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Introduction 

 

The main purpose of this article is to elaborate and justify the invention, in the sense of Simondon5, 
of the notion of "transface" thanks to a "cooperation"6, between philosophy and design, making it a 
"composite"7 notion. This neologism is elaborated to solve first of all a problem8 of design. In HMI, 
human-machine interfaces designate "the set of software and hardware devices allowing 
communication between a computer system and its users"9, and are mainly conceived as "surfaces" 
to touch. But how can we think and design certain interfaces that are not based on what is 
commonly called "surfaces", and therefore on "touch"? Thus, interfaces such as Air+Touch10 , 
Hologram in my Hand11 , Ultrahaptics12, Sublimate13 , Abracadabra14 , Phantom sensations15 , 
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InnerGarden16 , and Touchéo17 allow us to question these implicit conceptions since they propose 
mid-air interactions, augmented reality (AR), virtual reality (VR) or combinations between them. Thus, 
touch is present when the mid-air interaction technique involves solid objects, but also when it uses 
the haptic signal to simulate touch (Ultrahaptics, Phantom sensations). In the same way, the surface 
intervenes either as a touched object (Air+touch, Touchéo, Sublimate), or as a physical or logical 
reference frame for the mid-air gesture (Air+touch, Ultrahaptics, Abracadbra, Sublimate, Hologram in 
my Hand). 

Therefore, how to theorize and design interfaces, which are not conceived as surfaces, and which are, 
according to the formula of the researchers Janlert and Stolterman, "faceless"18? If, according to 
them, the interface is a surface19, then what can mean an ([inter]faceless interaction)20, i.e. without 
interface understood and reduced only to the surface (surface-free interaction)21? 

 

Problems  

The difficulty is twofold. First, from a design point of view, how to understand and design interfaces 
without surfaces? Historically22, "interactive systems make an increasingly rich use of display surfaces, 
whether windows or screens and projection surfaces"23, so that currently, the display screen is the 
most familiar surface for interacting with the computer24, to the detriment of other types of interface. 
These interfaces are then what Flusser calls "signifying surfaces"25 which reduce the four dimensions 
of space-time to the two dimensions of the surface, in which the meaning is inscribed or transmitted, 
in a more or less "user-friendly" way. 
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Secondly, on the conceptual level, the terms "surface" and "touch" act, according to Bachelard's 
formula, as "epistemological obstacles"26. Their meanings are ambiguous, as they are derived from 
everyday empirical experience and refer to an implicit metaphysics.  

Thus, Gibson27 defines the term surface in relation to medium and substance: whereas the medium is 
that which allows animals to move as well as light, sound and smell to be transmitted, and the 
substance that which does not freely transmit air or smell, and which does not allow the movement 
of bodies, then the surface is that which separates the substances from the medium, and which, 
because it is relative to a substance, persists and has an affordance for the being that perceives it. 
There is thus a surface only of a substance and only insofar as it is carrying an invitation relative to a 
given living being. As for Stroll28, he distinguishes the A-Surface or Abstract Surface which is 
subdivided into LS (Leonardo Surface), interface between two states of matter without being part of 
one of the two matters, and DS (Divisible Surface) external surface which delimits an object, from the 
P-Surfaces or Physical Surfaces itself subdivided into SS (Somorjai Surface), surface which is situated 
at the atomic level, and OS (Ordinary Surface), surface of the current objects.  

These two approaches of the "surface" are problematic because they presuppose, on the one hand, 
that any surface is an external surface of something29, whereas there is not necessarily a substance 
posed beforehand in these interactions, and on the other hand, that the surface being devoid of 
depth, unlike the medium, cannot be crossed, something contradictory with these interactions. 

The term "touch" is subjected to the same difficulties. If this one designates at first sight the whole of 
the cutaneous sensations according to the various types of receptors of a living being, it remains that 
it is not reducible to its only "somato-physiological" dimension. Not only this last makes the 
interiority show and reciprocally30, but besides, the touch is necessarily intentional as touch of within 
a given field31. The "small world"32 of the touch has this of specific, compared to the other senses, to 
be the "sense of the presence"33.  

