The book is comprised of two parts with the same number of sections and of approximately the same length. Peter Cashwell distributes his numerous illustrations between “Time and Space” that deals with historical and geographical examples, and “Arts and Sciences,” which addresses the rational attempts to make sense of our surroundings. He manages subtle and habile transition, not devoid of humorous passages (such as the “santorum” google bomb for instance, 58, or the self-deceptive delineation of a Pandora listener, 151). Particularly interesting are the introductory sections of each part as they really provide an insight into the dual nature of the line. “Maps and Legends” starts with the geometrical definition of the line, infinite and one-dimensional –hence triggering the comparison with God. However, the author, right from the beginning and throughout the whole book, rather insists on the dividing purpose of the line: “All lines are imaginary, established only because human beings need them for purposes of division” (18). The introductory section of the second part, titled “Just Lines on Paper,” focuses on comics. Wisely putting aside the cultural distinction between Art and not-Art, Peter Cashwell finally addresses the uniting function of the line while considering comics’ meaning-making process.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Despite its oneness feature, a line systematically generates a problematic dualism. In regards to comics ant the panels it is comprised of, the author, following McCloud’s reflection, writes about the “gutter” –the particular space separating two images– and the “closure” –the relation a reader creates between the distinct elements of a sequence. This is where the very essence of the line lies and how it functions: by creating a difference that is at the very source of meaning which itself consists in bridging distinct entities (whether one considers Saussure’s linguistics or Bourdieu’s sociology). To make sense of a comics’ sequence, different segments are needed. The same goes with music, literature, or films: the function of the border is for the listener, the reader or the viewer to connect distinct elements in a meaningful way. Consequently, a line needs to be seen as a borderline and a guideline at once for the meaning to emerge. Now, can one really compare geographic, economic, political, biological, cultural, artistic or literary borders? Of course, provided that this structural dimension of the line is conceived, acknowledged and reflected upon, which is not done explicitly or thoroughly enough in the book despite its many examples. The drawback of Peter Cashwell’s work resides in the fact that he points out a whole set of lines without clearly underlining their different natures, thus relying only superficially on their common aspect. One should not confuse Korzybsky’s statement on representation for instance (“The map is not the territory”, 44), which stresses the gap between culture and nature, with the lines at stake within a specific system of signification (e.g. comics). Be that as it may, one can give Cashwell credit for his deconstructive attempt and for not imposing on the reader a particular thread.

Benoît Mauchamp
Independent Scholar
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