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In the midst of the turbulence of digitally mediated world

redefining our sensory experiences, whether in the form of

artificial life, biological robotics, trans-humanism, virtual

identity, we note a concern about the vulnerability of the

self. As Greenfield (2009) notes that when this individual

sense of self is threatened (e.g. electronic surveillance), our

very worst fears are ignited, since there no longer exists a

‘fire wall’ of group identity, family or social identity,

between the inner self and the outside world. Sennett

(1998) in his book, The Corrosion of Character, draws our

attention to the turbulence of fragmented self and notes that

in the brave new economy, the fragmented or dislocated

nature of self-experience moves to the fore, thereby setting

the scenario for an emotionally adrift and vulnerable self,

losing control of the purpose of life and feeling the loss of

the sense of the self. (ibid:130). It is held that central to the

turbulence of the self and society, is the dominance of

technologic of seeing things in terms of the I–It relation,

objects of calculation, moving away from the I–Thou

framework of judgement. It is this shift from judgement to

calculation (Weizenbaum 1976) which leads to perceiving

human relations, may they be social, cultural, ethical,

economic, governance, in terms of I–It relations. The

summary on Martin Buber’s I and Thou (SparkNotes

Editors 2014) notes that Buber looks at modern society and

finds: ‘how it is entirely built up based on the mode of I–It.

Politics, economics, public institutions, even much of

personal life, are all fundamentally grounded in the fact

that we view every other being as an It, rather than as a

Thou. Modern man has come to feel alienated fundamen-

tally because modern society is exclusively an It-world.

Existential angst, worries of meaninglessness, and the

sense of impending doom that most modern human beings

feel at some point in their life (often in the dead of night,

when they cannot sleep) are all the result of our strict

reliance on experience to the exclusion of encounter’.

Bloch (2010) and Scott (2002) give a deep insight into

Buber’s I–Thou and I–It relations, in which Buber sets out

a philosophy of relating. The experiencing I in an I–It

relation is an objective observer rather than an active

participant in this mode of engaging the world. In the I–

Thou relation, we are present with others; it is the presence

of others which influences our own sense of presence (Gill

2015) and creates an environment for us to be active par-

ticipants rather than just mere objective observers. In our

multipolar world of reality (observed) and actuality (the

world as it is), I–It and I–Thou relations, in many ways,

intersect, overlap, converge and diverge, making us seek a

balance between these relations in a way that valorises their

purpose and impact. In this perspective, we may say that

we are seeking a relational interface of balance in the sense

of harmony, kyosei, Yin-Yang, Symiotics, Swikriti (Gill

2009). The Dancing Shiva or Nataraja (Ramachandran

2012) depicts the very spirit of balance of actuality and

reality of our universe, and from our perspective, provides

a holistic model for conceptualising, creating and building

relational interfaces.

In viewing metaphysic as ‘beyond’ the physical, Rao

(2014) gives an insight into the idea of subject (I, Thou)

and object (It). In accepting, One-Godhead as the ‘ulti-

mate’, Monotheistic religions (e.g. Judaism, Christianity

and Islam) accept duality of subject (the worshipper) and

the Object (the Worshipped—the God). He further says

that although Monism (Non-dualism) appears to deny

Godhead, it accepts God as having an ontological status at

least ad hoc. What is of interest to us in the case of the
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Ultimate as the Thou and It (object) is the interface

between the I (the worshipper)–Thou (the Ultimate) and I–

It (object of worship). If beyond the physical, I and Thou

become the same or merge into one, then what is the

meaning of the mediating interface? How would an

understanding of the idea of beyond the physical help us in

the design of interface between the self and the other where

other is either Thou (in the sense a person, you) or It? This

then raises the issue as to the purpose of the interface,

whether it is relational (e.g. purposive) or transactional

(e.g. causal) (Rosenbrock 1990). In other words, whether it

is about mediating reality as it is observed (factual), or it is

about mediation of actuality (the world as it is). We per-

ceive nature not as it exists in itself, but rather our per-

ception of nature and its objects is necessarily determined

by the structure of our minds. Hence, the totality of human

beings’ perceptions is only objective to the extent that we

determine reality through the same operations of mind. In

other words, reality is as nature is experienced, and ulti-

mate reality lies beyond the realm of possible experience.