This conception of the "touch" presupposes then a "metaphysics of the presence"34: the touch is 
conceived as immediate, that is to say devoid of mediation, participating then in the illusion of a 
"haptic intuitionism"35. However, since Aristotle36, we know that the touch is not immediate, but 
mediate, since it necessarily requires a medium (metaxu), how can we think a mediation which in the 
case of these interactions is not "touched"?  

Consequently, to think and to conceive these new interactions requires to emancipate itself from 
these two conceptions by recognizing the necessary existence of an between which acts as medium. 
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However, this medium is not only an interface that establishes a relation between faces, "facing" as 
much as "making faces"37, since it is a new modality of the interface with and without "surface" that 
can be crossed. Under these conditions, we will name it "transface", in the sense of face through38, 
distinct at the same time from the interface (face between) and from the surface (face on).  

 

Hypothesis of the transface: the medium as the through 

The "transface" acts as a medium39 ¸ in the sense that it functions as a medium, i.e. as an operator of 
mediation, rather than being a medium existing in itself. As a figure of the between (syncategorem), 
the medium designates a relation, not a substance (categorem)40. The transface is thus thought in a 
relational way, and not in a substantial way. As a medium, it establishes a relation with something 
other than itself. Since there is only a medium to access this otherness, then the transface is the 
medium in the sense of intermediary, condition of access to this otherness. However, unlike a 
neutral intermediary, as a mediator, it "interrupts, modifies, complicates, diverts, transforms and 
makes emerge different things"41 . In this sense, there is an operation of the mediation which "makes 
appear a structure or which modifies a structure"42. Since "the operation realizes the transformation 
of a structure into another structure," then just as "the operation is a μεταξύ between two 
structures"43, so the medium is a μεταξύ. He is then the "through"44 that transforms the relation and 
thus the connected beings by altering them45, thus maintaining the otherness of the mediated beings. 
Mediation is thus only apprehended negatively and indirectly by the effects46, and not positively and 
directly. 

Mediation is then characterized by three operations. First of all, it transits (transire) in the double 
sense of transiting and being transited47. On the one hand, it makes transit, i.e. it makes pass what is 
in transition, i.e. the flow; on the other hand, it makes transi, in the sense that it makes pass away, i.e. 
it immobilizes the flow, in the manner of a substance. Under these conditions, it maintains, according 

 
37 B. HOOKWAY, Interface, op. cit. 
38 For indication, in French, according to Serres, « entre vient de en, dedans, à l’intérieur, et de trans, à travers, 
dehors, ailleurs » (M. SERRES, Le gaucher boiteux. Puissance de la pensée, op. cit., p. 170). 
39 We follow here the orthographic recommendations of Bardini who distinguishes medium from mass-media 
and mediums (T. BARDINI, « Entre archéologie et écologie », Multitudes, n° 62, no 1, 18 avril 2016, p. 159-168). 
40 J. DERRIDA, La dissémination, Paris, Seuil, 1972, n. 29, p. 274. 
41 B. LATOUR et al., « Entretien avec Bruno Latour. Les médias sont-ils un mode d’existence? », INA Global, vol. 2, 
2 juin 2014, p. 147. 
42 G. SIMONDON, « Allagmatique », dans L’individuation à la lumière des notions de forme et d’information, 
Grenoble, Jérôme Millon, 2005, p. 559. 
43 Ibid., p. 561. 
44 F. JULLIEN, L’écart et l’entre. Leçon inaugurale de la Chaire sur l’altérité, 8 décembre 2011, Paris, Editions 
Galilée, 2012, p. 54. 
45 S. KRÄMER, Medium, Messenger, Transmission. An Approach to Media Philosophy, Amsterdam, Amsterdam 
University Press, 2015 ; D. MERSCH, Théorie des médias : Une introduction, E. Alloa, S. Baumann et P. Farah 
(trad.), Dijon, Les Presses du réel, 2018. 
46 D. MERSCH, Théorie des médias, op. cit. ; A. R. GALLOWAY, The Interface Effect, Cambridge/Malden, Polity Press, 
2012 ; J. DERRIDA, Marges de la philosophie, Paris, Les Editions de Minuit, 1972. 
47 F. NEYRAT, Atopies. Manifeste pour la philosophie, Caen, Nous, 2014, p. 71. 



to Whitehead's formula, a "fluctuating equilibrium" between a "metaphysics of flow" and a 
"metaphysics of substance"48. 

