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Trace(s)
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Taking an interest in our “traces” inevitably leads us to question the meaning that certain
experiences have for us, but also the ways in which we generate or produce that meaning. These
two verbs —generate and produce— highlight that meaning, as cognitive research has been
arguing for more than three decades, is not something pre-established or immutable, but rather
concerns each of us personally, as it is a product of our body and its actions.

The dependence or subordination of our capacity for understanding to our physical
experience can be glimpsed when we notice any trace, since its indicative nature requires us to
interpret it in terms of our bodily reality and, more specifically, our sensorimotor skills. Seeing
a trace and understanding it as such requires us to pre-reflexively project practical knowledge
that we have acquired as agents, that is, by doing (cf. Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1997: 202-
209). Seeing a footprint and understanding it as such therefore requires us to take an embodied
perspective and go back to the actions referred to by the etymology of the word itself in different
languages: hollar (in Spanish), tracer/empreindre (in French) or fo track (in English); but also
others, such as touching, which extend the consideration of the same to any trace of contact. In
this way, we infer that someone has passed through here because, based on our experience, we
know that movement causes alterations in the materiality of certain surfaces: easily in snow,
but difficultly in asphalt. This general assessment can be enriched and nuanced by the
implications of the movement we manage to mobilize in a specific situation: for example, the
number of footprints can be used to estimate the number of people, their location in space can
be used to estimate their itinerary, and, with it, the intention behind the movement itself.
Thought of in this way, footprints and traces become a kind of invitation to connect dots or,
rather, to draw lines and, therefore, not to equate them with absence.

In this regard, it is worth mentioning anthropologist Tim Ingold, whose work focuses
on the study of lines, understood as movements resulting from our interactions with the
environment. His concept of meshwork aims to emphasize that life, far from being a sequence
of isolated moments, is structured and woven like a dynamic network of interconnected
trajectories in constant flux. Within this tangled framework, in Lines: A Brief History (2007),
while acknowledging the limitations of his taxonomic proposal, he distinguishes two types of

lines: the “thread,” “a filament of some kind, which may be entangled with other threads or
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suspended between points in three-dimensional space” (Ingold, 2007: 41) (among others, a ball
of wool, a fishing net, an electrical circuit) and the “trace”, “any enduring mark left in or on a
solid surface by a continuous movement” (Ingold, 2007: 41) (for example, snail slime,
footprints, or vehicle tracks). According to these descriptions, it can be inferred that part of their
differentiation lies in the fact that, while traces are inscribed on a pre-existing surface, threads
seem to construct them through their intertwining.

However, insofar as they are lines subject to dynamic and fluctuating practices, threads
and traces should not be conceived as rigid or exclusive categories, so that they can be
transmuted into one another: the thread becomes a trace when it is stretched or stabilized on a
surface (embroidery); in the opposite direction, the stroke becomes a thread when we strive to
inscribe the marks we observe within the continuity of a process, as when we read footprints as
the unfolding of a movement. Given this, in our previous approach to the footprint as a
phenomenon constructed and reconstructed from bodily experience, we move from the trace to
the thread. However, we cannot ignore that this conversion takes place within the framework
of the meshwork we referred to earlier, so that, returning to the scenario in which traces
correspond to footsteps, it is necessary to emphasize that ours, or those in front of us, are not
unique or inaugural, but rather participate in a network that transcends them, either because
they tread alongside or on top of others.

As we have already emphasized, our body forms part of this network. In addition to
modifying the other elements that surround it, it is also constantly transformed both internally
and externally, at both the micro level (such as the cellular level) and the macro level
(phylogeny, social manifestations, etc.). In this sense, it can be said that our body is not only
made up of countless traces of very different natures, but is itself a living trace. In Corps et
sens, semiologist Jacques Fontanille (cf. 2011: 81-99) understands that what he calls the
“envelope” (enveloppe) is the dynamic and relational interface that mediates interactions
between our body and the world. More than a strictly physical layer, it is a flexible space in
which experiences ranging from the sensory to the cultural are imprinted. This “envelope” does
not act merely as a passive record, but modulates and organizes experiences. Consequently,
while many of the traces we carry with us may have a physical component —since many of
them trigger physiological or emotional responses—they are not limited to this.

Based on the latter, Ingold’s (2007: 43) subdivision between additive trace and reductive
trace can be extrapolated to the trace, now understood in a broad sense as a sign of something

affecting something else in any way and at any level. In Ingold’s view, this differentiation rests
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on how the trace impacts the materiality of the object in question: the additive trace is
characterized by an accumulation, an addition to the surface (a stain on paper); in contrast, the
reductive trace implies an elimination (a notch). What the anthropologist describes finds a fairly
clear echo in our phenomenological experience, both in terms of the physicality of our organism
and in terms of what does not (only) concern it. Thus, according to our corporeal reality, an
additive mark could be a tattoo and a reductive one a wound; but, as experiential subjects, doing
something for the first time is often accompanied by a certain feeling of expansion, of growth,
while mourning translates into a feeling of loss.

However, we know that not all our experiences leave traces that fit so easily into this
dichotomy. In fact, those that last over time easily develop an ambivalent character. Because
they are linked to multiple factors —political, economic, personal, linguistic, cultural, etc.— an
example of this can be migration, whose traces shrink into multiple “suppressions”—for
example, minimization of the use of the mother tongue— and expand into as many ““additions”
—as a result, the acquisition of a foreign language to which an accent is also added—; it is
precisely this oscillation that constitutes the trace of the different traces of the migratory

experience.
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