Rao (op.cit.) notes that ultimate reality (Advaita) is not an

object to be worshipped, rather it is the Subject itself when

the veil of ignorance (avidyā) is removed. So is the case

with Buddhism since the Ultimate is an Absolute Noth-

ingness—neither the worshipped nor the worshipper exists

at that stage.

We note that Just as an object, when viewed from an

extreme distance away from it, is non-existent for the

viewer, we have in Buddhism, the ‘view’ of the complete

Universe that never obtains, because the subject who is

dependent on the material goes on diminishing in his own

constitution, and when the matter completely vanishes, the

subject also vanishes into thin air, making it impossible to

view the resulting ‘Nothingness’. This Buddhist view of

the universe helps us to view the distancing self in the

cyber sphere, where the self (I), when replicated in the

cyber space, slowly and slowly moves away from its ori-

ginal contact and constraints and takes on a life as a virtual

self, as if the ‘I’ has merged into the object beyond or

beyond Thou. This non-ontological existence of the self in

the cyber space poses a challenge as how to identify and

differentiate the self from the ‘virtual self’.

We further get a glimpse of the I–Thou relation as an

outside–inside relation, when the worshipper enters from

outside into physical space of worship, represented by the

physical architecture of various religions (e.g. Church,

mosque, Temple), and re-enters back from inside to the

outside. The main entrance or multiple entrances of the

architecture enable the worshipper (I) to enter from outside

to the inside where the Ultimate (Thou) is believed to be

represented or to reside or to be found. For example, in the

case of Kaaba, Rao (ibid.) sheds light on the outside–inside

relation: ‘…for those who enter the Kaaba, there is

Zamzam, the Ultimate Water, symbolising ‘concretely’ the

‘Conscious-space’ inside the Kaaba,.…the Kaaba and

Zamzam are identical entities, where Zamzam symboli-

cally represents the total conscious space; and the Kaaba

permits entry to pilgrims, which indicates the identity

between pilgrim and the Ultimate. This identity is a Sub-

jectual experience of the highest order.’ The worshipper

enters from outside Kaaba to inside architecture, Zamzam,

through the entrance of Kaaba and seeks oneness with the

Ultimate. The architecture of the Golden Temple (Sikh

shrine at Amritsar) complex provides yet another insight

into outside–inside relation; the worshipper enters the

temple complex through any of the four entrances, then

enters the Golden Temple, and can come outside through

any of the four entrances. The representation of religions

through their architectures illustrates the diversity of paths

the worshipper follows or enters to seek oneness or solace

with the Ultimate. It is interesting to note that in Buddhism,

a mandala (Mandalas 2004) is a sacred geometric figure, a

symbolic architecture, that represents the universe. By

mentally entering a mandala and proceeding to its centre, a

person is symbolically guided through the cosmos to the

essence of reality. Mandalas are constructed from the

centre outward, beginning with a dot in the centre. Outside

the square temple are several concentric circles. The out-

ermost circle is usually decorated with stylised scrollwork

resembling a ring of fire. This ring of fire symbolises the

process of transformation humans must undergo before

being able to enter the sacred territory within. It both bars

the uninitiated and symbolises the burning of ignorance.

The innermost ring is made of lotus leaves, signifying

religious rebirth. The square structure in the middle of a

mandala is a palace for the resident deities and a temple

containing the essence of the Buddha. The square temple’s

four elaborate gates symbolise a variety of ideas, including

four boundless thoughts of loving kindness, compassion,

sympathy and equanimity, and four directions: south,

north, east and west. In the centre of the mandala is an

image of the chief deity, who is placed over the centre dot

described above. Because it has no dimensions, the centre

dot represents the seed or centre of the universe. It is

interesting to note that in Buddhist Mandala, there is no

outside–inside divide.