Then, it transduces (transducere) in the sense of Simondon, insofar as it operates a taking of form 
never completely completed, by allowing the individuation of a metastable field which, concealing a 
potential energy, will take shape from an external germ which will come to structure it, in the 
paradigmatic way of the crystal49. Thus, the operation of translation can modify the representation of 
something, as in Touchéo where a 2D object can be promoted into a 3D object, or make it change its 
input modality, as the operation of deposition in Sublimate which transforms a virtual form into a 
physical form. Similarly, in Air+Touch, the gesture takes shape in a double space, that of the surface 
where it is segmentation and context, and that of the air where it is function (fig. 1). 

Finally, it translates (translatare) in the double sense of transferring, i.e. transporting a thing from 
one place to another, and translating, i.e. passing from one language to another50. The operation of 
translation is placed on the "breach of the between-languages"51, never totally on the side of a 
language to the detriment of the other. By being situated in this in-between, mediation remains in 
the gap of an "untranslatable"52, maintaining the otherness of what is to be translated. This 
operation then implies an "intelligence"53 that "selects", that is to say "filters"54 what is to be 
translated, thus allowing to establish a common "intelligibility"55 between what is translated. This 
translation necessarily takes place with digital interfaces, since their function is to translate human 
meaning into the nonsense of the digital, and vice versa56. Thus, in Sublimate, there is a translation of 
coordinates in physical space into coordinates in the interface, preserving the otherness in what is 
not detected by the space of capture, even combining several systems of coordinates. 

The three effects of the through of the medium 
 
Since mediation can only be apprehended through its effects, then there are three of them: on the 
one hand, the medium is traversable, on the other hand, it can be traversed, and finally, it is 
experienced in a crossing.  
 

The traversable medium 
 
The medium is said to be traversable because it is first of all a limit which, according to its etymology 
(limes), separates as much as it connects without it being itself something. It is "that 'nothing-in-

 
48 A. N. WHITEHEAD, Procès et réalité: Essai de cosmologie, D. Charles et al. (trad.), Paris, Gallimard, 1995, p. 341. 
49 G. SIMONDON, L’individuation à la lumière des notions de forme et d’information, op. cit., p. 33. 
50 A. BERMAN, « De la translation à la traduction », TTR : traduction, terminologie, rédaction, vol. 1, no 1, 
Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières, 1988, p. 23-40. 
51 F. JULLIEN, L’écart et l’entre, op. cit., p. 63. 
52 J. DERRIDA, « Des tours de Babel (1985) », dans Psyché. Inventions de l’autre, Paris, Galilée, 1987, p. 203-235 ; 
B. CASSIN, « Les intraduisibles », Revue Sciences/Lettres, vol. 1, 2013. https://doi.org/10.4000/rsl.252 ; B. CASSIN, 
Eloge de la traduction. Compliquer l’universel, Paris, Fayard, 2016. 
53 B. HOOKWAY, Interface, op. cit., p. 43. 
54 Y. CITTON, « Créolecture et politiques membraniques », Multitudes, vol. 3, no 22, 2005, p. 203-211. 
55 F. JULLIEN, L’écart et l’entre, op. cit., p. 64. 
56 B. BACHIMONT, Le sens de la technique : le numérique et le calcul, Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 2010.  