We note that a variation of the outside–inside relation-

ship between the worshipper and the Ultimate is reflected

in the architectural (geometric) representations of many

religions, illustrating again the diversity of the fundamental

concept of the cyclic (I–Thou–I) relation. From the per-

spective of conceptualising interface, what is of interest to

us is the transition of the worshipper from the social

environment (outside) to a spiritual environment (inside)

and back to the social environment (outside) and what it

implies for designing relational interfaces. We could argue
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that this outside–inside–outside transitional cycle enables

the worshipper to gain spiritual knowledge and wisdom

when inside and bring to bear this knowledge when re-

entering the outside. In a wider context, the lesson we can

draw from the spiritual outside–inside relation which is of

interest to us is that of its appropriation in cross-social,

cross-cultural, cross-boundary, cross-ethnicity contexts.

This outside–inside–outside cyclic relationship thus

provides a perspective of deigning an interface, which is

much more than transactional; it is relational in a deep

sense enabling, mediating and supporting the generation

and regeneration of knowledge and wisdom. Such a per-

spective cultivates an interfacing environment, which is

holistic, participative, reciprocal, reflective, and immersed

into human values of trust, ethics, inhabiting the diversity

of social and cultural contexts of the individual and of the

collective. The concept of outside–inside is seen here in

terms of symbiotic relation of trust of I and hospitality of

Thou, and the extended concept of outside–inside–outside

is seen in terms of reciprocity, reflection, transfer, and

change. The metaphysical concept of ‘beyond’ is taken to

mean extended space/environment (e.g. virtual space) for

I–Thou and I–It interaction. These concepts, when appro-

priated in relational contexts, provide for a conceptual

framework for relational interface design.

What is of interest to us is to seek a conceptual model/

framework which provides for the appropriation of these

concepts for relational interfacing, balancing the impact of

the turbulence of mediating technologies and their eman-

cipatory purposes. Further, we seek in this conceptual

model a vision of balance between the individual and

collective, between I and Thou, between the asymmetry

and symmetry, between the reality and actuality, and

between the real (material) and the virtual (beyond). Shi-

va’s dance, in the form the artist’s vision of The Dancing

Shiva, or Nataraja (Ramachandran 2012), depicts the

cosmic dance of Shiva, who creates, sustains and destroys

the Universe. For example, the centrifugal motions of

Shiva’s arms and legs flailing in different directions and the

way the tresses flying of his head symbolise the agitation

and frenzy of cosmos. Yet right in the midst of all this

turbulence—this fitful of fever of life—is the calm spirit of

Shiva, movement and energy on the one hand, and the

eternal stability on the other. This sense of something

eternal and stable (the Ultimate) is conveyed by Shiva’s

slightly bent leg, which gives him balance and poise even

in the midst of his frenzy, and partly by his serene, tranquil

expression, which conveys a sense of timeliness. Shiva’s

dance thus symbolises a balance between I–Thou and I–It

relations, between Outside–Inside relations, between

reality and actuality, and between rationality and spiritu-

ality, in a world of turbulence of relations. It is as if Shiva’s

dance mediates the turbulent relations of self and society

back to the reality-actuality balance of our world. The

outside–inside relation here symbolises a relational inter-

face that is more than transactional interaction, communi-

cation, and exchange; it is about reflective exchange,

change, and transition on the part of both the designer and

the user. A relational interface in this perspective affects

reflective dialogue, mediation, reciprocity, and mutuality.

This mediated balance of I–Thou and I–It relations, and

those of the outside–inside relations, is what I call Shiva’s

dance of relational interface. The diversity of issues and

arguments presented in Part A of this volume makes us

reflect on the nature of turbulences arising from the dom-

inance of technologics while exploring the societal rele-

vance of technological innovations.
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