common' through which communication takes place"57, where it maintains the otherness of what is 
connected while making possible a commonality between them. Moreover, there are two modalities 
of the limit: the limit-frame and the limit-porous.  
The limit-frame is the limit insofar as it operates a closure on what it frames and which directs our 
perception. Firstly, for Simmel58, the limit of the frame of a work of art allows to constitute it as a unit 
closed on itself. Secondly, the limit-frame directs our perception, so that the frame is, with the 
bottom and the plan, according to Marin, one of the devices which constitutes "the general framing 
of the representation"59. Under these conditions, as Dalmasso summarizes it, the cut that operates 
the frame refers, as others (window, grid, curtain, door, threshold, mirror, etc.)60, "as much to 
systems of representation of the visual space as to symbolic forms"61 in the sense of Panofsky62. Thus, 
in Touchéo, the space of gestural interaction is delimited by a physical frame, composed by a 
multitouch surface and a semi-transparent mirror. Another form of boundary-frame is the less 
perceptible one of the capture space of the device, which requires a visual supplement where one 
can visualize the hand and the virtual objects, although this capture frame is often invisible, as it is 
the case in Abracadabra or Air+Touch. 
The porous-limit the limit as it passes through. In the literal sense, porosity is the property of a body 
to be endowed with pores, derived from porus "conduit, passage", i.e. interstices ensuring the 
passage of liquid or gaseous fluids, itself derived from peirein "to cross from one side to the other", 
constituted of the Indo-European root per- "to cross"63. The limit is either porous, or non-porous, 
that is to say aporetic, in the sense of what concerns an aporia, "the non-passage, or rather the 
experience of non-passage"64. The porous-limit is then at the same time "path"65 and "link"66 as the 
two orientations of the word peîrar reveal it. As Vernant and Détienne analyze it, "a certain type of 
path can take the form of a link that enchains, and reciprocally, the action of linking sometimes takes 
on the appearance of a crossing, of a path"67. Thus, Ultrahaptics is an example of a porous boundary 
perceptible by touch, since the device is made of ultrasounds that the hand can cross. In the same 
way, in Hologram in my Hand, this boundary-porous can be offered as a visual path where the user 
can use a sheet of cardboard to operate selections or cutting planes in a scatter plot (fig xx). As for 
the sand of InnerGarden or the pimples of Sublimate, they signal, by their resistance, to the aporetic 
dimension. 
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In addition, this limit of the medium only lets through what has been machined. The medium is not a 
machine, that is to say a particular technical object68 (tool, instrument...), but it functions like a 
machine. Following the analyses of Deleuze and Guattari, the machine is what emits a flow and what 
cuts this same flow69. Thus, the medium machine by producing flow and cutting it according to three 
modalities: the "cut-preparation"70, the "cut-detachment"71 and the "cut-remains"72. Consequently, 
the medium is traversable when it produces flow that will cross it, and that it cuts it according to the 
modalities evoked, so that the whole of the flow does not cross, since it is necessarily cut. Thus, in 
Touchéo, although a 3D physical space is provided to visualize the virtual objects above the tactile 
surface, only the multitouch flow allows to manipulate these 3D objects from a dedicated widget (fig. 
yy). 
 

Crossing the medium 
  
Only that which can pass through the medium, i.e. "the in-between of the flow"73, and not that which 
subsists, i.e. the substance. Whereas the substance since Aristotle only formally and necessarily 
subsists under the contingent material accidents, the flow cannot not pass since Heraclitus74 or 
Lucretius75. Moreover, in the passage, coming from passus, "spreading of the legs", it is the gap 
which makes possible the step and thus the passage. The passage is then a matter of transition, that 
is to say of a "between-forms"76, in the sense of a passage from a form to another by a gap.  
The medium controls what crosses. As Hookway77 reminds us, the term control is originally derived 
from contrarotulus, "register kept in duplicate to check accounts by comparison", composed of 
rotulus, the "little wheel" (rota), i.e. the rolled up written sheet of paper, and specifically the register 
of administrative acts, then later, the text that a theater actor has to learn, and by extension, the role 
that a person plays within society. In this sense, the medium controls (without emphasis) in the sense 
that it assigns a role to the flow. Furthermore, since the contre-rolle duplicates the original, then it 
does not exist in itself, but only to check the commonalities and discrepancies between the two. 
Finally, from Deleuze, the term control (with emphasis) is understood as "a modulation, like a self-
deforming molding that would change continuously from one moment to the next, or like a sieve 
whose meshes would change from one point to another”78. To cross the medium then implies that 
the flow is controlled in the sense of what modulates a role. Thus, Sublimate controls the combined 
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flows of the gesture, which crosses the physical space structured by the pimples and the augmented 
space of the visual form, of the gaze, which crosses the see-through AR device as well as of the video 
through the mirror thanks to the roles assigned and mutually controlled to adjust the interaction. 
 

The experience of crossing the medium 
 
The crossing implies to cross the medium without however being reduced to it. Following Ingold, we 
will say that the crossing79 is characterized by the fact of being crossed, unlike the transport which 
remains indifferent to what it crosses. On the one hand, the crossing is carried out in the world, and 
not on it, by remaining on its surface as is the transport80. On the other hand, it associates 
locomotion and perception, where transport distinguishes them81. Thus, Sublimate proposes a 
crossing thanks to the operations of deposition and sublimation which are often multimodal, 
combining the touch, the vision, and the movement of the body. 
The crossing includes a pathic dimension since it is affected by what it crosses. Under this condition, 
there is a "spectral"82 dimension of the crossing making of what crosses an "in-between"83. Thus, 
Phantom Sensations proposes a "spectral" sensation of crossing of the body, produced by the 
perception of a haptic signal on both sides of a part of the body, giving the illusion of a crossing of 
the signal.  
Finally, although this crossing can be described phenomenologically in terms of lived experience 
(Erlebnis), it must however first be understood according to its ex-periri etymology, "the crossing of a 
danger", that is to say of a test (Erfahrung)84. The crossing is not without perils that constitute this 
movement of crossing as crossing. If all experience is a crossing, then it can always go wrong, in a 
left-handed way, because it is perilous, but also be "inventive" or "adventurous"85. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The concept of "transface" is therefore conceived to answer the insufficiencies of interfaces reduced 
to "surface" and "touch". As a "face through", the transface is an interface which, on the one hand, 
passes through itself, on the other hand, implies an entity which passes through it, and finally, affects 
what passes through it by altering it. Distinct as much from tactile interaction as from tangible 
interaction, this new conception of the interface ensures not only interactions with and without 
physical surfaces, but also and above all interactions that can be traversed according to the three 
stated modalities. 

 
79 The term "crossing" is understood here as a synonym of Tim Ingold's "wayfaring" (T. INGOLD, Une brève 
histoire des lignes, S. Renaut (trad.), 1re éd., Bruxelles, Zones Sensibles, 2013, p. 101). 
80 Ibid., p. 103. 
81 Ibid., p. 105. 
82 J. DERRIDA, Spectres de Marx : L’Etat de la dette, le travail du deuil et la nouvelle Internationale, Paris, Editions 
Galilée, 2006 ; F.-D. SEBBAH, « Traces numériques: plus ou moins de fantôme(s)? », dans C. Larsonneur et al. 
(éd.), Le sujet digital, Dijon, Les presses du réel, 2015, p. 114-126. 
83 S. MARGEL, « La société du spectral. L’automate, la marionnette et la star », dans La société du spectral, Paris, 
Lignes, 2012, p. 45-62. 
84 P. LACOUE-LABARTHE, La poésie comme expérience, Paris, Christian Bourgois éditeur, 2015, n. 6, p. 30-31 ; J.-L. 
NANCY, « Rives, bords, limites (de la singularité) », op. cit., p. 107, 135 ; J. DERRIDA, « Apories. Mourir - s’attendre 
aux “limites de la vérité” », op. cit., p. 314. 
85 M. SERRES, Le gaucher boiteux. Puissance de la pensée, Paris, Editions Le Pommier, 2017, p. 12. 


